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AZALEA

I’d been born and raised with the knowledge that the last day of my life would be my eighteenth birthday, and today was that day.

I woke up surrounded by silk sheets and the scent of freshly baked pastries hanging in the air.

Groaning in ecstasy, I was determined to revel in the luxury that had surrounded me for the past few months. The masters always spoiled us for the last few months of our lives. I’d seen it time and time again.

I opened my eyes to find servants hovering nearby with trays of fruits and sweet breads ready to be eaten.

“Good morning, Azalea,” Nickael said, my favorite of all the staff. She stepped closer and brushed the hair from my eyes. “Are you ready for your breakfast?”

I nodded and sighed, sitting up. “I might just go to bathroom,” I informed, swinging my legs off the king size bed and standing up. “I won’t be long.”

Nickael inclined her head as I swept past, finding the heated bathroom another luxury I hadn’t known until a few months ago. It was a haven of serenity.

When I finished, I washed my face and walked back into my bedroom. There was another servant opening wardrobes, choosing clothing for me while Nickael and one of her female offsiders poured me tea and juice.

“Slide back into bed and eat,” Nickael said as I stepped closer.

I did as she asked, though my stomach was beginning to tighten. “I... don’t know how much I can eat this morning.”

Nickael smiled, a practiced look. “Here, drink this first. It will relax you.”

I took the silver goblet and stared down at the purple liquid within. “Is it a sedative?”

It had to be. In all the years I’d grown up in the castle, I’d never heard a single scream from any of the girls who had been led to their deaths on the day of their birthday.

In fact, when I’d seen them, they’d often seemed relieved. Happy, even.

“Yes,” Nikael said simply.

I inhaled the scent of the liquid then took a long drink, noting the familiar flavor. They’d been giving me this for weeks now.

I sighed as it curled in my belly, warming me from the inside. “That’s nice.” I was immediately more relaxed and happier.

Whatever was in that drink was more than a sedative, and I didn’t care. Today was my day to die and if I could do it with dignity, I would be proud of myself.

“Here. Eat. Be happy,” Nikael said, and I took the tray with all the delicious delicacies on it.

I moaned at the creamy, custard-filled pastries and exotic chocolates as I ate and drank until I couldn’t fit another thing in my belly.

Nikael stood back, watching me, with her intense blue eyes and green hair.

“What’s next?” I asked, leaning back and cupping my full stomach.

“Next is a shower, and then we will dress you.”

I nodded as I pushed the plate off my lap. “What time’s the auction?”

“In a few hours,” Nikael said. “We have time.”

Time for what, I wanted to ask. I didn’t know how to cook, clean, or work. My life up until this point was one of luxury and isolation.

I’d known some of the other girls when I was younger, growing up with them. Playing and laughing about our futures as the most desirable creatures on this side of the universe.

But when we hit puberty around the age of thirteen, we were separated and treated as individual jewels. Put in isolation to be pampered and kept safe until it was time to sell us off.

Today was my day, which meant it was necessary to present myself at the height of beauty.

I wandered into the massive bathroom and a hot bath was already waiting for me. The tub was round and big enough for ten people.

“Oh, thank you, Nikael,” I called out as I stripped my thin nightgown from my shoulders and climbed into the bubbly water, pink and white rose petals floating on top.

“Would you like me to wash your hair?” Nikael called out.

“No, thank you. I can do it,” I called back, sighing as I leaned back and submerged my body up to my neck.

The bathtub was so large I could stretch out and not touch any edge with my toes. My hair was long, to my waist. I’d only ever had it trimmed and braided to keep it healthy.

Mother, the woman who looked after us all, said that men and monsters alike loved long hair. Why, I wasn’t entirely sure, but I’d been trained to want to be beautiful, and to be content with my place in life.

I was a vessel to provide the ultimate feast for a monster who had enough money to buy me, body and soul. And I was okay with that. I had to be. There was nowhere to go, no one to fight for my freedom.

I’d never even been outside the walls of the castle.

Today would be my last day on this planet, and I would try to enjoy the best I could.

Lounging in the warm water, I swam around underwater for as long as I could without breathing, then would pop back up and try again.

I was used to being alone and making up games that would occupy the hours of time ahead of me.

Eventually, the water cooled, and I picked up the rose-scented shampoo. I washed my hair thoroughly, brushing the conditioner through before standing up and rinsing with the clean water that came from the faucet over the bath.

