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Dear Reader:


It is my pleasure to present yet another engrossing novel from bestselling Allison Hobbs. Hobbs is the author of Double Dippin’, Dangerously in Love, Insatiable and Pandora’s Box; all published by Strebor Books. A “Queen of Erotic Fiction” in her own right, Hobbs now puts a new spin on her previous works by taking on the genre of “paranormal erotica.”


Eris is a force to be reckoned with for she is sexy, bewitching and on a path of revenge that spans more than 200 years. Ever wonder about sexual practices in the 1800s? Wonder no more after you read the pages of this quick-paced, thrilling novel.


I first met Allison at the Baltimore Book Festival several years ago and was immediately impressed with her talent. Not everyone has a natural writing ability but Allison was born to create masterpieces such as the one you are about to read. She is ever positive and determined, much like myself, and will go far in this industry as her next three books are already scheduled for publication.


Thanks for supporting Allison’s efforts and for supporting my imprint, Strebor Books. I am overwhelmed by the legions of avid readers who genuinely appreciate not only my personal work but the works of the dozens that I publish. For a complete listing of titles, please visit www.planetzane.com.


If you are interesting in making extra income, please email dante@streborbooks.com to be sent an “Opportunity” packet. Now sit back in your favorite chair or, better yet, chill in the bed, and be prepared to be tantalized by yet another great read.


Peace and Many Blessings,
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Chapter 1


ROANOKE, VIRGINIA
1806


The whispered grumblings in the slave quarters on the Stovall Plantation were usually about Eris.


“Now, a gal like dat—black as tar—ain’t got no business workin’ in de big house,” the old man named Make-Do complained.


“You sho’ ’nuff right, Make-Do. In all my years, ah ain’t nevah seen nothin’ like it. Dark-skinded gal wit dem big ol’ clumsy feets tendin’ to Missus and givin out orders to de cook and e’rebody else workin’ in de big house,” agreed Peahead. “She sho’ got Massuh fooled.”


“Hmph! Don’t nobody seem to know where she come from, but where-vah dat was, ah bet she wasn’t nothin’ but a field hand jes’ like us,” groused Peahead’s wife, Florette.


Make-Do scratched his head. “If ah ’members co’reckly, Eris showed up here in de middle of de night. She told Massuh she been on de run from some evil slave owner way down in ’Bama somewhere.”


“You mean to tell me dat gal ran all de way from ’Bama to Virginy?” Florette scrunched up her lips and shook her head. “Don’t make no kinda sense dem slave catchers nevah got ahold’a her ’long de way.”


“Massuh got such a good heart; took her in promisin’ to hide her and all. She showed up buck naked—ain’t had nothin but a box filled up with potions and such. Told Massuh she was good at nursin’ folk. Dat why he keep her up in de big house,” explained Peahead.


“Well, it don’t look like her nursin’s worth mucha nothin’. Missus be gittin’ sicker by de day,” said a young woman by the name of Willa. “And why somebody blacker den soot talkin’ like de white folk? And why she got dem strange-lookin’ blue eyes?” There was a collective confused shaking of heads.


“Bet y’all don’t know…” Willa paused, waiting to get the group’s undivided attention. “Eris done started wearin’ all Missus’s clothes.” Willa’s bottom lip jutted out in disapproval.


“Wearin Missus’s clothes!” Peahead and Florette chorused incredulously.


“Sho’ ’nuff is.” Make-Do confirmed with a nod. “Eris done give all her old frocks to Molly and Tookie.” Make-Do had been on the Stovall Plantation long before the current master was born. Now, too old to work the fields, Make-Do kept an eye on the children and performed easy tasks that didn’t require agility or a strong back.


“I done told dem girls they ain’t gon’ have nothin’ but bad luck from wearin’ dat evil woman’s clothes,” Make-Do continued.


“Uh-huh. I tried to warn ’em, too. Dey so happy to have spare frocks, dey won’t even listen. But dey gon’ see. Mark my words, dey sho’ ’nuff gon’ see,” Willa said, staring off into space and shaking her head as if a future fraught with unparalleled horrors was being revealed.


“Lawd, look ovah dere.” Peahead pointed toward the big house. All heads turned. In the distance, illuminated by moonlight, Eris was kneeling on the ground.


“What she up to now?” Florette inquired in a hushed tone.


