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America Mid 1700s

I cannot breathe. My heart is thundering. My head is spinning. I cannot get my eyes to focus. Is this what death feels like? Some murky abyss that sings the song of revelry. My body feels foreign to me; the lightning-sharp pain across my back tells me that I was lashed again. That wicked man takes the greatest pleasure in my suffering. I can hear screaming, laughing, crying, the crackle of that bonfire that alights the courtyard in bright summery hues. Hues that I have missed for so long. Will that sorrow ever ease? Will her death stare haunt me forever? Something cool touches my brow, patting gently at the sweat there. Who are you? Damn it all, why will my eyes not focus?

“It's okay.” She whispers. It is the new elf girl that that monster has purchased. I feel a cool relief as she uses magic to stitch my skin together. “They are preoccupied with a faery right now.”

I try to find my limbs, but my bones are soft. I rasp. “You—you should not do that.”

“Not every being here has to be cruel.” She says, pressing a sweet kiss to my brow. My vision clears and I can see her squatting next to me. She is pretty, but fairly plain for an elf woman. Her hair is straw-like in color with tinges of copper, her eyes bright blue and warm even as they resemble a cold ocean. She is lithe, too young to be dressed as she is. The scrap of fabric that covers her is sheer, leaving her on display.

“You will get hurt helping me, girl.”

“Then I will take it.” Her voice is soft as a finch song but firm. “No one should be treated as they treat you, slave or not. Beast or fae or human.”

I huff into the bloodied dirt before me. “You have lofty thoughts, given your purpose here.”

“I am no whore.” There is a sharpness to her voice. A fire in her spirit I hope she never loses here, but I can smell her fear.

“That is what you will be, whether you wish it or not. The master is not above tying maidens down to have them.”

She paled slightly, “I—I do not wish to be here.”

“Neither do I, fair one.”

“Tummilia. Tummi is what my sister, Katrel, has always called me.”

“Tummi.” Her name is a bell that tones at dawn.

“Beast, what is your name?”

“I—” What had I been called all those years ago, by that fire-haired witch, by the family I had long lost? “Niratap. I am Niratap.”

She smiles sweetly stroking my face. “Nira.”

I feel my lips move to match her smile, but a boot knocks into my ribs, my breath leaving my lungs in a whoosh.

“Beast, the fair elf girl is not for you.” A guard fists Tummi’s hair and pulls her off the ground. “Beautiful as she is, the master will not take your beastly seconds.”

He runs his hand along her ribs, pulling at the fabric, and paws at her small breasts. She yelps, tries to kick at him. He just laughs at her. I push off the ground, a growl that I have not used in a long while crawling from my throat. It earns me a kick to the neck, my face finding the dirt instead.

“How dare you growl at me, beast. The master will hear of this.” The sole of his shoe presses my face into the dirt. “I am certain that he will take great pleasure in teaching you both your place.”

I glare at him. It has been so long since I have been defiant to those who hold my chains. So long since I have had this urge to protect anyone. “Let her go.”

“Subjugare. Obedire. Submittere.”​[1] The lord hollers our direction.

The iron collar around my neck glows as do the matching cuffs around my wrists and ankles, magical thorns digging deep into my skin. I snarl and thrash against the suffocating sensation as the magic tightens around me. The heavy chains anchor me to the ground, and I fight the fire choking me.

“Insufferable beast, you will obey me.” The lord's boot finds its mark against my ribs.

“Leave the girl alone,” I snarl at him with all the venom I can muster as the subjugation magic acts as a noose, cutting off my air, and making my head swim. The whip cracks a lightning strike on a cloudless night, and it bites viciously across my face. I can taste my blood's coppery tang in my mouth.

The lord fists my hair, pulling my head back to glare at me, his dagger pressing into my throat. “If you value your pathetic existence, then you would be wise to shut your mouth. I am not above flaying you for fun. Do you want to live, beast?”

I swallow and look away. “Yes.”

“Yes what, beast?”

“Yes, master.”

“Then obey.” He throws me down into the dirt, his guards laughing. He speaks to the guard holding Tummi. “Bring the brat I need some relief.”

Their footsteps fade under the roar of the fire, the crackling of the logs the only sound in the silence for several long moments. I curl into myself, bracing as the laughter of men rises as does the bile in my throat. Her screams keen over the crack and pop of the logs. I wonder if it truly is the logs that I hear or if it is her bones. What horrible things are they doing to her? I press my hands over my ears. Coward. When did I become so cowardly? When did I become so weak? Even with my ears covered I can still hear her screaming, begging them to stop. Please just stop.

“Stop!” Shouts a female voice from the woods.

I uncurl at her voice, both desperate and so full of rage. Blood stings my eyes, but I can see the young elf woman, dressed like a man, her hair braided back and a sword dangling from her hand. Her features are much like Tummi’s, but where Tummi was a warm summer day, this figure was a smoldering autumn night.

The master laughs from his seat between the girl's legs and purrs. “Now, now who might you be?”

The girl brandishes the sword at the master. “Release my sister, you fiend.”

“And who might your sister be?” He thrusts into Tummi. Her yelp of pain echoing into the night.

“Release my sister now, or I will release your member from your body.” The would-be elf warrior snarls.

“Now, now girl. Do you even know who I am?” He coos.

“You are a dead man if you do not release my sister.”

The master frowns. “Men, grab the wench. She will be fun to torture. I cannot wait until I can smother that fire in her.”

The men surround her, all of them laughing mockingly. I rise to my knees, watching. The master shoots a glare at my movement, and I ease back sitting on my heels, averting my eyes from his gaze. The girl holds up the sword and lunges, but she has no experience with the weapon. The guards laugh even more as they disarm her and bind her arms together before her. They drag her before the lord, who has tucked himself back into his pants.

“Glaoim ar na heiliminti. Talmh, tine, gaoth agus farraige—”​[2]

The master's hand careens across her face. “None of that, witch.”

A large glass cauldron carried between four guards is set before the crude dais built opposite the fire. Filled with a clear liquid that smells pungently of vinegar but carries the macerated smell of chemically cleaned bones. Acid. The master claims his spot upon his throne, crossing an ankle over a knee, and ganders at the defiant girl before him.

“Now, what to do with you?” He asks, his voice flat, but with a sinister edge. “So wild and defiant. Maybe a dip in an acid bath or defiling your noble womb will tame you.”

“No!” Tummi ran onto the dais, prostrating before him. I can smell her blood and tears. “I will do anything, my Lord, anything please just let my sister go.”

The master smiles. “Anything?”

“No, Tummi!” Her sister screams.

“Anything.” Tummi concedes.

“Come here, child.” He waves two of his fingers for her to come nearer. She keeps her head down, and crawls before the master. Fisting her hair, he pulls her between his legs. “Now, sweet girl, clean your filth from me and I will consider letting your sister live. Bite me and you both will die.”

“Yes, master.” She whimpers but does as she is told.

My stomach curdles as he waves to the guards around her sister. She screams and fights as the men each take a limb and hover her over the cauldron. The cruel smile dons the master's face before he speaks.

“Dunk her.”

The guards obey, submerging the poor girl’s back into the clear liquid. Her screams rattle through me. Break a part of my sanity and heart that I thought had long since died. The master's hand holds Tummi's head to him, whispering to her. The sounds of the acid as it devours Katrel’s clothes and skin, burn on my own skin. I cannot take this. I cannot watch these innocent girls suffer. I cannot be a slave any longer. I pull against the magical chains holding me back, and the cold metal bites into my skin.

“Manere.”​[3] The master says, waving a bored hand. The chains tighten, but I will not yield. The master narrows his eyes.

“Submittere.”​[4] He growls at me. The magical thorns dig into my throat, wrists, and ankles. I dig my claws into the earth. I will not yield.

“Subjugare.”​[5] He shouts and tendrils of blood trickle over my chest and hands. He throws Tummi backward off the dais. The guards drop her sister on the ground beside her, drawing their weapons to face me.

“Cede.”​[6] He screams, tucking his clothes back into place. Heat builds between the binds and my skin. I will not. I cannot. The enchanted metal groans as I fight them.

“Insolent creature!” He bellows, stalking towards me, cracking the whip at his side. “I did not have the pleasure to break you. This newfound willfulness of yours will be entertaining nonetheless.”

“I will no longer be a slave.”

“Obumbrata camporum creatura mihi es obligata. Ad voluntatem meam inclinaberis.”​[7]

Magic blue fire radiates from the metal, the smell of burnt flesh and hair coats my nose. I cannot give in. I cannot submit. I cannot yield. I must break free. I must save them. I must end this. I reach mentally into the ether and call upon the magic that has lain dormant for hundreds of years. Shadows crawl from the darkness of the forest and silent manor. They slither and slink over my skin, shielding me from the bite of the magical fire trying to consume me. I feel my muscles shift, my bones elongate, and hair grows over my skin. My senses sharpen as I rise from the ground, the manacles of servitude fall from my body and turn to dust at my feet. I am free.

The man who mere seconds ago was my master pales then glares swinging back his arm, whip in hand. He says. “Let the breaking begin.”

He slings his arm forward, the whip slicing through the air, the metal tip glinting in the firelight, and across my chest.

I feel nothing. There is no blood or splayed flesh, only the shadows that ebb over me. A shield that I have summoned to myself, I realize, to rend from this world the darkness that had hallowed mine. I growl. As I settle onto all fours, long claws come from the shadows, weapons against tyranny. I scent their fear, the guards, the once master. They are afraid of me. Of the ending that I was promised to bring. That makes me angry. How dare they be afraid of the monster they created? How dare these men ever hold sway over me. Control over me.

My blood is roiling through my veins. All sounds hit me at once, roaring in my ears; or was it me roaring? I raise my clawed paw and the men begin to scream, fleeing at the sight of me. One of their own is flayed, the rich earthy taste of man flesh on my tongue. One after another I slay and devour parts of each guard as they flee in a painfully slow progression to the manor house, lights coming to life in the windows. I burst through the door and slay indiscriminately, devour indiscriminately. The head of the waitstaff screams of panic, the only one I hear as I bite through her throat. The master's wife is pushed down the stairs by the master himself, a sacrifice for his survival.

The master's children are the only lives in the slaughter that will haunt me. The master's son, much nobler than the father that had shoved them from the safety of their room, holds a dagger before his sister behind him. His death is quick. The master's daughter, still so young, so young smiles up at me, eyes filled with tears. She is afraid, but not of me as she embraces the slithering mass of shadows and fur that had just slain her brother.

“I told you.” She weeps as my claws dig into her back. “I told you that you would be free one day.”

I cannot stop the bloodlust as my claws sink into her tiny body, sliding between her ribs, and through her heart. I feel it beat twice over the talon that had punctured it before she falls limp in my hands with a sigh. Yes, these deaths would haunt me for the rest of my existence. Silence hits my ears first. When did the screaming of guards and wait staff stop? I look behind me. The hall is coated in blood, bodies cooling where it pools. I had slaughtered them all in my quest for vengeance. I shake my head, looking at the door where the sniveling man who had once controlled this house hid. I push through the doors and there he is, cowering in the corner of the room.