Once out and dried, I sighed heavily. I was going to miss this place.

The door opened as I walked towards it, and Nikael popped her head inside. “Mother will be here soon, so let’s get you dressed.”

A flutter of excitement moved through my heart. “Mother is coming?”

Nikael nodded. “Yes.”

Mother was the only person in my life that gave me any sort of affection, advice or time. The servants didn’t count.

“Come,” Nikael said.

Following her directions, I stood by the bed while I was dressed in underwear that barely covered the hair at the apex of my thighs and pushed my breasts up and together so they were clearly visible large circles.

What sort of dress was I going to wear over this?

“Come. Sit. I’ll do your hair and makeup.”

“Makeup?”

Nikael nodded and I did as I was instructed, allowing them to brush my long hair until it shined. Then they braided it, softly, letting the hair hang down my back.

“Now, close your eyes,” Nikael said as she moved closer and began to rub lotions into my face and brush powder over my eyes and lips.

It was strangely comforting to be touched like this. And finally, I was done and Nikael was sliding a dress over my head.

I stood up to aid her and found the red material barely covered everything I’d always been told needed to be covered. The strips of material were bound together with metal rings and my hips and thighs were on display.

“Is this... normal?” I asked, gazing down at my legs and turning from side to side to assess my reflection in the mirror on the wall.

“You look beautiful,” Nikael said, her blue eyes looking suspiciously damp.

“Thank you, but...”

The door to my room suddenly opened, and Mother walked in. “Azalea!”

“Mother!” I ran to her, throwing my arms around her thick middle and feeling the heat of her chest against my face.

She was well over seven feet tall and ageless. She still looked the same as she had when I was young. Bright blue eyes, long, dark hair, and skin that glowed like the pearls of the deep ocean.

“Is it time?” I asked her as I drew back and looked up into her face.

She smiled down at me and took my hand, drawing me over to a chair. “We have a little time. Let us sit together.”

Another chair was brought forward for her, and I sat on the one where I’d had my hair done. I held Mother’s hand and she stared down at me, warmth evident in her gaze.

“Are you happy, Mother?”

“Indeed,” she answered with a smile. “We have many suitors here for you today. I broadcast your picture out to the neighboring planets a month ago, and the response has been amazing. You are one beautiful woman, Azalea.”

I swallowed hard, nervousness beginning to worm its way into my heart. “Will it hurt?” I asked Mother. “When they devour me?”

Mother only had human girls here. We were considered a delicacy among the monsters of this world. I’d been told I’d be eaten, and that should be considered an honor. I was desired, wanted, at least.

“Oh, no,” Mother said, squeezing my hand. “I’ll give you a potion, so you won’t feel a thing, my beautiful one.”

Mother pulled a small vial on a silver chain out of her pocket. The liquid inside was a strange, pearly white, like her skin. “Wear this around your neck, and when you are taken home with your monster, drink it minutes before they desire to eat you. Not too soon though, as it is very quick to take effect.”

I took the necklace with shaking hands. “Thank you.” I put the heavy, cold chain around my neck and settled it between my breasts. “Do they always... eat the human?”

Mother tilted her head, “I don’t believe there is another use for a human here. Some of my clients have expressed a desire to mate with one of my girls before consumption, but that is rare.”

“Mate?” I repeated. I’d been told of this before, when I was younger. It was the reason I was kept so isolated, so that my body and soul would be pure. Clean. Untouched by man. It sullied the flavor, or so one of the other girls had said.

Mother smiled, though there was no warmth in her eyes. “Yes. Do you know the mechanics of the act? In case the monster who buys you would like to mate with you first?”

I nodded. “Yes.” I did know the mechanics, thanks to lessons I’d received years ago. “But it doesn’t seem very natural.”

In fact, it seemed grotesque. My body was surely not made for such a thing.

She sighed softly. “For a virgin, like yourself, it isn’t very natural. But again, you have your vial, for whenever you need to use it.”

Mother reached out and touched my necklace and I nodded, understanding that she meant I may need the body-numbing potion throughout the mating as well. “How long will it last? The potion, I mean?”

“A few hours,” she said.

Mother checked her watch and stood up. “It’s time.”

I let her pull me to my feet and together we walked to the door. My belly trembled with trepidation and a touch of something I was told I shouldn’t feel—fear.