Peahead stood up and squinted. “Look like she tendin’ to dat garden a-hern.”


“At night!” they all exclaimed loudly, then looked around anxiously, hoping Eris didn’t catch them spying on her. But Eris was intently involved with gathering the herbs and roots she needed for the mistress’s remedy.


“You know dat woman’s stranger than a two-headed chicken,” Peahead whispered nervously. “Wouldn’t surprise me a bit if she diggin’ a hole so’s to holla down dere and talk to Satan hisself.” Peahead gave a shudder. “Come on, Florette. We goin’ inside. Ah don’t wanna be nowhere near Eris after daylight. And ’specially not with dat full moon burnin’ while she dealin’ wit’ de devil,” he said ominously. Peahead and Florette gathered themselves to go inside their cabin, careful not to look in Eris’s direction.


Willa latched onto Make-Do’s arm and helped him to stand upright. After he was safely on his feet, Willa respectfully handed the old man his walking stick. She hurried to her cabin while old Make-Do shuffled on down the dusty path to his own shanty.
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Edith Stovall, the mistress of the plantation, was so consumed with fever she had no idea that her fine garments had been relegated to adorning a lowly slave. Had she known, she would have diplomatically excused her husband’s lack of judgment, but such impudence by a slave girl would have warranted a visit to the whipping post. Nine and thirty. That’s how many lashes the ill-mannered, uppity heifer would have incurred if the mistress of the house had her strength and wits about her.


The mistress was stricken with a serious illness and according to her husband, Arthur, she was delirious. Talking out of her head—accusing him of unspeakable acts since she’d been banished from his bed. Having the fever and carrying what appeared to be a deadly and contagious disease, of course she had had to be exiled from the marital bedroom. She was being quarantined until she got better or—God forbid—she died.


Since none of the local physicians could figure out what was wrong with Edith and none wanted to risk catching her strange sickness, it was lucky for Edith that Eris seemed immune. Eris could go in and out of Edith’s sickroom and administer to her without so much as a cough or a sneeze.


Arthur was more than grateful to Eris. As master of the plantation, he couldn’t afford to come down with the strange illness that had gripped his pitiful wife. Why, he’d lose everything his daddy had left him if he caught whatever was ailing his wife.


It was for the good of the plantation and the future of the Stovall family if Edith stayed far, far away from him as well as any essential slaves whose labor he depended upon. Until her health improved, Edith would have to stay tucked away in that cramped and musty bedroom up in the attic.


But in the meantime, a man had his needs. Manly desires that a sickly wife could not fulfill.


Eris used a sharp-edged rock to grind the mixture that she’d concocted in the moonlight and then carried it up the stairs to the attic. With the wooden bowl and ladle in hand, Eris used her hip to bump open the door to the quarantined room.


“Missus,” Eris said sharply. “Wake up, Missus. It’s time to take your remedy.”


Although Arthur Stovall never came into the room personally, he’d been known to send in slaves whom he considered dispensable to periodically check on his wife and give him a report on her condition.


Eris wasn’t willing to risk having unexpected visits from loose lips reporting that she wasn’t giving the mistress the best treatment possible, so she set the bowl on the bedside table and used the hem of her apron to blot the perspiration from Edith’s forehead. Then, certain that no prying eyes could see her, she roughly wiped the sickly woman’s face and mouth, using the lace-edged pocket of the apron,. With a hateful grimace, Eris dug the crust out of the corners of her patient’s rapidly blinking eyes. The friction of the stiff lace was painful and caused angry red blotches to pop up all over Edith’s frail face.


As far as Eris was concerned, the red blotches further proved that the mistress was contagious and required an extended quarantine. And more doses of her special remedy.


Eris gave a low chortle as she recalled the last slave the master had sent to the attic infirmary. Scared to death, old Make-Do had limped into the room holding a rag over his face. The rag covered his mouth, nose, and eyes.


He wasn’t going to be able to give the master a detailed report being that he had neither seen nor smelled anything, so out of pure spite, Eris instructed Make-Do to empty the mistress’s almost overflowing chamberpot.


Having to walk with a cane made carrying the contagious waste material cumbersome. One would have thought Make-Do had seen a ghost the way he whooped and hollered when bits of loose excrement splattered on his hand.