He peers past me at his children who lay dead in the hall. “You killed them. You killed all of them, even the children.”

I stalk toward him, bloodlust and vengeance my only goal, but my head is no longer clouded. “Yes.”

“You are going to kill me.”

“Yes.” The shadows waver on me and pulse with my heart.

“Please no.”

“You are a weak man.” I growl in a voice not fully human in sound. “You preyed upon those who could not protect themselves. You sacrificed your own wife to save yourself. You sacrificed your children. No longer.”

Hot tears roll down my face. He had sacrificed them, yes, but it was I who had killed them. I had snuffed them from existence, just as I was about to do to the man that I had watched for almost a decade do the same thing. His death was not drawn out, it was mercifully quick. I did not eat of his flesh, my stomach full and nauseated. I made it back to the entryway of the house before I lost all of its contents, the shadows falling away and slithering back to their homes.

The girls sat on the stoop and did not flinch as I came and sat between them. I was covered in blood, my body weary, but at least they had survived the slaughter. The tears still streamed freely. We sat there looking over the grounds where the bodies of guards lay strewn, in pieces.

“You slayed them.” Katrel said softly. It looked as if Tummi had healed her to the best of her ability, rippling burn scars covering her back, much like the ones that had taken residence at my wrists and ankles.

“Yes.”

“Even the lord?” Tummi asked.

I swallowed my throat dry. “Even the children.”

Tummi nodded sadly, she had met the lord's children, but she placed a gentle hand on my arm. “It was merciful.”

“We are free.” I said to her, solemnly.

“What now, beast?” Katrel asked, her tongue sharp but weary.

“He is no beast.” Tummi said. “He is the Bondbreaker.”
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Niratap

Present Day

The smell of rot and decay made my stomach turn. How these vermin could stand to live and work in this chasm of stone and death was beyond me. The sounds surrounded me and echoed around the walls of the alley, whispered conversations, cries of beings seen and unseen, and heels on the wet cobblestone rang sharp in my ears. Most of the whispers were about me as the crowd parted around me. Lord Niratap joins the fray of monsters searching for something; what will he purchase and take to his sanctuary; what manner of the beast has drawn him to our street? I heard it every time I came here, along with seedier beings debating whether my patronage was worth more than I was. They were just words because none of the people here were brave or stupid enough to try to subdue me.

The slave traders were talking about the beauties they had captured as I passed by the brothel, Nocturnal. Women were a commonly trafficked commodity in these dark causeways. I paused, a sweet scent permeating the air. What was this sweet fragrance that pulled me towards the small entryway, to the traders' den, where the two men stood, dressed in black, one wearing a hoodie against the night's chill?

“L-l-lord Niratap.” One of the traders sputtered. “What do we owe the pleasure?”

I swallowed, the sweet scent calling out to me from around the door. “I wish to peruse your wares for the evening.”

“Is his lordship in the market for a wife, plaything, or incubator?” The other trader asked.

I glowered at the term. “I have not decided. I wish to see what you have.”

“Enter then, my Lord, the bidding is about to begin.”

He opened the door, which I had to nearly bend completely over to walk through. The sweet scent pierced through the smells of sweat, sex, and fear that permeated the air. Where was it coming from? I nudged a chandelier away from my antlers as I came back to my full height so as to not get tangled in its dangling crystals. The walls were carpeted in a wine-colored velvet over a black marble floor, and before me was a slight elven woman in a body-tight black dress with a plunging neckline, a silver enchanted collar, and cuffs around her throat and wrists. I adjusted my own shirt cuffs to hide my discomfort, the sickening smell of their magic tingling on the back of my tongue.

“My Lord.” She curtsied. “I am to be your hostess for the evening. Which part of the club do you wish to partake in?”

Dance music came from the doors on either side, but the smell was coming from behind where she stood.

“Where does each door lead?” I asked. I already felt like I was suffocating in the tight space.

“To your right is the dance lounge, where we would wait on you and your vices, whatever they may be. To the left is the escort hall which is lined with women ready for your pleasure.”

“And the door beyond?” I motioned to the door behind her with a bob of my head.

“That is the way to the auction lounge, my Lord.”

“Then lead the way, my dear.”

She flushed slightly. I smelled the fear radiating off her, but she did not tremble as she nodded and turned to the door. “Very well, my Lord.”

I followed her through the door, bending again to allow clearance for my antlers. The room was a large auditorium with private booths strewn throughout. Most were set up with semi-sheer curtains, and others were one-way glass rooms. All the better to see and not be seen. She led me to a large alcove close to the stage, where I could only assume whoever this sweet scent belonged to would be brought for auction. She adjusted a dial in the velvet wall and the floor before the lounge dropped, steps coming from the floor, and I knew this was where they entertained creatures of the more inhuman variety.  I sat in the lounge. It was a welcome feeling in the outside world to be accommodated for my size. She pulled the gossamer curtain across the entry and gave a small bow.

“Can I get you anything to drink, my Lord? We have an extensive bar, including various other beverages for our guests.” I didn't need to ask her what she meant by various beverages; I could smell the metallic tang of blood.

“What is your selection of vintage red wines?” I wanted something to cut through my dry mouth.

“We have one vintage red, an Italian I believe; would you like me to fetch it for you, my Lord?”

“Yes, please, my dear.”

“Anything else, my Lord?”

“A scotch, Irish, high shelf, neat, and your name.”

“M-my name?” Fear permeated her again.

“Yes, I would like to know it.”

“Eloimaya. Eloimaya Daeleth”

I met her gaze. “Thank you, Eloimaya. I will wait for your return.”

The scents of this place were giving me an ache between my eyes. I reached behind my mask, closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose. The burn of alcohol would hopefully ease the pressure on my senses. Hushed voices grated on my ears, and my name on the tongues of many who were hidden in the private lounges. Eloimaya’s heels clacked across the marble as she returned, and she paused just past the curtain.

“I-I didn't realize that was a mask, my Lord.”

“Many don't, and I would like to keep it that way, my dear.” My voice sounded more menacing than I intended, but she was unfazed by it.

“Yes, my Lord. I will not tell a soul.”

I looked at her now. She had toed off her heels, dimmed the lighting, and come to stand before the steps. She placed the tray of drinks on the table beside the sofa. I snatched the scotch, taking a hard swallow of it. It ignited a fire and numbed my throat to the choking sensation of magic around me. Confinement and binding magic had always tasted bitter on the back of my tongue, taking me back to dark memories from long ago.  

“My Lord, not to be forward, but you seem to be on edge. I remember that your kind of beast has hyper senses. Is it overwhelming to be here in the city?”

“Very.” I said, adjusting the mask back into position. “Smells and sounds are particularly grating after a short time.”

“Then why come into the city at all? Especially places like this.”

I sat forward resting my elbows on my knees, hands clasped in front of my face. I pointed to the spot directly in front of me. “Come here.”

She swallowed, fear painting her features, making her sapphire eyes widen and her breath quicken. To her credit she didn’t shake, though I knew every instinct she had was telling her to run. She came to stand between my knees, her face level with mine in the position. I reached out my hand, extended my claws, and wrapped my hand around her slim waist. She didn't resist as I pulled her close, and disgust bubbled in my stomach at the notion that she had become accustomed to this in the care of her captors. She placed her hands against my chest, her head falling to my shoulder.

“My Lord.” Her voice quaked in my ear, a whisper of defeat lining it. “Do you wish for me to undress?”

A growl rumbled in my chest. “No. You do not need to fear me acushla.​[8] I Niratap saor agus scaoilfidh ti o do ngeibhean, ionas go siulfidh tu go saor on ait seo agus an draiocht a chuir srian ort.”​[9] There was a click as the collar and cuffs unlatched and fell into one of my hands, the other cupped her face, her cheek wet with tears.

“Why would you do such a thing?” She asked, her hand coming to rest against my own.

“That is why I come to these wretched places. To free those like myself who have fallen into bondage.” I sat back against the back of the sofa, setting the cuffs on the table.

“My Lord, I am nothing like you.”

“You are more than you know,” I reached behind my head and untied my mask, letting my shadow armor drop. My face wasn’t monstrous in this form, save the scars that sliced across my eye and throat. She gasped at the sight of me. The smoky shadows that I wrapped around me to hide the evidence of the darkness of my past coiled, waiting to shroud me again. She bowed deeply before me, her fine blond hair sweeping over her shoulder like a cascade of sunshine.

“You do me the highest of honors, my Lord. How will I ever repay you for this?”

I placed an elongated finger under her chin and brought her face up. “Tonight, you will aid me in my reason to be here. Then I will purchase you from these evil men and take you away from here. After we leave the city, you may choose if you wish to stay with me or return to your home from before. Either way I will place my protection upon you and no monster, beast, or man will harm you as you have been here. Cosaint uathu siud a chaitear faoi scath.​[10]”

“Yes, Lord Niratap.”

Silence fell in the auditorium, and I could see that a man in a black suit had walked onto the stage. He was middle aged, his dark grey and silver hair swept back in waves. Gold rings choked every finger and a thick chain lay around his neck, a tumbler of amber liquid in one of his hands. He cleared his throat and Eloimaya stood straight and walked to the edge of the curtain, giving a sad smile as she stood there.

“Welcome! Welcome my friends.” His voice had a heavy tone to it, an Italian. “Tonight is like any other night in the auction lounge at Nocturnal. For those of you who have never graced these walls, we proceed as such. Firstly, we bring out those who have fallen on hard times, and who are looking for work. Next, we bring out our assortment of male and female consorts that you may look at and purchase to share your company for the remainder of the evening. Then we bring out our ripe women, prime for breeding, and lastly, we bring out the new wares that we have acquired throughout the week. We have some lovely products in the newest shipment, so don't spend all your money before then. Your hostesses will initiate your bids for you so you may keep your anonymity. Favorable roads, my friends, and let the evening begin.”

“My Lord, what is it that you are searching for?”

“I do not know. I only have their scent, an intoxicating scent that I must take away from here.”

“Of course, my Lord. Just let me know.”

Unease weighed heaving in my gut as I watched the vile show begin. We both watched as men and women of all ages were paraded across the stage, in their ratty garments smelling of the allies outside this establishment. They were bid on and purchased in silence. Then the consorts came out across the stage, heavy perfumes clinging to their sweaty bodies, clad in sequins and glitter to attract the eye of worthy owners. The next group was just young women, naked, all with wide hips and large breasts. I turned away as they were all bought by strangers in the darkness to be used as cattle.

The scent thickened as they brought the last group of bodies out. Shackled together, blindfolded and bare they all reeked of fear, but I could smell it. I could smell her. A beautiful curvy girl no more than twenty-five. Her mahogany skin glistened under the lights above. Her fluffy cloud-like hair bounced as she tried to keep pace, pulled by the gold-colored chains she was placed in, that make her skin warm.

I stood and came beside Eloimaya. “Her. I want her no matter the cost.”

“The dark human girl?” she asked to clarify.

“Yes, and I want her now.”