“You will be perfect,” Mother said as she put her hand on the door handle, ready to walk me outside. “Whichever monster purchases you will be one lucky man.”

“I want to be perfect,” I confided in her. After all, this was my purpose. The fulfilment of my entire existence.

Mother opened the door, then turned back to me. “Then do as you are told, and everything will be fine.”

Then her countenance changed slightly, and her eyes darkened from the blue I knew so well to black. “I have only ever had one girl returned to me from a monster who was less than happy with his purchase.”

I shivered at the strange type of threat hanging beneath the words.

“She didn’t want to be consumed for the benefit of her master,” Mother continued. “But by the time I’d gotten finished punishing her, she wished she’d taken her potion and been the good girl I raised her to be.”

I bit my lip. “I’ll be good, Mother.” I wouldn’t risk her wrath. Never. I’d rather take on a monster.

Mother’s eyes cleared, the blue returning and her lips curling into a smile. “I know. Let’s go, Azalea.”

With Mother’s hand planted in the small of my back, pushing me forward, we walked through the hallowed halls of the castle, towards my final resting place.

The Marketplace.
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AZALEA

The sounds coming through the door at the end of the hall were terrifyingly loud. Raucous, even. I shied away from it, turning my face and slowing the pace of my steps.

“Is that where we’re going?” I asked Mother, pointing to the large black door with silver handles.

I’d never been through those doors, spending my whole life inside the castle.

“Yes,” she said, leaning down to whisper into my ear. “Do not be afraid. I know you haven’t seen outside your home before, but you’ve met the many varied servants and know that no other creature looks like you.”

“What do they look like?” I whispered in wonder. My imagination had conjured up many images with the help of the servants, who’d told me things from time to time.

“Oh, there are too many to name, but some monsters have horns and tails, others have skin as blue as my eyes, others dark as night. You will see soon enough, but know that they all desire you. They will worship you and thank you for your sacrifice.”

That sounded like a wonderful way to end my life. As one who was wanted, needed, desired above all others.

“All right, Mother.”

“Good girl.”

She reached for the door and pulled the massive handle towards her. As the door creaked open, noise boomed into the space I occupied. I stumbled backwards and would have fallen if not for Mother’s hand on my spine.

“It’s okay. You’re safe, Azalea,” she soothed. “We have about an hour before your auction, so you can take your time. Get comfortable with the surroundings and look at the different creatures this world has to offer you.”

I nodded and held my breath, afraid that I would scream out at the fear pulsing through me now. Death didn’t scare me. I’d been told by many of the servants that it was like falling asleep and simply never waking up again.

But it was the fear of the unknown that got to me. Why couldn’t Mother have simply drugged me for this part as well?

She pushed me through the heavy doors and out into the open. The sun blinded me, and I lifted my hand to shield my eyes from the brightness.

“I know,” Mother said, “the sun out here is hot and bright. Here.” She handed me something and I took it. “Put them over your eyes.”

They were some sort of light contraption that wrapped around my ears and shielded my eyes from the light. As soon as I pulled them onto my face, the sunshine became a dull, pretty pink. “Oh, thank you.”

I sighed, instantly relaxing.

“Come with me,” Mother said, taking hold of my hand now and walking me towards The Marketplace, where people bustled to and fro.

“Wow.” I stared, not daring to even blink as I absorbed everything in front of me.

The colors were amazing. The bright purples and green of peoples’ skins and clothing.

“Are they all... men?” I asked Mother, having never seen one before.

“Yes,” she answered. “Let’s take you up to my booth to wait until it’s your turn on the auction stage. This way you can watch everyone and ask questions.”

So that’s what we did. Mother took me up a set of stairs and into a box with a window where I could stare out at the people and gawk at them without seeming rude.

“They’re so different.” I gasped, putting a hand to the glass and staring out. “So... huge.”

And square, muscled, and strong. Nothing like the female servants or the girls like myself that I’d grown up around.

They looked scary, but also intriguing.

“What are you thinking?” Mother asked, sounding interested.

I glanced back at her, noting how big and strong she was in comparison to my slighter stature. “Why am I so soft compared to you?”

Mother smiled. “That’s just your race. Humans are here for the satisfaction of monsters. You’re one of the lucky ones to have made it to this age.”

“Hmmm...” I’d been told that before. “Where do the others go?”

“I don’t think you want to know, Azalea. Instead, ask me questions about The Marketplace in front of you.”

