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      The crackling fireplace illuminates the room, casting my face in its orange glow. I consider everything I went through to arrive here, comfortably out of harm’s way. I suppose I should be happy. I should be relieved that I’m not back with Lord Everan.

      I shudder, looking around the study.

      “Fascinating specimens, aren’t they?”

      Dirnyn stands in the door frame, watching me. Above me are several large, bat-like wings, suspended from the ceiling. Looking around the now cluttered room, there are disturbing-looking large eyeballs in jars, insectoid-looking rock parts on the table, and several scales from Zyranth on the desk.

      “They’re definitely something,” I say, smiling.

      He gives me a concerned look. It’s not concern for my well-being, necessarily.

      “You don’t think I’m taking this hobby too far, do you?” he asks.

      Ever since we took down Lord Everan, Dirnyn has become obsessed with monsters. I didn’t take it as a huge warning sign when he took a few of Zyranth’s scales from the fight scene. I thought he was just being sentimental.

      But since then, Dirnyn has disappeared for long stretches of time to probe the caverns other dark elves dare not touch, bringing strange items back with him. I’ve seen him subject the monster parts to all manners of tests. Setting them on fire, freezing them, electrifying them – for what purpose, beyond his own curiosity, I have no idea.

      Zyranth did us both a huge service. He’s the only reason I’m not still living under the thumb of a tyrant.

      I shudder, thinking back on that life and the things I was forced to do under his care.

      I am immensely grateful to Dirnyn for that. In truth, I owe him my life.

      “No,” I say, smiling again. “I think it’s good to have hobbies.”

      There’s this small part of me that wonders why Zyranth is so interesting to him now, all of a sudden, and it grows a little concerned. Zyranth has become a dear friend, just as essential to my independence. Probably moreso.

      But I know Dirnyn’s intentions must be pure. I know that Dirnyn is just a little eccentric, and that eccentricity can come across as madness to those who don’t know him as well as I do.

      “That’s good,” he says. “I don’t know why I like all this so much. I suppose it’s still fascinating to me – the creatures we haven’t charted, the depths which we still haven’t seen.”

      “You’re a man of science,” I admit, standing up to stretch.

      He pauses, as if in deep contemplation, while I visually interrogate him.

      “Some of these monsters terrify me,” he admits. “And that’s why I think it’s important to study them – to know what we’re dealing with, in full.”

      I nod. I mentally exclude Zyranth from that list of ‘terrifying monsters,’ but there are creatures that Zyranth has described to me that are purely chaotic, still intent on ending all life and devouring everything.

      And those monsters present cause for concern. They could end all of our lives on a whim. The only things keeping us safe are our constant magical defenses – the strengths these dark elves possess that I lack.

      I shuffle over to the shelves of parchment and feel the texture in my hands. There’s something so satisfying about the sensation – so soft but coarse, all at the same time. I read over what’s scrawled on the parchment, a rather droll history of dark elven kind.

      I place the parchment back and look around the room. I know that none of this is mine, and I shame myself for the thought. The shelves and shelves of parchment and books, all the luxurious tiphe furniture… It’s overwhelming to me because I know that I will never own even a fraction of what is here in this room.

      I can feel Dirnyn’s constant gaze wearing through me. It makes me a bit uncomfortable, but I am still grateful, and I shake off my suspicions.

      “This is your home, too,” he says, noticing my curiosity. “Don’t be so afraid to explore it.”

      “Thank you for giving me a place to stay,” I say, grinning. His stare is unwavering and, I guiltily admit, a little creepy. His eyes don’t leave my form, not even to blink.

      It must be the difference between dark elves and humans that leaves me so unsettled by their habits and mannerisms. Lord Everan was more monster than dark elf, and I probably don’t understand them as well as I would have liked. I will learn to stifle my suspicions and give Dirnyn all the gratitude I can muster, for how much he has sacrificed for me.

      I move over to a jar on the shelf, which has a giant yellow and orange eyeball spinning around in it. It’s probably my imagination, but I can feel it following me as though it’s still alive somehow. It gazes into my soul, and I can’t help but tremble at the thought.

      “I recovered that from a nearby cavern,” he tells me. “Deep within, a great beast had been felled and ripped into. It’s fascinating to think that there are monsters greater even than that. I barely recovered it intact.”

      I nod, setting it back down. It gently scrapes the wood as I place it where I found it.