Eloimaya walked past the curtain, her voice ringing clear. “My patron will pay over any bid on the dark-skinned human.”

“Oh really.” A voice calls from the audience. “And who would your patron be?”

She looked back at me for my response. I just nodded and waved a dismissing hand.

“My patron is lord Niratap. He wishes to take the mortal now.”

Whispers erupted from the auditorium, and an older woman in a tight purple dress stormed across the stage, snatching up the chains and yanking my girl across and down the steps. Before she turned toward my shrouded alcove, hatred burned in her eyes at me. A very dark feeling rose in my body as I replaced my mask. A need to protect the flower I had picked.
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Chapter Two
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Shasha

Why do I never listen? Why? If I had listened to my mother, I wouldn't be here. I just wanted to come to the city, go to school, major in mythology and monsters, and live underneath the neon lights. It rained that night after my orientation, I wandered from my dorm and walked the city streets in awe. The green and blue reflecting off the concrete and glass painted me in an ethereal glow. That's what I wanted to be, ethereal and real in a place full of monsters, but not like this.

I stood there basking in the glow of the neon lights, eyes closed letting the rain fall on my face, not caring how frizzy my hair would be afterward, in my over-sized sweater and corduroy skirt. I felt someone approach me from the shadows. I opened my eyes and attempted to turn and face him when a black silk bag came over my face, my screams muffled by his hand. He didn’t say anything, just picked me up over a muscled arm and carried me down the alley, kicking and screaming. No one was going to come to my rescue, I decided as I disappeared into the shadows. I was a foolish girl a week into living in the city, and I got kidnapped doing the one thing my mother told me not to do. I started to cry, I'm so sorry mom.

I don’t remember when I fell asleep, but I awoke to being sprayed with ice-cold water. I screamed, the silk hood stuck to my face, and I had to pull it away from my mouth to breathe. I gasped as the calloused hands of two men lifted me from the floor. I tried to pull free of their grasp, but their grips only tightened on my arms. I felt claws on my left, knowing now that I would not be able to escape. I relaxed in their grip, and they allowed me to stand on my own. A woman removed the hood from my head, she stood in a purple pants suit, her silver hair done up in a tight bun atop her head, a riding crop in her hand.

“Where am I?” I ask.

“Quiet.” Her voice was sharp, and she walked around me, eyeing my body. I was painfully aware of my nipples pebbling under my thin sweater that was clinging to my curves. “You did well Mandrake, she will fetch a nice price at auction.”

“Auction?” I asked and the slap of the crop against the stone wall made me tense.

“Speak again girl and you will feel the crop. Boys, I want to see her more.”

The smaller man grabbed my other arm. He was an orc with soft grey-green skin, his expression unreadable in his dark grey eyes, as he pressed my back against his chest. The other man, Mandrake, was an ogre. His face was marred with a jagged scar, both his hands grabbing the collar of my sweater.

“Please no,” I whispered as he ripped open my sweater, exposing my chest to the three of them. He then yanked my skirt down my legs.  The woman came before me and ran the crop down my chest between my breasts.

“She is fairly symmetrical, skin unmarred, yes, a nice price for the master indeed. Display her.”

“What? No!” I fought the men as the ogre grabbed my ankles, and they carried me to a stone table. Each trades a limb so they held me spread eagle for the woman.

“No, please stop!” I screamed, tears rolling down my face, as she brought the riding crop down on my hip.

“Silence girl, the more you fight me the more you suffer.” Tears continued down my face, and she placed a cold hand on my hip, “I know it's scary, but this is what we must do.”

She produced a small knife, and I squirmed as she ran the blade under my underwear, slicing through the fabric, exposing my core to the cold air.

“Now child are you on birth control?” I looked down at her, as she pulled on white medical gloves. “Speak child.”

“I-I have been taking a pill.”

“Good, that will make this easier.” She pulled a speculum from underneath the table. “You understand that if you fight me on this, it will be painful.”

I closed my eyes, tears streaming over the sides of my face. I nodded, going limp in the men’s hold. She did a thorough pelvic exam, and they released me to sit at the edge of the table. The orc bowed to the woman before he spoke.

“Matron, what cuffs do you wish for me to bring?”

The woman looked at me before she responded. “Bring a set of gold ones, they will mark her as a worthy prize for any of our guests.”

“Yes ma’am. Do you want me to bring Dolan?”

“Yes, she won't fight us anymore.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He exited out the door swiftly, it clicks quietly behind him. The ogre picked up the scraps left of my clothing and added them to the trash bin that the woman had tossed her gloves into. I couldn't get my tears to stop, they trickled down my cheek and dripped onto my exposed thighs. The orc returned, a black case in hand, with a man in his mid-thirties who I could only assume was Dolan. He was dressed in a fine ash-grey suit that washed out his skin and tawny hair. The orc opened the box, and I could see the shining gold cuffs and collar.

I had read about this once, beings sold in the sex trade were often bound to such jewelry, and each establishment had different markers on them to show who they had been bought from. I always found such a practice barbaric, and now I was living it.  They all approached me, the orc and ogre placing cuffs on my wrist and ankles. They felt light and delicate, but my soul felt their weight. The matron came before me and lifted my chin, the orc placed the gold collar around my neck. It wasn’t tight but sat snugly against my skin.

“A perfect fit as always, Mrak. Dolan?''

The man came in front of me, smiling. “She will definitely fetch a high price at the auction tonight. Ceanglaim thu ar chach geilleadh. Deanaidh tu fonamh don te lena mbaineann tu gan cheist. Seala me na bannai seo thu go dti go mbeidh do sheirbhis no bas criochnaithe agat.”​[11]

As the spell fell from his lips, his eyes glowed an eerie sickening green, and a fine chain manifested between my ankles, another between my wrists, and a final chain descended between my breasts and connected to the one between my wrists.

“It is done.” He said, closing his eyes and standing.

“Mandrake, Mrak take her to the holding cell, the auction is in a few hours. Gag and blind her in preparation.”

The men nodded, the ogre taking hold of the fine chain and tugging. A sharp tingle at the back of my neck urged me to follow. We walked down unimpressive halls, and I felt my fight waning. I was trapped here. We came to a cell. Mrak grabbed my chains from Mandrake and walked in with me. From his pocket he pulled a thickly folded black kerchief and a gag that matched the gold bonds I had been adorned with. It was a metal bit, with leather straps, and decorative chains to dangle over my face. He expertly refolded the fabric and tied it around my eyes.

“Don't take it off.”

His gravel voice bounced off the walls of the tiny room, thinly veiled with menace. I heard the clink of the fine chain. I pressed against the wall, my heart fluttering in my chest as I sank to the floor.

“Don't fight me with this; it won't make it easier.” I feel him loom over me, his knees coming down on either side of my hips. “Now open.”

I quivered, and I kept my mouth shut.

“Don't fight me.” He pushed the bit to my lips, but still, I resisted.

“Mandrake, come here and hold the bit in place.”

The ogre grunted and heavy footfalls came across the room. I felt them shift, the ogre pressing the bit against my lips. Mrak shifted beneath him, planting his knee between mine and parting them.

“I will give you one last chance, girl. Submit.”

I didn't want this, and I refused to try to turn my face away from the onslaught.

“Suit yourself.”

Mrak’s clawed hands grazed over my skin, making goose bumps crawl across my body. A heavy pit of fear settled in my stomach as his hands grazed over my breast and down my stomach, his fingers sinking through my curls and parting my flesh. I would have tried to flee, but I was beneath the two men. Mrak’s claw grazed my clit and I had to fight the urge to vomit as lightning seared through my skin, a fine sweat coming to the surface. I felt Mrak lean close, his breath smelling of moldy grass.

“Submit, girl. I may not be allowed to fuck you, but I will have fun if you continue to resist.”

I pushed my hands against his chest, tears coming to my eyes, trapped behind the blindfold. His tongue flicked across my pulse point, and another shot of lightning slammed my body. Hands touched me, fondled my breasts and sought access to my core. I squirmed and fought to push, trying to get them away. Mrak grabbed the fine chain and yanked it to the side.

“Stop resisting.” He snarled. I hear the frustration building in his voice.

I bucked underneath him trying to get my feet underneath me. The click of heels down the corridor reached our ears.

“Mrak, what is taking so long?” The matron.

“She won't stop resisting the gag.”

“You trying to coerce her?” Her voice was clear as she came to stand at the door.

“Yes, madam.”

“Move boys.”

They moved away and I pulled my knees to my chest hoping to shelter myself from whatever she was about to do to me.

“It's too late for me to drug you because I have banked tonight on your showing.  No one wants a damaged product either, so I can't torture you. What I can do though is throw you to the flairs. They could violate you in ways you cannot comprehend, and I can still sell you tonight.”

“No.” I cried. Flairs were dangerous creatures that could infiltrate your mind and do things to you without touching a hair.

“Then open your mouth and take the bit like a good girl.” I lifted my head and her finger slid under my chin. “Submit child, there is no escaping this fate.”

I opened my mouth. What choice did I have anymore?  She placed the bit in my mouth and there was a sharp metallic taste to it. She secured the gag behind my head. Then she took my wrists in her hands and tapped them together three times. I felt magic swirl around me.

“There now you won't be able to undo those on your own. I'll be back in an hour to take you to the stage.”

“Madam.” An unfamiliar voice calls down the hall. “The bitarog is here.”

“To buy or sell?”

“He is here to buy.”

“Interesting. Who is his hostess?”

“Eloimaya.”

“She is braver than most. She will do well. I wonder what drew the beast here.” Their footsteps left the room and the door shut. Their muffled voices grew fainter as they went. What was a Bitarog?
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Shasha

Time is an enigma when you cannot see or talk. It is hard to sit with your thoughts that long, remembering all your shortcomings to that point. I mostly thought of my mom and how she would react on Tuesday when I wouldn't be able to call her because I was property. My heart broke for her, over and over again. She would search for me, for a long time at that, and then she would mourn me for even longer.

Footsteps brought me to the now, the door opened, and a hand wrapped around the chain, tugging me to my feet. They led me at an unkind pace, pulling me behind them. They came to a sudden stop, hooking me to a larger chain. I wrapped my hands around it.

“Listen, my pretties.” The matron spoke loud and clearly. “You will be pulled onto the stage as a unit and paraded once. If you are purchased, you will be collected by your keeper's hostess after the auction. If you are not purchased, you will be returned to your cell and sorted tomorrow for future auctions or work.”

I smelled perfume and heard the giggling of courtesans as they walked past us, and I wondered how long they had been in servitude here. We moved forward roughly, and I almost failed to keep up, only able to make small strides. I felt the heat of the stage lights and wondered how many people sat in the crowd, shopping. We came to a stop and there was a long moment of silence before a light female voice broke the air from the left side of the stage.

“My patron will pay over any bid on the dark-skinned human.”

“Oh really?” a voice called from the other side. “And who would your patron be?”

“My patron is Lord Niratap. He wishes to take the mortal now.”

There was an eruption of whispers cascading from the audience, based on the matron's quick instruction this was not something that they did. I heard the matron's heels click loudly as she stomped across the stage coming to a stop before me. They were talking about me? The matron disconnected the chains and yanked me behind her.