Imagining he’d been infected by the mistress, Make-Do coughed up blood for a week, but he finally pulled through. Eris found Make-Do’s near-death experience extremely humorous and made a mental note to take better advantage of his simplemindedness in the future.


Eris was anxious to report that the Missus’s ailment was not better, that she was even more emaciated and pale with a curious eruption of red welts, which were spreading all over her face. The Missus, Eris would sadly state, seemed to be getting worse. Excited, Eris hurriedly left the room, forgetting to administer the poisonous concoction.


Edith was weak and very thirsty. But her heart was filled with relief that the vile black slave had forgotten to force-feed her the twice-daily dosage of poison. Eris’s lethal “remedy” was the instrument of the mistress’s slow and agonizing demise.


Experiencing an unusually lucid period earlier that day, Edith had kept the poisonous mixture hidden beneath her tongue. She’d spat it out as soon as the slave woman left the room. And now, having skipped the evening dose as well, she was feeling strengthened and hopeful that she might survive this vexation dealt upon her by the hands of a slave. The gall!
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Unwilling to risk exposure to his wife’s malady, Arthur Stovall insisted that Eris shed the clothing she’d worn while attending to Edith and wash thoroughly before entering his chambers.


The mistress’s nights on this earth were numbered. It was just a matter of time before Eris became the Mistress of the House. Although her name would not be affixed to any official documents, she’d be the mistress no less, and she would inform the slaves to address her as such. She’d already begun training Molly, the cook’s assistant, to refer to her as Mistress.


Hearing her addressed as such would be a problem with the white people, of course. Therefore, she’d have to prohibit visitations by business associates who’d come snooping around. She’d insist that Arthur—yes, she now called him Arthur—conduct his business away from the home. She would not kowtow to lawyers, bookkeepers or such. No, Arthur would have to arrange his life to suit her needs.


Feeling powerful, Eris did not cover herself with even a wisp of fabric. Boldly, she glided naked from her room to the master bedchamber. She did not care if curious eyes peered from corners or slightly cracked doors. Let them behold my beauty—my full breasts and wide hips. Yes, let them admire me from a distance but cower in my presence. Intoxicated with power, Eris, dark and statuesque, with refined facial features, strode through the corridors with the regal carriage of a queen. Heavy coils of dark hair fell past her shoulders. She did not carry a lantern; the full moon brightened the path to Arthur’s chamber.


“My beloved,” Arthur said when Eris opened the door and crept to his bed. “I’ve waited for what feels like ages. Hurry! Come!” He patted the bed.


She peered at him in the dark room. “Wait! I must part the curtains.”


“Why, beloved?”


“The moon is full tonight. You’ve given me many things; but never have you given me the moon.”


“Ah, you’re a strange one. But I have no power in your presence. Part the curtains if you wish. Have your moon; have the stars as well.” Arthur waved his hand extravagantly and laughed.


Eris parted the curtains and for a few moments, stood naked in the window. She threw back her head in ecstasy as she became energized by the light of the moon.


In the cramped slave huts below, candles were quickly snuffed when the slaves saw Eris’s naked silhouette. Such a sight seemed unholy and they all wished to escape through sleep as quickly as possible. With prayers on their tongues, they hoped that by morning’s light, the chilling image of Eris basking in the moonlight would seem like a bad dream.


Eris walked to the bed. Her breasts were full and tender; a red streak trailed down her inner thigh. Smiling, she pulled back the heavy covers and joined the master whose look of worship assured her that behind closed doors, he’d always be her slave.





Chapter 2


Eris awakened at dawn. There was great clattering in the kitchen as the cook and her help prepared the morning meal for Arthur and her. Molly, an obedient young girl, rapped on the door twice as Eris had instructed her. “Good morning, Mistress,” the young girl greeted Eris. Molly did a double-take and looked quizzically at her master, who still asleep, sucked loudly on the knuckle of Eris’s middle finger.


“Will that be all, Mistress?” Molly asked, averting her gaze as she set down the breakfast tray.


“No. Go out to the slave quarters and tell that worthless Make-Do to go tend to the Missus. Tell him to empty her slop…” Suddenly remembering that she hadn’t given Arthur’s wife her evening dosage, she further instructed, “Tell him to add a little water to her remedy; it’s in a bowl on the night-stand. He must give her two spoonfuls. Is that clear?”