I nodded, pushing back the inquiry. “The men seem to be much bigger than the women. Is that normal in every culture?”

“As a rule, yes. The men in my race are a similar size to the women but in most races, the men are bigger, stronger, and more aggressive.”

My gaze skated across the sharp teeth and daggers hanging from the belts of the men who looked like hunters.

“Who do you think will buy me, Mother?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve had a lot of interest, but I do hope you go to one of the Tireetians. They care for their humans before they consume them. You will be worshipped, as you deserve.”

My gaze fell on a monster of dark skin and flashing red eyes. I gasped as desire filled my belly. He was hideous, but in a way that made me want to reach out and touch him.

“Who is that, Mother?” I asked, pointing to the monster that I couldn’t drag my eyes from.

Mother stood next to me. “The man with the curled horns on his head?”

I nodded. He had horns and a strange, long tail. He looked strong, devilishly so. But I was drawn to him.

“I haven’t seen him before,” Mother answered, sounding confused, as though she should know every monster in the universe. “He must be here for one of the jewels or harvest offerings they have on auction today.”

I nodded, then gasped as two more identical monsters walked up to the first and they stood together having a conversation.

“There’s three of them.” I pressed myself even closer to the glass, confusion pulsing through me as my body responded to them in the strangest way. “My nipples are sore,” I said, unsure how to process the feeling. “Is that normal?”

I cupped my breast and ran my thumb over the tight nub, gasping as pleasure curled inside my belly.

That was not normal for me.

Mother chuckled, a strange, garbled sound. “It seems that you find the trio of dark-skinned monsters attractive. That is good. It will make your final days much easier, and I can’t say that I blame you. They are very handsome, if you like horns.”

Which it sounded like Mother did, whereas I ached to reach out and squeeze them, and find out if they were as hard as they looked.

“Should I try to induce them into mating with me, Mother?” I asked, not able to take my eyes off the three identical monsters who were now moving over to the stage where the auctions were held.

“If you would like to,” Mother answered gently. “But I cannot control who wins your body, Azalea. You will go home with the highest bidder, no matter what they look like.”

I nodded, understing how it worked. “Are there any other vials that I may have, Mother? In case I need more than one?”

She hesitated, then slipped her hand into her pocket. “I don’t usually give my girls this one, but... if you need to relax, take it. It’s a stronger form of the purple drink you had this morning. It will make you amenable to anything the monster will want from you.”

I took the small object and slipped it into the only place I could, my cleavage. It nestled beside the vial on my necklace, and I smiled at Mother. “Thank you.”

Whether I would need it or not, I wasn’t sure, but I was glad to have it.

A slight woman with pale green skin and bright blue eyes slipped into our box and said Mother’s name in a language I barely understood.

“It is time to go,” she said to me and took my hand once more.

“Yes, Mother.”

I walked beside the woman who’d kept me prisoner my whole life. Who’d raised me to be sold on this very day.

And yet, I held no animosity towards her. I’d accepted my fate a long time ago. I’d lived this long and been kept safe, and fed. Spoiled, even. That was more than any other human could say on this side of the universe.

We walked down the steps and a wall of noise hit me once more. The men were growling and grunting around us, one lunging for me, and Mother punched him hard.

He went down and I hurried my steps, moving faster behind the little, light-green woman.

“Out you go,” Mother said, once we’d ascended the steps. “Stand in the middle of the stage.”

“Do I need to do anything?” I asked.

She smiled, her eyes lighting up with humor. “No. Just stand still. The auctioneer will do the rest.”

I took a deep breath to calm my nerves, lifted my chin and walked out into the middle of the stage.

The hollers and growls around the stage quieted instantly. I was almost afraid to look down into the sea of people, but I had to.

I stood straight and tall, feeling half naked in my dress that barely covered my underwear in some places, and in others, it didn’t.

But I wouldn’t embarrass Mother, and I would not be sent back out of disappointment, either. To be returned to Mother seemed like a fate much worse than death.

The auctioneer, a little bald man with a huge nose, stepped up onto the podium and began his introduction.

He was speaking a general galactic language that most people from this side of the universe spoke. I’d been fitted with a translator when I was young, so understood over a thousand languages.

I could speak many as well—not quite as many as I could understand—but studying the varied languages of the surrounding planets had been my way of whittling away the long hours in my day.
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