“May god have mercy on your soul, child.” She whispered before pulling me down some stairs and marching in the direction of the voice. “Eloima- Where are your bindings? How?”

“Lord Niratap will also be purchasing out my service.” The light melodic voice said.

“Unheard of! He must know that he has broken many rules, the only reason he is getting what he wants is because Dravin is scared of him.”

“Then let Dravin be scared.”

“I have the mind to tell Niratap to just leave with his purchase.”

I heard a curtain shift across the cold stone floor, and the matron gasped, dropping the chains as a deep rumbling growl came from directly in front of us. I felt it travel through my body and vibrate the floor below me. The room went silent, and a deep and menacing voice followed.

“It would be unwise for you to stand in my way, Matron.”

“Sh-she is yours.” I heard the matron's footsteps as she backed away and quickly fled.

I stood in terror and awe as the creature that had purchased me sniffed my hair. What manner of beast was this lord Niratap? My curiosity had me reaching up to cup a very human-feeling cheek, soft velvet snakes brushing my fingers as I caressed him, a rumble vibrating through my body. His large hands came to rest against my hips before lifting me from the floor and he carried me back behind the curtains. Whispers and quiet laughter filled the auditorium, the threat of bloodshed gone.

“Is liomsa tu.”​[12] He says, his voice heavy and thick like a warm blanket.

He set me down, and I heard a small groan as he sat, whatever piece of furniture protesting his size. I reached out into the ether before me finding fabric with my fingers. I worked out that it was his leg as my hand came in contact with his knee which came up to just below my navel. He was easily eight feet tall with legs like these. He cleared his throat, pulling me from my thoughts.

“I will remove the gag from your mouth now.”

I gave a small nod. His large hands came behind my head and made quick work of the knots there. His fingers touched my chin and I let my jaw relax, the gold bit rolling into his hand. I reached for the blindfold, but he grasped my wrist.

“Not yet.” His voice was stern, and I found myself dropping my hands. “I do not wish to scare you more than I have. Drink.”

He tapped a glass to my lips and my mouth was coated with a velvety wine. It washed the metal taste from my tongue and warmed my chilled body on the way down.

“What did you say?” I asked, finding courage.

“Is liomsa tu.”

“Is liomsa tu?”

The light voice spoke from behind me. “It means ‘you are mine’.”

A shiver ran down my spine and the reality that I was just purchased by a beast rocked my mind. I swayed on my feet, but his hands came to my waist, steadying me. His hands ignited both fire and fear in my belly.

“I wish to look upon you.” I said, finding that curiosity again.

“You are a brave little thing, aren’t you?” His breath rolled over my shoulder smelling of scotch and wilds.

“Or very foolish.”

He chuckled. “Very well.”

He untied the kerchief and let it fall to the floor, I stared at it there and took a few steadying breaths as he shifted back against the sofa. He was wearing black dress shoes that looked handmade, his slacks were black with pale pinstripes to make him appear even taller. I let my eyes travel up his form, his jacket matched his slacks, a black shirt beneath it, and a red tie around his neck. The mask greeted me. It was an animal skull, looking like a hybrid of a deer and wolf elongated with sharp teeth. Shadows danced and wavered across the skin that should have been exposed, below the mask, casting him in darkness. His hair was long and black coming down well past his shoulders. Grey—no, silver eyes glowed from behind the animal mask, serene but searching my face. Large nine-point antlers came from the top of his head. Those alone made him over my eight-foot guess.

“You impress me. Any other would run from the sight of me if they were wise.”

There was something about him that hypnotized me, even though my heart was beating like a rabbit’s. “Like I said, very foolish.”

“May I?” He asked, bringing a hand close to me, but not touching me.

“You may.” I swallowed, the words jumping from my throat before I could process what he was asking. His hand went to my side and ran up my ribs causing my heart to pound even more fervently. Then it traveled down over my hip causing warmth to seep into my core. He scented the air and a rumble resonated through us. His hand went to my ass, cupping the softness there and pulling me to him. My hands fell to his thighs, the rumble intensifying as his other hand cupped one of my breasts. His long-clawed fingers teased my nipple.

The elvish woman cleared her throat. “My Lord, we should be off soon.”

“Right, right.” He closed his eyes a moment, before taking the slim gold chain that dangled from my collar in his hand. “I hate seeing you like this. Titeann na bannaí seo ar shiúl. Níl tú faoi cheangal ach domsa.”​[13]

The cuffs on my ankles and wrist fell away, leaving the collar around my neck and the thin chain wrapped around his hand. At that moment I was not afraid, I was mesmerized by this creature, who had claimed me as his own. He finished the last swallow of wine in the glass on the table before standing. He was indeed easily eight feet, and at least nine with his antlers. His stomach was level with my face, and I looked up at him, wishing I could read his face through the shadows beyond the mask.

“How tall are you?”

“I am eight foot four from foot to top, ten feet with the antlers last I checked. At least in this form.” He tugged the chain up, so I had to stand on my tiptoes. “I’m sorry, but I have nothing to cover you with.”

I had forgotten.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Four


[image: ]




Niratap

Her scent, both floral and honeyed, wild and calming, was clouding my judgment. She brought primal needs out from places where I had long since locked them away. I wanted her, in all senses of the word. Her voice was musical, and small like she was. Shy, but she seemed to be fascinated by me. Her eyes, an intense mocha color, met mine with no fear.

“You impress me. Any other would run from the sight of me if they were wise.”

“Like I said, very foolish.”

I needed to touch her. I reached out and hesitated. “May I?”

She does not pull away. “You may.”

I placed my hand on her side running it up along her ribs, her skin was soft rich cashmere under my fingers. She was cold. I ran my hand back down, trying to cap my raging emotions. A heady summery scent hit me. My hand went behind her, cupping her full ass and bringing her toward me. Her hands fell to the top of my thighs, a rumbling building in my chest. My other hand traveled up her chest to palm her full breast, her head lulled back, and I could feel my restraint waning.

Eloimaya cleared her throat. “My Lord we should be off soon.”

I closed my eyes trying to center myself, taking the fine chain in my hand and wrapping it around my fingers, “Right, right. I hate seeing you like this. titeann na bannaí seo ar shiúl.  níl tú faoi cheangal ach domsa.”​[14]

The cuffs fell from her ankles and wrists, her gaze never leaving my face. I wondered if she could see me beyond the shadows and smoke. I finished off the glass of wine and stood. Her body was pressed to me, her gaze both soft and piercing as she stared up at me.

“How tall are you?”

“I am eight foot four from foot to top, ten feet with the antlers last I checked at least in this form.” She was curious about me and that tangled my thoughts more. I tugged the chain upwards, watching as she shifted to her toes, breasts swaying with the motion. “I’m sorry, but I have nothing to cover you with.”

Her full lips parted, almost like she had forgotten. It was a delicious sight and my body responded to her in ways I didn't know were possible. It was the first time in a long time that I had felt excitement. And fear.

“You will have to lead her out of the lounge my Lord.” Eloimaya said. “There is no way to cover your purchase. She will have to follow behind you.”

The rumble in my chest returned. I did not want to parade her through the market, though I realized that was exactly what I would have to do to take her to safety. I bent down and grabbed the kerchief from the floor. She stiffened as I crouched before her, the fabric in my hand.

“Please, no.” Her voice was so small, fear staining her scent with copper.

“No harm will befall you in my company. You have my word blath milis.​[15] However, blindness in the dark will protect you from fear and shame.”

She looked down, nodding. Trusting me to keep her safe. A single tear rolled over her cheek as I tied the kerchief behind her head. An ache settled in my chest at the sight of her and then rage surfaced because I knew she had suffered. I did not know for how long, but she had suffered. I lifted the mask from my face and kissed the tear away.

“I will protect you in the darkness.” I said, meaning it with all my being. “Eloimaya, I am ready. Lead the way.”

“Yes, my Lord.” She gave a bow, slipped on her heels, opened the curtain, and headed back the way we had come. I could feel the eyes watching us from those who still inhabited their booths. My skin crawled at the invasion. Once through the auction lounge door, three men blocked the exit, and instinctively I pushed the girl behind me. One of them was the older man who had come onstage to announce the auction, to his left was an orc who gave me a small nod, and to his right an ogre who gave nothing. My beast hissed under my skin, writhing for justice.

“Lord Niratap.” He extended a gold-clad hand. He smelled of Cuban cigars and fear. “Dravin Cirano, but you may also know me as Fat Cat. It’s a pleasure.”

I didn’t take his hand, my irritation growing. “I doubt that sincerely. I can smell your fear, so this pitiful attempt to show respect isn’t going to work. I have paid for my purchases and am leaving. Whether you live another day or not will entirely depend on how quickly you get out of my way.”

The man’s hand fell, and he and his cronies moved out of the way. As we passed, he said. “You realize you have made enemies today in the underground.”

“The underground has always been my enemy.” I responded, exiting through the door.

The sun was starting to rise, and the market had gone quiet. I reached into my pocket and retrieved my cellular phone, calling Allipo, my house manager. Eloimaya stood beside me, a smile warming her face.

“It has been so long since I stood under the sun.” She whispered.

“My Lord.”

“Allipo, bring the car to the entry of the market.”

“Right away. Did you find any treasures, my Lord?”

I looked over my shoulders at my new beauty. “The most amazing treasure I have ever found.”

I lead the girls down the alleyway to the entrance, Allipo already standing at the door waiting for me. His soft honey eyes widened at the sight of the girls, a soft smile gracing his features before he bowed. Allipo, a satyr, dressed sharply in a teal suit and tie; he always insisted that color made him easier to approach. His black ram horns nested in his salt and pepper curls atop his head.

“My Lord.”

“Allipo, Eloimaya will sit with you in the front. I have freed her from her servitude, and she can decide whether she wanted to stay or leave on the drive.”

“Yes, my Lord.” He opened the passenger door for Eloimaya. “My dear.”

She walked to the car and turned before climbing in to bow to me. “Thank you, my Lord.”

“Say less, my dear, you have a decision to make.”

When she was situated, Allipo shut the door and turned to me, tilting his horned head at the girl. “She is quite lovely, my Lord.”

My urge to protect her from sight rose, but Allipo went to the trunk and returned with a warm grey cloak. Passing me without fear, he draped the cloak over her shoulders, fastening the front with the manor moniker pin. His hands cupped her face, placing a sweet kiss on her forehead.  

“You are safe now, sweetling.” He said before returning to the car to open my door and bowed again. “My Lord.”

“Thank you, Allipo,” I said, climbing into the vehicle. Allipo aided her in behind me, before shutting the door. The privacy window was already closed.

She stood before me, her hand finding my knee to guide her to me. The cloak parted and gave me a secret view of her soft clay curves. Curves that I would love to explore. I reached forward and untied the kerchief again. She blinked against the sunlight. When the car began to move and she fell against me, I made no move, not knowing if I could control myself.

“Who is Allipo?” She asked, kneeling before me, her eyes finally finding my face.