“Yes, Mistress,” Molly said. “Two spoonfuls,” she repeated, and whirled around and hurried out of the room. Through the window Eris watched Molly race across the lawn to give Make-Do the distressful news.


Eris was famished and sore. The power she’d derived from the full moon had enhanced her femininity, bringing on her menses and causing her full breasts to lactate although she’d never given birth to a child.


The moon had allowed her to nurture Arthur—to claim him as her own. Last night, she’d encouraged him to suckle her breasts and her bleeding womanhood until he cried from sheer bliss.


Different from other women, Eris’s menstrual cycle lasted for just one evening per month, and though Arthur cried and pleaded for more of her delicious dark red nectar, she had nothing left to give; he’d suckled her dry.


Like a fretful baby, he’d cried and whimpered throughout the night. Not wanting to awaken the slaves, Eris had given him her knuckle to suck. This soothed and kept him quiet, allowing him to sleep like a contented child for the remainder of the night.


Depleted and famished from her nocturnal activities, Eris, propped up by three plump pillows, enjoyed her own breakfast and Arthur’s as well.
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Praying he did not become afflicted again with the doomed Missus’s illness, Make-Do hobbled up the flights of stairs, carrying a pitcher of fresh water. When he reached the attic, although it hadn’t entered his mind before, the thought of just upping and running away seemed like a better idea than risking another chance with the sick Missus. All that choking and coughing up blood was bound to kill him this time. But trying to run with his bad leg…well, he wouldn’t get very far. Nope! The hounds would have a hold on him before he even got close to the river.


Accepting his fate, Make-Do pushed open the door. The room smelled like a pigsty. The Missus looked all dried-up and half-dead, with her thick and cankered tongue hanging out the side of her mouth. Momentarily oblivious of his fear of contagion, Make-Do rushed over, lifted her head and tried to give her a drink of water, but the water rolled off her thick, blistered tongue.


In a quandary, he looked around the room. There was a spoon stuck in the dried-up remedy that Eris had instructed him to give to the mistress. Make-Do cleaned the gook off and began spoonfeeding drops of water to Edith. “Here you go, Missus,” he said, carefully aiming the spoon toward her dry lips. His doctoring seemed to work. The Missus began to utter sounds. Incomprehensible noises, but the gibberish was progress nonetheless. Wanting her to get better, Make-Do poured a little water in the remedy and tried to soften it up enough to give to the mistress.


But the mistress started making an awful growling sound in her throat. It scared old Make-Do so bad, he thought she was drowning from taking in too much water. Not wanting to be blamed for killing her, Make-Do slipped out of the room and hobbled as fast as he could down the stairs.


He ran smack into Molly. “Ah give de Missus two spoonfuls of dat remedy jest like you said.” He turned to hobble away.


“Did you empty the slop bucket?”


“No, Lawdy, Ah didn’t,” he said sadly. “Ah sho’ is gittin’ old and fo’getful. Lemme git back up dere and fetch it.”


When Make-Do reentered the infirmed woman’s room, she looked surprisingly brighter. Her complexion wasn’t as pasty and her tongue didn’t look as thick. Encouraged, he picked up the bowl of remedy and started stirring.


Edith Stovall began to moan and Make-Do put down the bowl.


“You don’t like dat remedy, do you, Missus?”


She looked at him and grunted.


“Okey-dokey. Ah’m jest up here to fetch yo’ slop bucket anyways. So you git yo’self some sleep now, Missus.”


Grateful that he hadn’t killed the Missus, Make-Do whistled a happy tune as he took care of emptying the slop bucket.


By nightfall, when Make-Do hadn’t started choking and coughing up any blood, the slaves breathed a sigh of relief. They loved Make-Do too much to have to beg his pardon and ask him to kindly stay in his own cabin. Yes, they were mighty obliged that they didn’t have to turn old Make-Do away.


“Ah’s done beat dat ol’ sickness,” Make-Do told the awestruck slaves. “Maybe de Missus will, too.”


The slaves all smiled hopefully. If the mistress recovered, Eris would be put in her place and things would be back to normal on the Stovall Plantation.








Chapter 3


Arthur Stovall believed his wife was under Eris’s expert care, but Eris, disgusted by the awful stench in the sickroom, preferred the sweet smell of her own quarters, which Molly filled with fresh cut flowers daily.