I felt like I was looking at prey when I looked at her like this; my eyes shifted to look out the window. “He is my house manager for the manor. He keeps me and my affairs in order and takes care of our home.”

“Is that where you are taking me?”

“Yes.” She sniffled and my eyes flew to her face, tears falling as she choked on small sobs. “Why do you cry?”

She tried to wipe the bubbling tears away but sobbed even harder. “It's been a rough few days and I am overwhelmed. I am ashamed. I am scared. I don’t know where I am. I don’t know where I’m going. I don’t even know what day it is.”

“I am sorry that this was the road you have had to walk. You are in Boston. We are going up to my manor in the Appalachian Mountains. Today is,” I checked my watch to make sure I gave her the right day, “Monday. Now come sit beside me. You need not kneel before me.”

“What are your intentions, my Lord?”

What were my intentions? I had had a singleness of mind in finding her and now that she was here, I did not know what was next. I wanted to feel her. I wanted to devour her. I wanted to know her. I wanted her to want for nothing. I just wanted her to intrude on all aspects of me. It was a strange and unusual feeling.

“I do not know.” I answered honestly.

She shifted then, hopping up to sit beside me, scooting close to shoo off the cold. I leaned forward and adjusted the dials and vents to blast us with hot air.  She sighed as it warmed the cabin. I leaned back and wrapped an arm around her.

“Thank you.” Her voice sounded tired.

“You are welcome.”

“My Lord,” Allipo’s voice came through the intercom, “do you need me to grab anything before we head out of the city?”

“I am fine. Do you need anything, my dear?” I asked the girl.

“I am hungry, and some clothes would be nice.”

My face heated as I turned away. “Get her what she needs, and we can be off.”

“Right away, my Lord.”

In the time between then and when we entered a shopping district, she had fallen asleep. The car came to a stop in a parking garage turning off, and I heard both of the doors open and close as Eloimaya and Allipo left the vehicle. Walking away into what I could only assume was a shopping center. I shifted, shrugging out of my jacket and draping it over her small form beside me. She mumbled a small thank you. I relaxed a little, loosening my tie and letting the weight of the night roll off my shoulders. My eyes fluttered closed and I fell into a light sleep.
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Shasha

I opened my eyes, finally warm after so many days of being anything but.  I was nestled against someone, his heart a slow, but steady thud in my ear as he slumbered beside me. I looked up at his face, the mask still in place and darkness behind it. I wondered what was beyond the mask he wore. I sat up, his suit jacket sliding onto the seat. Had he placed it on me to keep me warm? I stood stretching, looking at his sleeping form, the form of my new life. The tension of an animal ready to strike was gone while he slept; like he had relaxed next to me. I did not understand what manner of beast he was, but I knew I had no way of escaping this fate either. I wondered if he would let me call my mom. If he would let me go to school.

They were questions I would have to ask, but for now, I was mesmerized by him. His tie was loosened and the top button of his shirt undone, the shadows that rested there shifting only when he breathed. Was he just a shadow, or was there a being beneath them? I stepped forward putting myself between his legs again. I reached up, my hand coming close to his face. His eyes snapped open, and he pinned me to the floor beneath him, his movement so quick he knocked the wind from my lungs. A feral snarl resonated between us as I lay there, his mask looming over my face. One hand had captured both mine and had pinned them above my head, exposing my flesh to him. Heat and fear bubbled through my body.

He scowled and then his eyes softened. Bringing his face down beside mine, he breathed “Very foolish is what you said, correct?”

His voice tangled my thoughts. “Correct.”

He purred in my ear. “It’s very dangerous to approach an animal while it sleeps.”

“My Lord, I did not know.” His free hand came to my side stroking me, tangling my thoughts even more.

“My sweet flower.” His tongue swept my pulse, making my heart pound, a gasp escaping my lips. A possessive growl rumbled through his chest. I felt hot and excited at his touch. How did he have this influence over me? “What is your name?”

“Hmm?”

His fangs grazed my shoulder, his breath hot across my skin. “Your name? I wish to call you by it.”

“Shasha. My name is Shasha.”

His voice was gravelly. “Shasha.”

“My Lord.” I gasped as he nipped at my collarbone. “I wish to know your name.”

He paused, coming to look at my face, eyes searching. He released my hands, pulling me to my feet, and the movement made me lightheaded. He was kneeling in front of me, and we are face to face. He tugged gently on the thin gold chain dangling from the collar around my neck and it disappeared with only the collar remaining. Then he spoke.

“I go by the name Niratap. In public and when talking to those who serve me; you may address me as my Lord or Lord Niratap. In the privacy of home, you may call me Nira.”

“Not master?” I questioned.

He growled. “No. Never master.”

“Nira.” My hand extended. I hesitated before I touched him. “May I?”

“You may.” He purred.

I let my palm come to rest against his jaw, the shadows dancing around my finger, a kiss of softness. He had a defined jaw; I could feel his pulse beneath my fingers. I ran my hand back into his hair, the silky strands slipping through my fingers.

“May I see your face?”

His eyes narrowed, grabbing my wrist. “Not today. You have seen enough terror of late.”

My brows furrowed and I was disappointed. “Alright. Nira, you never did tell me what your intentions are for me.”

“I honestly had no intentions to be in Nocturnal last night, but your scent is unusual, and I had to have you for myself. It pulled me in through the grime of the alley. To be plain with you.” He said, shifting back onto the seat. “I want to understand why you smell so delectable and why that makes me want you.”

I swallowed, heat pooling in my core. “You want me?”

He swallowed. “Yes, in more ways than we both expect.”

I had never been told I was wanted before, I stood on my tiptoes getting close to his face. I was interrupted by a knock on the window of the door. I could have sworn I saw him scowl at the door, before he spoke.

“Spying, Allipo?”

The door opened and a satyr stood in a deep bow. He was nicely dressed, in a teal-colored suit.

“No, my Lord. Eloimaya and I have returned. My dear, we have brought clothes for you and some food for you both. It is a long drive up into the mountains.”  His voice took on a mischievous edge. “I’m sure the lord will show you the best sides of him on the drive.”

“Allipo.” A warning in his tone.

“My apologies, my Lord. Here are the things Eloimaya thinks will be best suited for now and your food.”

He placed a large bag from a designer store on the floor of the car and another two bags, as well. I could smell a cheeseburger and my eyes found the brown paper bag.

“Thank you,” I said, reaching for the paper bag that had to hold a cheeseburger.

“My pleasure, dear. Will there be anything else, my Lord?” The satyr asked with a polite smile on his face.

“Thank you, Allipo, and no. Let us head for home.”

The satyr bowed deeply. “As you wish.”
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Chapter Six
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Niratap

Allipo shut the door, I had had in mind to wipe that smug smile off the satyr’s face, but Shasha had already dived toward the bag of food, hungrily digging for the cheeseburgers I could smell. I would give modern mortal food that, it was tasty. She pulled the sandwich out of the bag and unwrapped it, taking a large happy bite.  I smiled. It was nice to see her happy.

I reached in one of the bags, pulled out a bottle of water, and opened it for her. She looked up at me as I held out the water.

“Thank you.” She said through a mouthful of food.

I sat back, crossing my legs, watching her. How had such a beautiful girl fallen into the market? My hand tightened into a fist, realizing that she was an innocent human who was probably taken from the street unawares. If I ever found out who took her into my world, I would personally skin them alive. A gentle hand rested against my fist; Shasha stood next to me with concern on her face.

“Is there something wrong?” Her voice was soft.

I relaxed. “Nothing you need to worry yourself with.”

“You seemed upset by something. I wanted to make sure that you were okay.”

Her concern for me was something I did not expect, especially after how we had come into each other's lives. I placed my hand on her cheek. “Really, my dear, I am fine. No need to fret.”

She frowned but offered me the paper bag she had dug the burger from. “There’s a burger for you too.”

“Thank you,” I said, taking the bag.

She went over to the other bag, getting the hang of walking while the car was in motion. She brought it over to where I sat and plopped down on the floor in front me, while she went through the bag. She pulled out some olive sweat shorts, a pair of simple panties, a black tank top, and a grey hoodie. She stood looking over her shoulder at me sheepishly, before snatching up the panties and slipping them on. My gaze was blocked by the cloak. The shorts came next easily going on. She was still for a moment, before she turned to me, the cloak parted, giving me a delicious peek at her breasts.

“Will you help me? I can’t get the pin free.”

I reached for the pin, tugging her by the cloak into me, the friction not helping the dark turn of my thoughts, “The clasps on these are always sticky.”

The pin released and the cloak glided off her shoulders, exposing her to me. In the light her skin glimmered, as if golden stars danced under her skin. The olive shorts hugged her curves well; they sat low on her body. Her arms came to her chest, and I realized I was staring. I quickly looked out the window, the city traded for farms.

“My apologies, I didn't mean to make you uncomfortable.”

Her cheeks turned rosy, and she looked away. “It’s not that you make me uncomfortable, I just don’t know what my future looks like anymore, and when you look at me like that, it makes me think I’m dinner.”

“I don’t plan on actually eating you if that is what you fear. I have long since left the practice of consuming humans.” I said, turning towards her again. She tensed at my words.

“Meaning you used to.” It wasn’t a question, but I felt compelled to explain.

“It was a long time ago; it was necessary for my survival.”

Concern knitted her brows together. “It should never have to come to that.”

“I agree, but it’s not always that simple.”

My heart hurt, I knew she didn’t understand or even know what I had gone through. The torture. The pain. The suffering I had felt at the hands of man. Maybe someday she would, but she would have to trust me first. Even though I had saved her from much crueler fates, I had still purchased her, and despite my lack of intentions, she had no reason to trust me. I looked back out the window at the yellow fields of wheat and green fields of corn, as she finished dressing and sat beside me looking out the opposite window. I didn't know what was going to come of this, many things weighed on my heart and mind. I did know that she was mine; I had no intention of letting her go. I knew that I would sacrifice more than I already had to keep her, but I didn't know why.
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Chapter Seven


[image: ]




Shasha

It was unnerving, the silence that sat between us. Did I offend him with what I said earlier? That hadn’t been my intention, but the way he had looked away so forlorn caused my chest to ache. I shouldn’t feel this way about my purchaser, but something in his voice makes me want to. Something in him that sounds sad and melancholic. He glanced at his watch before pushing a button.

“Allipo, are we going to make it to the manor before dark?”

“Yes, my Lord. We will arrive at the manor, barring any delays in the woods, thirty minutes before sunset.”

“Thank you, Allipo.”

“Why do we need to be at the manor before dark?” I asked both curious and concerned.

“The woods around the manor are filled with creatures that I have purchased to protect them from scalpers on the black market. Most of the creatures are harmless, but there are some that can be quite troublesome to run into if we are in the woods at night.”

“Like-like what exactly?”

He pondered my question, “There are a few basilisks, a jorogumo, and a chimera to name a few. The basilisks are the most troublesome and like to hunt on the road to the manor.”

“How many is a few?”

He considered momentarily. “Six.”

“Six.” My stomach turned. “Why so many?”