Expecting Edith to expire at any moment, Eris had stopped providing personal care and now the sickly woman’s pasty-colored skin and wildly tangled hair was a completely unappealing sight. In fact, everything about the sickroom and its occupant was unpleasant and not a suitable place for a woman such as Eris, who was living in the lap of luxury.


But with the mistress’s unwillingness to just go ahead and give up the ghost, Eris had no choice but to make the remedy stronger—more toxic. She’d left the handling of the infirmed woman up to Make-Do, giving the old slave strict orders to now give the mistress three heaping spoons of the concoction every day.


Eris had custody of every article of clothing Edith Stovall owned. In order to prove his devotion and the sincerity of his love, Arthur had recently given Eris a cameo brooch, and upon his wife’s imminent death, Eris fully expected to inherit the woman’s entire collection of jewels, especially her beautiful wedding ring. Of course, she wouldn’t wear the woman’s wedding ring; she’d keep it along with the treasure of jewelry she’d acquired and hid in the box she kept buried near her vegetable patch.


Then, when it was time to move on, she’d leave the useless garments, hats and other finery—but the box of jewels would accompany her on the journey to the next plantation.


Eris’s plan was to make her way up north. Once settled there as a free woman, she’d cash in her jewelry and live the good life without having to rely on the males that drained her powers with their greedy mouths, depleting her of her womanhood.


Ever so sweetly, Eris persuaded Arthur to take the buggy and meet his banker in town. She considered sending Make-Do along under the pretense of tending to the horse, but she’d instruct him to keep an ear out for any important financial information. However, needing the old man to empty the slop jar and take care of the mistress, she decided Arthur could make the two-day journey alone.


Having not stepped a foot inside the sickroom in weeks, Eris had no idea that Make-Do had stopped administering the lethal potion to the mistress and had been hand-feeding her mashed fruit, soft boiled vegetables, and several glasses of water per day. Thus, Edith Stovall was slowly but surely coming back to good health.


Eris stayed so far away from the attic, she hadn’t heard all the laughter and sounds of merriment that emanated from the sickroom. Nor did she hear the Missus clunking around with Make-Do’s cane as she taught herself how to walk again.


And so it was a tremendous shock when Eris awakened in her beautiful, sweet-smelling, flower-filled room to an oddly familiar odor. She thought she had to be dreaming when she opened her eyes and beheld the mistress, looking like an old crone propped up with Make-Do’s cane, as she observed with increasing rage the splendid surroundings that Eris had become accustomed to.


The wedding ring on the frail hand that gripped the cane caught Eris’s attention. She’d wanted that ring so badly; now it was too late. The mistress looked gaunt; her fingers were as thin as chicken talons. Eris could have easily shaken the ring loose from the woman’s hand a long time ago and added it to her collection. But it was too late to acquire the prized possession now. She’d have to make her escape with the jewelry she’d already buried.


The mistress cleared her throat, and it was an awful sound. Wearing a mask of hatred, Edith Stovall spat the words: “Get up, nigga wench!”


Young, strapping fieldhands yanked Eris out of the bed.


“Tie her up to a tree. I want y’all to take care of Molly and Tookie first,” Edith ordered.


The sounds of weeping had blended into her dream state. But now it was painfully clear that Molly and the other kitchen girl, Tookie, were already tied to the whipping posts outside, weeping and moaning as they awaited their punishment. A punishment that would be dispensed for the crime of wearing Eris’s garments and daring to address Eris as Mistress while the wanton slave had the audacity to parade around in the real misstess’s finery.


Naked as the day she was born, which was how Eris preferred to sleep, she was dragged from her bed, roughly pulled outside and tied to the trunk of a big oak tree. Eris didn’t put up a fight. Arthur was due home today and he’d have them all strung up and hung—his wife included—for touching a hair on her head.


Molly’s whipping was administered by Willyboy, her very own beau. Willy-boy cried with each lash that landed on his sweetheart’s once unblemished back. Willyboy, being one of the strongest fieldhands on the plantation, had the task of administering blows to Tookie’s back also.


With arms folded and misery lining their faces, the slaves were commanded to stand and witness the whippings or suffer the same punishment.


Willa whispered to Florette, “Ah told dem girls dem frocks wasn’t gonna bring ’em nothin but grief.”