“Basilisks are notoriously rare, but they pose a severe threat to humans as well as other beings. They are harvested on the black market for their venom, which is often weaponized. However, they were mostly hunted out about a century ago. Two of the basilisks that are in my care are old-world, meaning they were captured before the mass execution. The other four are new world basilisks, meaning that they were hatched after the mass execution and under a hundred years old. Which makes them more unpredictable.”

“I knew that basilisks were near extinction, but I didn’t realize that they were such a common problem.”

“They're not. Basilisks are not social creatures, and their natural habitat is usually very far from humans. The fact that there are so few left in the world should put people at ease. Dangerous yes, but not directly dangerous if they are left alone. However, they regenerate and those who wish to profit use that fact and harvest their fangs knowing that they will grow back in time. Basilisk fangs carry the world's most potent venom, and it has often been used to rewrite the way the world works, at least politically, and subdue creatures.”

“Don't they reproduce? Having six would make me think you would have more secretly running around?”

“Sadly no. All of the basilisks that are in my care are male. females are hard to find even in the wild. They slumber for large quantities of time and only wake for a meal and to lay eggs.”

I pondered that and looked back out the window. “How do you keep the creatures in the wild and not roaming the manor?”

He made a sound kind of like a laugh. I turned, and he leaned in close to me, almost looming over me. His shadows crawled and lifted from his body. “My dear you are looking at the scariest creature in the forest.”

I swallowed, fear twisting my gut and making me freeze. The vehicle lurched and came to a stop. He turned from me and pressed the intercom button.

“Allipo, what is the meaning of this?”

“My apologies, my Lord, there will be a delay.”

“What kind of delay?” He asked with a growl.

“The human kind, my Lord.”

“Handle it quickly, Allipo.”

“Of course, my Lord.”

Niratap sighed leaning back into the seat. I asked. “What does he mean by the human kind of delay?”

“The sheriff of the area closest to the manor likes to try to make my business his business. He's not a threat, just an annoyance.”

A figure looked through the window at us, and Niratap raised his hand in an annoyed greeting.  The man tapped the glass, pointing a finger at me, then motioned for the window to go down. Shadows slithered across the floor, and I had a feeling this interaction would not go well for the man, still Niratap compiled by rolling the window down.

“Beast, what are you doing with the girl?” My skin crawled at the roughness of his voice.

“That is none of your concern, Rodger.”

“Everything that happens in this community is my concern. Now answer the question.” The sheriff, Rodger, was a man in his forties who looked worse for wear. He had sun-tanned skin with deep wrinkles and a bushy lampshade mustache. His eyes were hidden behind mirrored sunglasses.

“She has recently come into my care, and you would do well to let us continue our journey home.” There was a growl forming in the words.

“Girl, are you in danger? Please exit the vehicle, and I can get you somewhere safe.”

I stared at this man I did not know and pondered whether or not I was safe. If I went with him, I would still be bound to Niratap, a collar still marked me as property, and if I was seen on the street I would no doubt be dragged back to Nocturnal and sold again. “No thank you.”

The man seemed taken aback and blinked several times before continuing. “You can't seriously mean you are in the vehicle willingly.”

“Is that so surprising, Rodger?”

“Please, child.” The man reached a hand toward me, oblivious to the threat to his life as his arm extended beyond Niratap’s face. “Come with me.”

“Sheriff.” Allipo spoke from outside of the vehicle. “I would ask that you leave the lord and his charge alone.”

“Satyr, I will do as I deem fit. This young girl is obviously in danger.”

“Sheriff, the only being truly in danger is you.” Allipo cautioned.

“Is that a threat?”

A hiss resonated in the cabin as Niratap spoke. “It is a promise.”

The man wrenched his hand from the car quickly. He looked from Niratap, who was looking forward to where the sheriff's hand had been. I gave him the most convincing smile I could, scooting closer to Niratap. I made an obvious show of setting my hand on his thigh. Niratap didn’t flinch, but I could feel him coiling like a viper under my touch, his muscles hard and primed.

“Sheriff.” I said in my sweetest voice. “I appreciate your concern, but I am completely comfortable with where I am at. Thank you again, but we would like to return home before dark.”

“But miss.” He pleaded and Niratap clenched his fist.

“Really, I am perfectly fine. Lord Niratap has shown me nothing but kindness.”

Niratap looked at me then. Though fleeting, he seemed shocked by my words. I was, too, but besides staring and pinning me beneath him he had been apologetic and kind.

The sheriff took a step away. “Well then, I-I guess I'll let you be off then.”

“Thank you, sheriff. Good day.” Allipo said, climbing back into the car as the sheriff walked back to his cruiser.

Niratap rolled up the window, then the cabin became encased in shadow, and in the darkness, I only saw Niratap's glowing eyes. I closed my own eyes preferring the darkness to the intensity of his gaze. His breath danced across my throat, and I resisted the urge to scream. His tongue, long and wet, came across my pulse point.

“You amaze me.” His voice was raspy and breathy.

“H-How so?”

“No being has ever come to my defense.”

“People fear what they don’t understand.”

Clawed hands came to my waist slipping underneath my hoodie. “Ah, yes, but you are afraid of me now.  Yet you do nothing. You refuse to scream. You refuse to run.”

His hands pushed the hoodie up, claws sending tingling electricity through my body. “Yes, I am scared. Like all beings I’m scared of the unknown.”

“I am definitely an unknown.” His hands went to my back, claws caressing my spine.

“Yes.” I gasped as his teeth grazed against my throat. “But you do much more than scare me.”

“Do I now?”

He pulled me forward and my hands came to his chest, covered in soft velvety silken fur, much like the hair on his head. I ran my fingers through the soft fur, making him purr.

“Yes.” It came out like a moan, his hands lifting me into what I assumed was his lap, the friction delicious against my core. I brought my hand to my mouth, trying to sequester the sound. His hands traveled back up my spine, he was warm and so soft.

“Please tell me.” He cooed, before he lapped and suckled my neck.

I pushed against him trying to create space for myself to think. The words poured out of me. “You fascinate me. What manner of creature are you? What are your abilities? Are you fae or something else? How old are you? How did you become a lord?”

He pulled back the shadows receding into him, “That is quite a few questions, many of which you will probably not like the answer to. If I am honest.”

He adjusted, setting me back on the seat, and fixing my clothes as he did.  A gentle hand came to my cheek, and back in place were his dark suit and the mask.

“Would you lie to me?”

He sat beside me, and it almost looked as if he pondered the question before he spoke. “Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because there is darkness not made for the world of men.”
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Niratap

She did not like my answer. It was plain as day on her face, even though I had not outright lied to her. I had omitted aspects of the truth, which in all the wisdom I had gathered was the same as lying. I had the unyielding desire to tell her everything, but truths about me, about my life, put her in danger.  Hell, the way I purchased her had put a target on her, and I undoubtedly made more enemies.

She turned from me staring out at the forest, a pang of sadness evident in the air between us. I wished I had words to soothe her, but I do not. Of all the things in the world she should want to know about, she chose me. Sharing things about myself, even my species had for as long as I could remember spelled danger.

“So will you tell me nothing then?” Her voice was almost a whisper.

I stared at her before I said. "Even if I lied?”

She turned to look at me, shock glistening in her eyes, “I-It would be better than the silence.”

“You would rather fill the silence with lies.”

“No, that is not what I meant.” She was frustrated, and it made me think she hadn’t interacted with other beings much.

“You have to be specific, my dear. There are many beings that exist in this world that will twist what you say, to suit their needs.”

“Are you one of those beings?”

“I can be.” It was the truth, especially if my survival depended on it. If her survival depended on it.

“How does one earn your trust not to be lied to?”

How odd a question. “Time.”

“So simple an answer for something so complex.”

“Yes. I’ve survived as long as I have being this way.”

“But how many of your staff do you own?”

She was trying to paint me in a way I did not like, “I may be a beast, but I am no monster. To answer your question, none. Those who serve me do it because they wish to. I compensate them financially and offer protection.”

“Then why purchase a human? What is to be my purpose? Even though you have been kind to me and saved me from a much worse fate I am still bound to you as property.” She pulled at the collar around her throat.

“I will ponder a purpose for you if that is what you wish.” The vehicle slowed. I glanced out the window to see where in the woods we were. Not quite to the manor, I reached for the intercom, but Allipo’s voice broke the silence.

“My Lord, the fae have a question they wish to ask you.”

“Of course.” I magicked the chain into my palm and looked at her putting as much intensity into my gaze as I could, pulling her to me. “Stay close, stay silent.”

She looked like she was about to protest, grabbing the chain, but when she met my gaze, her hands fell to her sides before she scooted closer to me.  I took a steadying breath before I rolled down the windows. A smell akin to spring meadow dew and freshly bloomed roses filled the cabin. A lithe woman appeared in the seat across from us, she was wrapped in a dress of woven spring grass, gossamer wings tucked tightly against her back. Her face was pleasant, but ethereal bright over-sized blue eyes greeted my own.

“Windflower? What do I owe the pleasure?”

“There have been whispers in the wind that the one of shadow has rescued a sister and a delectable prize from the underground.”

My hand tightened on the chain at her words. “I have.”

“Eloimaya has chosen to continue to serve you as thanks for saving her.”

“If that is her decision you know she will be well taken care of in my home.”

“Yes, yes.” She waved a dismissive hand at me. “We are more interested in the one who smells of all the flowers of the seasons. The one who is rose and peony, sunflower and lavender, oak and burr, yew and holly.”

“Yes, yes, yes.” Cheery voices echoed from outside the car, and Shasha pressed herself to me. Time had taught me that her fear was valid.

“She is mine.”

“Come now, shadow in the night, let the one of flowers come play with us.”

“No.” Shasha flinched at the volume, but I wanted them to know not to cross me. “She is mine. She is not a new toy for anyone.”

Windflower appeared in my face. “Very well, the darkest part of the forest, don’t let her wander or she may run wild with us.”

“My senses are keen creature; you would be wise to mind the fence.”

She scowled, kissing me on the forehead before she vanished, a strong spring wind carrying her scent away, and the smell of moss and heat returned. I relaxed letting the chain slide from my hand and disappear again, there was a tight feeling in my chest as she scooted back across the seat. What a strange sensation, I rubbed my sternum to try and ease the feeling. Shasha was shaking, fear evident on her face. How was she more scared of a faery than me?

“The fae are wily creatures, but they should leave you alone now.”

“Should?”

“Yes, all threats aside, they may try to trick you. So, it is best that you keep your guard around all fae creatures, even those among my staff.”

“Like Allipo?”

I sighed. “Especially Allipo. Damned Satyr is chaos incarnate.”

“But he runs your house?”

“He does, but that does not mean he doesn’t make other aspects of my life difficult. He takes his job seriously, our friendship not so much.”

She smiled at my exasperation, “Understood Nira.”

I liked my name on her tongue, I wondered what her kiss would taste like. “Have you ever interacted with fae creatures before today?”

She glanced back out the window. “That is a personal question and since you refuse to answer my questions of you, it is only fair that I refuse to answer.”

I narrowed my eyes. “A trade then?”

She smiled sweetly. “A question for a question?”

I held out my hand. “Deal.”

She shook my hand, sealing it, and I hoped I would not regret this.

“The town that I grew up in is very small and there weren't very many creatures or fae families in the area. We had some house fae at most and a family of dwarfs, and everyone else in town was human. So, to answer your question, no I have not been around wild fae ever.”

“They are more difficult than house fae that is for sure.”

She peeked at me through her lashes. “What manner of creature are you?”

I sighed. “I am a bitarog. We are an ancient monstrosity. Much like the basilisk, we were hunted to near extinction. However, our numbers are far less than that of the basilisk and of those of us that remain, half are feral, and the other half are similar to myself or being held in captivity. What was your family like?”

“Small. My dad left my mom when I was very little, so for the vast majority of my life, it's just been the two of us. How did you become a lord?”

“Time and violence. What is your mother like?”

“That's not really an answer, but I’ll leave it for now. She's a mom, she has worked as an accountant for the farms in my hometown my whole life and at the Post Office. She's kind of a helicopter mom, and we had many fights about me moving away, but I needed to get out of my small town. I wouldn’t be in this situation had I listened to her. Would it be possible to call her?”

“Yes, we can arrange that. Do you regret coming to the city?”

“No, I regret not listening to my mother about going out at night alone. I made it one whole week before screwing everything up. Do you regret being a lord?”

What a question, “Yes and no. I enjoy the freedom that it has given me. However, having status has just as many risks as being wild. What brought you to the city in the first place?”

“Neon. School was the reason my mom let me go. NYU was my ticket to freedom. Was your life hard before you were a lord?”

“Yes. What are you majoring in?”

She blushed. “Monsters and Mythology, but now it seemed like it was a waste. Were you treated badly before?”

“Exceedingly.” I got the sense that she was not happy with my short answers, but I was not ready to expose the trauma that had been my life. “We could arrange something, so you could continue your studies.”

“You would let me continue going to school?”

“Education is a cornerstone of society, though the field you have chosen can be dangerous. I find it interesting. Though I don’t like the idea of making your commute, it's nearly a two-hour drive. I have a connection at NYU who I can contact. I can do that in the morning if that is what you wish.”

“I would like that very much.”

The vehicle slowed again. “We are home now.”
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Shasha

I peeked out the window and was greeted by the opening of an iron gate. As we pulled up the drive, the forest gave way to lush long grasses full of wildflowers. A full garden composed of all sorts of flowers. The manor was a three-story slate grey building with a large fountain, almost three dozen windows, and large stone steps leading up to large red double doors.

“This place is beautiful.”

“Thank you. You may have free access to the grounds during the day as well as the manor with the exception of the back garden and the aviary. The woods and basement levels are strictly off limits.”

“Why?”

“Because even in the safety of my home, there are still dangers.”  

“I find it interesting that it is our home when it's safe and yours when it's not.”

He fisted my hair pulling my head back to look him in the eye, his voice a snarl. “You will obey my rules.”

I wished I wasn’t afraid, but I was. His breath was hot on my face. I didn’t know him well enough to spout off, but I wanted to. Instead, I submitted. “Fine.”

He growled but released me. “Dinner is served around sunset every night. It is expected that you eat with the rest of us, but not required if you do not feel comfortable. It is required that you respect my staff; they work hard, harder than they must for me. They come from places similar to that which I found you, so be kind.”

The car came to a stop, two elf women came down the stairs. Going to the back of the car as Allipo came to my door, opening it with a bow, offering a hand.

“Welcome home, my dear.”

I took it and let Allipo lead me out of the car. Nira got out of the other side unassisted, a distant look in his eyes. Looking back at the marvelous house, I saw a line had been formed by different creatures to welcome us. Allipo led me up the line, introducing all of them. There were the two elven women: Katrel who had chestnut hair and dark copper eyes set in golden brown skin; she was dressed in a cream-colored tunic and tan pants, and Tummilia whose hair resembled warm wheat fields and her eyes a tumultuous deep blue cradled in porcelain skin, she wore an elegant periwinkle gossamer gown that flowed to just above her ankles. The sisters stood at the bottom, and they were part of the cleaning staff for the manor. Next was a beautiful woman with long black hair braided on either side of her face, clay-colored skin with freckles dotting her cheeks with brown eyes so dark they were practically black, a selkie named Dorilody Stormswind was the head housekeeper.

Then an orc man, Durgash Day, who was almost as tall as the lord with thick arms of corded muscles and a round belly. He was dressed in blue and white striped shorts and a rough-hewn tunic covered by a white apron with various stubborn stains. The sides of his head were shaved, and the rest of his dark hair was in locks and tied back in a high tail. His eyes were a steely grey set deep in his dark grey skin, which was only disrupted by thin scars here and there, red tribal tattoos wrapped around his arms and neck. An orc woman, Rogmesh Day, Durgash's wife was about a foot shorter than her husband and just as muscled. She had long hair twisted into hundreds of tiny braids down her back, she had a friendly smile that shone in her starlight-colored eyes, it pinched at the cross-shaped scar on her cheek. Her skin was a warm shade of dark green covered in similar red tribal tattoos, she was dressed in dark color pants that were caked in flour and a cream-colored shirt. They were the kitchen staff, and I was informed that their son also worked for Lord Niratap, but he was away.  Echo Wildmoon, a lithe fae woman, had pale grass green skin that shimmered in the light and large iridescent pearl eyes, her dragonfly-like wings folded delicately behind her over the flowy white top and dark green pants she wore. She was the gardener and gave me a gentle bow as we passed. A faun Dheg Podzol was the groundskeeper, he had long goat-like legs, suntanned skin, bright goldenrod eyes, and warm brown hair that had a copper sheen to it. Two horns poked through the wavy shoulder-length hair that he had pulled back in a bun atop his head and two smaller horns poked out above his brows. He was dressed in a pink paisley shirt and long dark blue shorts that had mud caked on the knees, work gloves poking out of the pockets.

Lastly, a woman, Mitta Rask, a Rakshasi, the head of security, dressed in dark leather pants and a plain white tunic belted at her center. She had a sharp angled face that was the shade of the warm sand of beaches that you could always find in calendars. Dark, rich umber hair was woven tightly in a braid and equally dark eyes were sharp and seemed to scan everything wildly. Each of them bowed and said hello to Eloimaya and me. When I was at the top of the stairs all of them turned and bowed to Niratap, who had waited for introductions to conclude.

“Welcome home, my Lord.” They all said in unison.

“It is good to be home.” ​The frustration was gone from his voice, but it still showed in his rigid shoulders. “Durgash, Rogmesh what have you prepared for dinner this evening?”

“We have prepared a pork stew.” Rogmesh said excitedly.

“We had many fine veggies today from Echo’s garden.” Durgash spoke.

“We also have a fine herb crusty bread.” Rogmesh added.

“And we made your favorite dessert.” Durgash said.

“Sounds like a fabulous meal.” Niratap said. “Allipo, will you get Shasha settled in her room, the ochre suite. I’m going to freshen up and we can eat.”

“Yes, my Lord.”  Allipo bowed and led me into the manor, Eloimaya following close behind, bags in hand.

The foyer was bright, the crystal chandeliers bouncing the golden light from the sunset. A grand staircase leads up to the second floor, it's wood a warm mahogany that matched the floor under my feet.

“Marvelous, isn’t it?” Allipo asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m sure the lord will give you the grand tour, but the dining room is in the east wing, off the base of the stairs.”

I nodded as we headed up the steps and down one of the long halls.

“I hope you find the room hospitable for you, the ochre room is one of my favorite rooms in the house.”

“How are the rooms named in the manor?” Eloimaya spoke from behind me.

Allipo smiled wistfully. “Painstakingly by myself. I matched each room with a true-to-history color, with safer paint of course. Then decorated the room to fit each color scheme.”

“Fascinating.”

“I know. Ochre is a color that- “

I smiled, I didn’t understand the importance of color, but the way Allipo spoke made me warm inside. He was passionate about color-scaping, and interior design. He chatted happily with Eloimaya about some of the finer classical pieces he had acquired for the manor and more about what colors complimented each room. I just admired the pale blue walls of the corridor and the fine ornate vases we passed.

“Here we are, my dear.”

Allipo opened the door to a warm yellow room with black and teal accents and dark wood furniture. The room was very pleasing to the eye. Everything from the gossamer-hung canopy bed to the plush sitting chairs by the fireplace was beautiful and far more decedent than I was used to.

“Are you sure this is the room?” I asked, overcome with the luxury.

“The ochre suite, per his lordship's request.”

“This is too much.”

“Do you not like the suite, my dear?” Allipo’s ever-present smile faded.

“I love it, but it is way too much for me.”

“I assure you Miss Shasha this is where the lord wants you to be. You are more than deserving, especially given your recent lodgings.” Allipo assured me, tugging me into the room, “the on-suite is through that door, and you do have a balcony, but be mindful of the guard rails. It’s on the to-do list, but I am yet to find a craftsman willing to travel all the way out here.”

Eloimaya followed behind us and began tucking clothes into a wardrobe before hanging a black maxi dress on the front.

“When you’re ready. I think this would look nice for dinner.” She said, giving me a genuine smile. “Allipo, I love the work you’ve done.”

“Why thank you.” Allipo’s face brightened instantly. “You would be surprised how much of my work goes unnoticed in this place. It’s refreshing to have someone who cares for the work as much as me.”

“Will you tell me all about the other rooms on the way to my room?”

“Oh, why of course my dear.”

“Now do you prefer baroque or colonial?” Eloimaya asked as she looped her arm through his and guided him to the door winking at me as they slipped out the door; it closed with a soft click behind them.

As their voices drifted down the hall I sat on the plush bed. He wanted me to have this, and I felt like a princess. I was fairly certain my mom's whole first floor of the farmhouse would fit in the bedroom. I hoped she was doing okay. I would have to get Nira to let me call her tomorrow, though I didn’t know what I would tell her.
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Niratap

I let the hot water run over me in the shower. This girl was both fascinating and infuriating, almost like she knew exactly what buttons to push and when. She would rev me up, excite me and just as quickly twist a knife in my heart. I needed to reign in my desire. Both because I didn’t want to scare her and because I didn’t want to take that frustration out on my staff. This is why I stood in the shower, cock in hand trying to ease the tension coiling in me like a cobra. I envisioned her soft supple body against mine. The taste of her skin on my tongue, would she taste just as sweet below. There was a knock on the bathroom door before Allipo’s voice broke the silence.

“My Lord, both of the ladies have been seen to their rooms and are settling in.”

I held back a growl and said. “Thank you.”

“Would you like me to pull some attire for dinner?”

“No Allipo, I can manage on my own.”

“Damn, I thought for sure I could get some color on you. I like these girls, my Lord. Shasha is sweet and will be great to have around. Eloimaya is eloquent, she is well-versed in color theory and design. I would love to have her as an assistant if you haven’t already decided on a position for her.”

I sigh, damn this satyr. “I have an idea for Eloimaya; however, she could also be your design assistant if you wish.”