Naked as a jaybird, Eris patiently waited her turn. Her body was strong and could take the blows that would undoubtedly be weak and without fury as Willyboy became physically exhausted and emotionally worn down from having to whip his sweetheart and her good friend, Tookie.


Without a glint of remorse and for no other reason than plain meanness, Eris had not taken her eyes off the two girls who’d been beaten. Distracted, she hadn’t paid attention to the whispered murmurs of the other slaves nor did she notice that their eyes darted nervously toward the gates of the plantation.


The tearing of the young girls’ flesh fascinated her, stirred a carnal hunger. Their cries of pain aroused her, filled her with a feeling of raw sensuality. Eris decided right then and there that when Arthur returned—after he’d dealt his wife a sound beating—she’d insist that he stick his manhood inside her throbbing womanliness far deeper and much harder than he’d ever done before.


While in the throes of her lustful imagery, she heard the sound of hoofs. Arthur!


But instead of Arthur Stovall, two red-faced, ugly white men galloped on dark horses through the open gates of the Stovall Plantation. This sight did not bode well.


“Get her,” Edith Stovall commanded. The two fieldhands untied Eris. She squirmed and hissed at the two men who were eager to show her no mercy.


Shaking with fury and indignation, the mistress pointed at Eris. “Now, tie her to that whipping post.”


The post was covered with bloody bits of flesh. Eris recoiled, struggling and trying to break from the strong grasp of the fieldhands. The two white overseers—who had been hired from the Gilbert Plantation, which was a fair distance down the road from the Stovall Plantation—observed the naked Eris with gleaming eyes.


“Give her nine and thirty,” the Missus demanded. Molly and Tookie had only been given ten lashes apiece.


The overseers took turns ripping the flesh off Eris’s back and buttocks. Each searing blast left Eris bloody and breathless. By the fifteenth blow, she was unconscious, but the men gleefully continued the job they were paid to do. By the time they finished, Eris’s back was shredded so badly, it no longer resembled living flesh.


“Now take her and drop her off in the woods somewhere far from this plantation. And you, darkies,” Edith pointed menacingly at the cowering slaves—“better not contradict my words. My husband will be told the defiant hussy stole my jewelry and ran off—last seen headed north.”


Like a sack of potatoes, Eris was thrown across the back of one of the horses and tied down to keep her from falling off before they reached their destination in the deepest, darkest part of the woods.


Bleeding and naked, out in the woods at night, Eris would surely perish; of that Edith Stovall was certain. It served the hateful slave woman right. But for her husband’s sake, she’d have to pretend that his bed wench had tired of him and run off.
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Night had fallen. Eris awakened screaming. She lay on her tortured back, upon twigs, dried leaves, and stones, as the two overseers, now drunk from whiskey, took turns having their way with her. Competing with her cries of pain, crickets called out in the night.


“We gonna be in a heap’a trouble if old man Stovall come home and finds us out here,” Henry cautioned.


“Then quit actin’ dumb. Use your noggin, Henry. We gonna have to pull her deeper in the woods,” suggested Bo.


Terror-stricken, Eris begged for mercy. “Don’t leave me out here for the wild animals to feed on me. Just take me a few miles out of Roanoke and no one will ever see me again.”


“Can’t risk that, can we, Bo?”


The man named Bo shook his head.


“Why not?” she asked, looking desperately from Henry to Bo.


“’Spose some do-gooder sees you walkin’ ’round naked and all… ’Spose he decides to take you in? Then we got a heap’a trouble on our hands. That do-gooder’s bound to declare you a runaway and ol’ Stovall will come and claim you. Then it’ll be shit’s creek for me and Bo.”


“Uh-huh, shit’s creek without a paddle,” Bo added, nodding vigorously.


“Git them old scraps of rags from up under the saddle, Bo.”


Bo took his time, but came back with old pieces of wool and cotton fabric. The two men scattered the smelly fabric all over Eris. Her initial thought was that they were covering her nakedness, giving her some warmth and dignity to make it through the long night.


But when Henry told Bo to fetch the lantern, their intentions became crystal-clear.


Eris began writhing on the ground, chanting, speaking in tongues, calling on spirits. Cursing Edith and Arthur Stovall and all their descendants, as well as the two overseers.


The two white men had never seen such a convulsive display of hatred. They’d never heard such evil-sounding words directed toward them. Bo was so spooked by the spectacle, his hand trembled and he dropped the lantern.


The fabric, splattered with oil from the lantern, was instantly set ablaze and clung to her skin. Eris emitted an inhuman wail as she rolled on the ground attempting to extinguish the searing flames. But the dry twigs ignited, consuming Eris in a more intense inferno. She jumped up, streaked through the woods to escape the voracious fire, but the flames, now raging, continued to engulf her.


Horrified, Bo and Henry jumped on their horses and galloped away while Eris ran through the woods burning alive. Her abundant locks went up in flames, then ran down her face like melted wax. The pain was unrelenting. Eris not only felt her body burning, but could hear the pop and sizzle of her flesh.


The woods filled with the acrid stench of charred flesh—human flesh—her flesh. The tortured woman’s bloodcurdling screams were choked off by smoke filling her lungs, flames licking at her throat.


The gaping red hole that had been Eris’s mouth could produce no sound to express the awful, transcending pain. To escape the agony, Eris ran faster but as she raced through the woods clumps of flesh sloughed away.


Suddenly the unrelenting, indescribable suffering ceased, but Eris continued to run in disbelief, preparing for the onslaught of torture to continue. Had the agony really stopped? Eris stumbled to a halt and looked down at her body. Her beautiful silky black skin was unscathed. Running searching fingers from firm breasts up to her coarse tresses, Eris was astonished to discover that her entire body was intact—perfect.


“Wha…What’s happening?” Flooded by a mixture of relief and curiosity, Eris turned to retrace her steps. In the distance she saw what appeared to be a smoldering log. As she inched closer, cold dread coursed down her chest and into her loins.


“Oh no, nooo!” Eris screamed as recognition transformed the shape of the still-burning log into the shape of a charred human body. Falling to her knees, Eris cried bitterly. The forest was still, as if holding its breath, while Eris mourned the demise of her body and the death of her ambitious plans and schemes.


“It’s not fair, it’s just not fair! My jewels, my treasure—gone, all gone,” Eris wept. “I’m a goddess, with every right to be the Mistress of the Stovall Plantation; how dare they consign me to such a dishonorable end!”


As the stronger emotion of all-consuming rage began to replace Eris’s deep despair, a burning desire for revenge infused her, its vile power causing the air around her to crackle with electricity. Arthur Stovall had promised to protect her and he had failed. Oh, he would pay dearly for his fatal indiscretion!


Eris vowed that he and every one of his descendants would suffer for her humiliating and untimely demise. As if in acknowledgment of Eris’s vengeful decision, the atmosphere began to coalesce into a dark, undulating, living entity.


Faintly, Eris could hear the mournful moans and howls of the damned as the darkness enfolded her spirit. The unholy screams and demonic clamor grew deafening as the foul void devoured her. Eris was transported to an alternate realm…a heinous realm where crazed and demented souls were condemned to dwell.


Eris’s soul had found a realm with others of her kind—confused and angry souls trapped between worlds—a place where they could only dream of vengeance, for the accursed legion was doomed to spend all of eternity lashing out in frustration at one another but never sipping the sweet taste of revenge they so desperately hungered to exact upon those they believed had offended them.








Chapter 4


THE DARK REALM


Legions of depraved spirits, who while on the earthly plane possessed nefarious characteristics such as jealousy, greed, anger, deceitfulness, lust, and brutality, dwelled together on the Dark Realm—a holding place for corrupt and lost souls. Multitudes of tortured beings that only faintly resembled their former human selves scrambled and snarled for position. The accursed environs resembled mounds of heaving serpents maniacally slithering in a snake pit.


This lower realm was a dismal environment; the landscape appeared as devastated as if obliterated by nuclear war. Sun, moon and stars had abandoned the sky. The forsaken sky was a murky brown with black smudges—a bizarre imitation of earthly clouds. The air was a thick, contaminated mist. Instead of dirt, the ground was covered with razor-sharp obsidian and hot, smoldering ash. There was no greenery in this dark and smoky realm, only dead trees, thorns, and prickly burrs.


And this is where Eris’s spirit was contained. Time had no meaning here, and if Xavier, a vicious and shrewd being, hadn’t taught her how to use her third eye, she would have spent an eternity bickering and engaging in senseless battles with her unholy brethren. Without cease, soulless beasts fought brutal, bloody battles where there could be no victor and the only reward was unremitting anger.