“Why thank you my Lord. And what of little Shasha, is she to be a companion for you or will she serve on your staff?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

“You like her, my Lord.”

“What I like, Allipo is time to myself, now if you please.” I growled.

“Right, right. Dinner is to be served in thirty minutes.”

“Thank you.”

The click of the satyr's feet leaving was a relief of its own. What am I even doing? I pondered what Allipo asked, what was I going to do with Shasha? I could make her part of the staff, and give her a job, but part of me did want her as a companion. Thanks for nothing, you meddling creature. I wanted her, yes. I wanted to touch her, feel her, be inside her. I wanted her to want me more than anything. More than freedom. More than wealth. More than air. She was consuming my thoughts and even though I wanted all that, was it fair to her to demand those things of her and her body? I came, watching the shame of it swirl down the drain. It neither took the edge off nor staved my desire. Fuck, I needed to get control of myself.

Outside the shower, I dressed in slacks and a black dress shirt and looked at myself in the mirror, as I pulled shadows over my skin. Hiding what was the most acceptable part of myself, a human face. How could she want a monster like me? How could anyone come to love a monster?

I combed through my hair before braiding it down the back of my head, it would keep it free of food while I ate and kept it manageable until it dried. I sighed. Tonight’s dinner would be hard, but I had to pull it together.

In the dining room, the grand table was set, though it was something more a family table than a lord's table. The house ate at least dinner together, if not the other meals, it was something everyone agreed on. Allipo sat on the right of me. Dinner was where we usually discussed matters of the house, so he always sat beside me, but the rest of them had shifted down so the seat to my left where Mitta usually sat was empty and Eloimaya was sitting next to Allipo.

“Rearranging the table Allipo?”

“Everyone agreed that Miss Shasha should sit next to you, my Lord.”

“Really, Allipo, what makes you think that I want her there.” I did, but this satyr was driving me mad.

“My Lord.” Allipo’s voice took on that seething fae edge to it. “No offense, you may cloak yourself in shadow and darkness, but I can see the way you look at her and you're either going to eat her or bed her and for all our sake I hope the later because the moping is driving us all crazy.”

I felt my beast bristle, my voice a quiet growl. “What?”

The room fell dead silent like everyone held their breath expecting me to lash out violently. It had been a very long time since I had lost my temper, but Allipo was testing me.

“You heard what I said Niratap.” Allipo's voice matched that of a disappointed father, “You wouldn’t be upset if it wasn’t true.”

“Allipo.” My rage was building.

Eloimaya placed a hand on my arm speaking in a hushed voice as she passed me. “My Lord, you and Allipo can argue the semantics of your feelings at a later time. I know you do not wish to frighten the girl so I will say now is a time to calm yourself and sit, because your audience has grown.”

I looked over at the entryway, where Shasha stood. She had changed into a modest knee-length black dress that hugged her curves. The bright gold of her collar the only other adornment, and despite it, she was radiant. Though my beast cried out for vengeance at Allipo’s words, I calmed down and went to pull out her chair.

“Come sit here, Shasha.”

She walked sheepishly towards me. “As long as I’m not taking someone’s seat.”

Allipo brightened. “We adjusted for you, my dear.”

How I wanted to wipe the smile off his face as I tucked her into her seat. “They thought you would be most comfortable here, but if you would like to sit elsewhere you may.”

“No, it's fine. I didn’t want to put anyone out.” She smiled up at me, that knife twisting in my heart. I tried to force warmth into my eyes, but she looked down at the table. I glowered at Allipo who smiled brightly at me in that wild fae way that made my skin crawl.

I stood at the head of the table, and there before me was the group that was the closest thing to family I had ever had. Everyone gathered here as often as we could, the work that had brought us together often left us apart. The stew pot was sitting in front of me, and the ritual of dinner was more symbolic anymore. I served everyone and they served me. Picking up my bowl, I pondered all the wins and losses that we had had, the fight to stand where I was, a bittersweet smile came to my face.

I cleared my throat. “Blessings on the blossom. Blessings on the fruit. Blessings on the leaves and stems, and blessings on the root. Blessings to our family.”

“Blessings to you, my Lord.” the table responded, faces alight. It had been a long time since I had blessed a meal.

I ladled the stew into the bowl, and moved to pass it to Shasha, her eyes glittering in the chandelier light as she watched me. I instructed her on what we did. “Take your bowl and pass it down. The bowls go all around the table at least once and we serve each other. Whatever the meal may be.”

She nodded, passing her bowl to Mitta and reaching for the bowl in my hand. “This smells lovely.”

I smiled, “Wait ‘til you taste it.”

We went around the table. Dorilody buttered bread for everyone, Durgash dropped a boiled potato in each bowl, Katrel added a glob of sour cream, and Allipo garnished with a sprinkle of cheese. When everyone had a bowl full of food I sat, tucking in my chair to the table. I watched as everyone started to dig in, my eyes coming to rest on Shasha. She stared into the bowl of stew as if it was a crystal ball that would divine her future.

“It helps if you stick your fork in it.” I said to her.

She looked at me, pink dusting her cheeks. “This isn’t what I expected.”

I took a bite of the stew, chewing the tender meat and her words before I spoke. “And what did you expect?”

“To be honest, I don’t know what I was expecting, but it’s like you are a family.”

“We are.” Mitta said, her voice high and bell-like. “Don’t let The Lord's brooding nature tell you otherwise.”

I narrowed my eyes, but Shasha giggled. “Is he really broody?”

“Definitely.” Allipo answered, giving me a pointed look before I focused back on my stew, not enjoying being the topic of conversation. The stew was earthy and warm on my pallet. It tasted like home.

“My Lord.” Allipo pulled me from my thoughts. “We need to discuss some things.”

“Right,” I responded, thoroughly distracted watching Shasha take a bite of stew. Her eyes went wide as she chewed a small smile forming on her lips, before she wiggled in her chair.

“My Lord?”

I looked at the satyr, who had a knowing grin on his face. “Apologies Allipo, what were we in need of discussing?”

“Well, Dheg was wondering what you thought of adding some rose hedging on the west fence line. Durgash wanted to ask about funds so he and Rogmesh could hit the fair circuit, to purchase protein for the year. Mitta had some security ideas to run by you. I would like to finalize the budget for the balconies. We also should figure feed for the horses and look into breeding the milk cows.”

“That is quite an extensive list, Allipo.”

“Yes, my Lord.” Allipo said around a hunk of bread. “We have been away for some time.”

“The black-market circuit never rests, Allipo.”

“I know, my Lord.”

“Dheg, what does a new hedge entail?”

The faun straightened in his chair, setting his wine glass down. “My Lord, I would like to take cuttings from the roses on the east side of the house and root them. The process should only take a couple of weeks and then my hope is to get them transplanted and ready for winter.”

“And I take it there are other aspects of the grounds that would be neglected while you did this project?”

“Yes, my Lord, but it is almost the season to let things become overgrown.”

“Very well, I approve. Durgash whatever you need to feed us. That is all I ask.”

“Yes, my Lord, I find it important and prudent to ask.”

“Very well. Mitta?”

She wiped her face on the back of her hand. “We can discuss it tomorrow; we’ll need to go to the server rooms for what I have to propose.”

“Very well.” I shift my tone to seriousness. “Allipo, I don’t know what more there is to discuss about the budget that I gave you. It is more than adequate for you to hire a craftsman and decorate modestly. As for the horses, we did run lean on grass last year so I would say to order at least another two-ton. Echo is also well aware that it will be time to breed the cows soon, so you bringing it to my attention has little bearing on it being discussed. Echo?”

“Yes, my Lord?”

“I trust that you have already reached out to your bull contact to breed the cows.”

“Yes, my Lord, Copperhead is to bring bulls in a couple of weeks.”

“See, Allipo, there is nothing to worry about, things have been settled.”

“But my Lord.” Allipo protested.

I stood throwing my chair back as my hand came down on the table. “Enough, Allipo. You can goad me as much as you like, but we are done discussing this now.”

The table had gone completely silent, and tension wrapped around the room.  I became very aware of the shadows slicking off me and the wispy acrid scent of fear that danced through the air. I didn’t chance a glance at Shasha, I knew her face would kill the small amount of restraint I had left.  I picked up my bowl and left the table.

“I apologize for my outburst, everyone, please enjoy the rest of your meal. I am going to retire for the night. Allipo, we will speak later.”

“O-of course my Lord.” Allipo answered as I walked up the steps to my quarters. I'd done it again hadn’t I? Fuck.
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Chapter Eleven
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Shasha

Niratap slammed his hand on the table, and I jumped and slipped back into my chair as he snarled at Allipo. I didn’t understand their dynamic enough to interject on his behalf. The shadows off Niratap’s body crawled across the floors and walls. there was something in his voice that caused terror to rattle through my chest. He didn’t look at me as he picked up his bowl and left the dining room. Something in his voice sounded sad as he left, remorseful about what had just transpired. After Niratap’s footsteps faded the tension began to ease and the others began to speak.

“Geeze, Allipo.” Mitta growled. “Why do you have to rile him up so much?”

“Right.” Rogmesh agreed. “If you didn’t poke at him so much, we might actually get to spend time with him.”

“Now, now.” Allipo protested scowling at the women. “If he would just open up for a change, I wouldn’t be compelled to torment him.”

Echo sipped her wine, before her voice filled with an uncanny edge. “Really Allipo, if you would ease up, we could get through at least one dinner with the lord in a good mood. I would say that I can’t believe you, but history has shown me otherwise.”

“Echo come on.” Allipo whined. “If he would just-”

“Enough, Allipo.” Dheg spoke out. “Picking on the lord is not something any of us like to watch. Your incessant need for chaos really puts a damper on the whole house and ruins it for everyone else.”

“You all can’t fault me for wanting him to grow up a little.” Allipo continued.

“But at what cost.” Durgash growled.

“Yeah, don’t you think the lord has been through enough as is?” Tummi snarled.

I swallowed, asking. “What do you mean by that?”

The table fell silent.

I was irritated now. “What do you mean by ‘been through enough?”

Tummi blushed and glared at her stew. “I’m sorry, Miss Shasha, but going back there is hard. All of us at this table have gone through hardship. We've all been used or abused. Tortured, but.”

Tears began to roll down Tummi’s face and my heart began to pound in my chest. “But?”

Allipo cleared his throat, his face somber for the first time. “But out of all of us Lord Niratap had it the worst.”

“Wha- “I began but Allipo held up a hand.

“It is best if you get that story from him.” There was sadness in Allipo’s eyes.

“Oh. Okay.”

Allipo stood, placing his napkin on the table before he spoke. “Well then, I guess I will excuse myself for the tongue-lashing that I’m sure to get.”

“Too bad the lord is too kind to give you an actual lashing?” Katrel said under her breath.

“Too true.” Mitta agreed.

“It’s just my luck isn’t it.” Allipo smiled. “Goodnight, everyone.”

I sat there quietly while everyone finished the meal in silence. Durgash righted Niratap's seat and the others started picking up the dishes.
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