Eris’s third eye provided her a timeless window into the adjacent dimension of the earthly realm from which she’d been dispatched so unceremoniously. The goings-on there, particularly at the Stovall Plantation, were of great interest to her.


The squabbles, shrieks, tormented screams and venomous murmurs were endless, but Xavier was wise and had created with his mind a cavern where he could find solace when he needed to be alone to think.


When his desire peaked, he permitted the most depraved female spirits to share his secluded domain.


Eris joined Xavier in his dank cavern, but was unusually quiet as she kept her inner eye sight focused on the Stovall Plantation. Seething, Eris witnessed Arthur turn his lustful attention to Molly, the kitchen girl. If Eris had had the power to strangle Arthur, the man would surely be dead for having the gall to replace her so easily. However, the delight she derived from witnessing the agony of the betrayed Willyboy, Molly’s beau, assuaged her anger…. somewhat.


Molly gave birth to Arthur’s son. This infuriated Eris, but again her fury was diminished by the wicked pleasure she derived from watching Edith Stovall’s reaction.


Eris’s poison had wreaked havoc upon Edith’s constitution. Constantly plagued by illness of a female nature, rendered her unable to perform her wifely duties. The humiliation of being openly usurped by Arthur’s bed wench, had turned Edith’s hair completely gray. Finallly, realizing that she was utterly powerless to keep Molly from Arthur’s bed, the mistress of the plantation was forced to swallow the bitter taste of defeat.


Nothing infuriated Eris more than seeing the smile that lit Arthur’s face whenever he gazed at his son. Eris’s anger was so intense, it became a black mist that swirled about her furiously, sending the nearby wayward spirits into a frenzied fight where they clawed and bit, cursed and spit at each other for what could have been hours or perhaps years if time had existed in the Dark Realm.


Eris made a hissing sound that sent stones and old tree branches hurling when Molly named her little half-breed bastard after Arthur. The little redhead mongrel was nicknamed Artie and ran around the big house as if he owned the damn place.


Edith Stovall, Eris observed, found little satisfaction in life and was becoming sicker with each passing moment. And this time her ailment didn’t come from the many elixirs or potions Eris had given her. The fragile woman had taken to bed when Molly first began showing signs of pregnancy and hadn’t gotten up since.


Four years passed. Eris knew this because she saw the big birthday celebration in the great yard and watched the little rascal, wiggling as he was turned over his father’s knee, while Arthur playfully delivered four birthday spankings and one more to grow on.


Sweet little Molly had turned out to be a seasoned temptress. How had Eris not noticed that the timid little house slave was nothing more than a shameless home wrecker?


Eris could hear Arthur’s thoughts and to her dismay, images of her and their nights of passion never crossed his mind. He didn’t give Eris so much as a thought—not one second of any day.


On the day that his debilitated wife finally died, Eris watched Arthur slip the wedding band off Edith’s skeletal finger. He gave Molly Edith’s ring. And although it wasn’t a legal marriage, he promised to honor Molly with the same privileges as a legal wife.


Molly was wearing the ring that Eris had coveted. Molly was now the mistress of the house—barking orders to the slaves—living the lavish lifestyle that Eris had worked so hard to acquire.


Eris had put far too much energy into her relationship with that weakling, Arthur. She’d plied him with too much of her womanhood for him to have the audacity to forget she’d ever existed. She didn’t even entertain thoughts of chastising those overseers who’d caused her to suffer the agonizing death that sent her unwilling soul to a lowly realm most unbefitting a goddess such as herself.


And for that transgression, Arthur and his descendants for generations to come will pay dearly, she vowed.


“What are you going to do about it?” Xavier asked Eris, sensually dragging a long fingernail down her back, splitting the flesh, which oozed a thick pus-like substance instead of blood. Eris threw her head back and emitted a sound similar to a wolf’s howl. Pain was pleasure in the Dark Realm. Giving and receiving pain was the only benefit of being held captive on that lower dimension.


“You’re getting stronger,” he told her.


Eris snorted. “Strong enough to pierce the barrier that confines me to this despicable place?”


“It’s possible.”


“Then why are you still here?”


“Timing,” he advised, arching a furry brow.


“What’s that supposed to mean? You’re being vague. If there’s a way out of here, then tell me. I’m weary of playing the voyeur. The pleasure from that exercise is quickly diminishing.”
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