      The fire crackles. It presents a calming effect in this unsettling room, built a bit like a museum of horrors. I don’t know why I find this room specifically so entertaining. I suppose there’s something comforting about realizing how small I am and how much I still have left to discover.

      Outside, the wind roars. I walk over to the window, looking beyond it at the nearby forest. Drops of water cover the window, as the rain has just died down. I can see my reflection in the window, still haggard from lack of sleep. I’ve come a long way since Lord Everan, but I don’t know if I’ll ever truly recover.

      Dirnyn’s form appears behind me in the window, and I can feel his hand caressing my shoulder. My heart jumps, along with my stomach, and I subtly attempt to move away from him.

      “Sorry,” I say. “I’m a bit touchy.”

      “It’s okay, little one,” he says. And I feel a bit guilty for misreading him.

      Clearly, my bond with him is more paternal than romantic. I am not his lover but somebody to care for and look after.

      I feel a surge of relief. I really did not want to disappoint him.

      “Sir.”

      I wheel around, finding another dark elf standing in the doorframe.

      “What is it, Kymon?”

      Dirnyn appears agitated. His lips curl, his eyes suddenly colder than I remember.

      “Our daily watch of the forests confirms no anomalies,” he says, standing stiffly upright. I do not recognize this guard.

      Dirnyn shuffles away from me, his movements jarring and aggressive. Moving over to Kymon, he closes the distance between them, lifting his hand to his face and holding it.

      “What did I tell you about bothering me in my study?” he asks in a hushed whisper. “And all this to report what? No activity? No news?”

      A loud noise reverberates in the room – the sound of flesh on flesh, Dirnyn’s hand hitting Kymon’s face.

      “I’m very sorry, sir,” he says. “I’m honored to serve under you, and –”

      “Find me something of interest, or take your leave,” he spits, lumbering back toward me without a thought.

      Chills register along my spine. Dirnyn has always been kind to me, but to those who aren’t in his good graces, he can be especially brutal.

      Perhaps it’s a mask he wears, to better intimidate others and maintain his station. Dirnyn has gained a lot from the fall of Everan, which works in his favor, but he now also has a lot to lose. That must be a difficult position to be in.

      “I’m very sorry you had to see that,” he admits, moving back beside me and also looking out the window.

      “It’s okay,” I say, watching the swaying trees and the guard’s worgs roaming the streets down below. “He seems nice.”

      “Kymon?”

      Something registers across his face as I turn to look at him. I can’t quite process what it is, but I don’t know that I like it. His eyebrows are lowered, teeth bared.

      “He’s an idiot,” Dirnyn says. “Stay away from that man if you know what’s good for you.”

      I nod. Perhaps he knows something I don’t.

      His hand caresses my shoulder again as I turn back toward the window. This time, I don’t fight it, encouraging his affection. It’s a nice feeling, to be looked after and protected in such a gentle manner. I don’t feel the same pressure I did under Lord Everan.

      His fingers veer from my shoulders downward.

      Dirnyn’s hands have moved from my shoulders to my breasts.

      “Um,” I say, uncertain of how to proceed.

      I can feel his grip fondling me now. I am frozen, unable to reconcile that he has so boldly moved against me.

      I turn around to face him, and his face approaches mine, his lips pressed together. I shuffle back.

      “Hey,” I say, matter-of-factly. “Did you say that I could borrow Tiberius?”

      He is caught off-guard.

      “What’s the matter?” he asks. “Are you not enjoying your time here?”

      Realizing that I’ve probably bruised his ego, I try to ease the damage.

      “Nothing, nothing,” I say in consolation. “I just realized that I promised Ariella I’d visit her. I even baked them a few things.”

      He groans.

      “I don’t know why you keep going to the trouble,” he says. “We already made sure they were well taken care of. I even had shields installed for them.”

      “They did a wonderful thing for me,” I reply. “Without them, I’d still be under Lord Everan’s care, and you probably wouldn’t have beaten –”

      “I remember,” he snaps. “Go ahead and visit your friends. But I expect you back here quickly.”

      The venom in his voice is quite pronounced now, but I shake it off. There must be something I’m not understanding. The four of us share a powerful bond, and Dirnyn doesn’t take that lightly.

      He must just be under a lot of stress.

      My mind is reeling as I leave. I retrieve the basket of baked goods from the kitchen counter – I had planned on leaving later – and head out.
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      Everything feels new. I can’t remember anything before this forest. How long have I been asleep?

      Leaping from the cavern to the cold, canopied forest, the trees slick with falling water, I climb, moving up the branches with tendrils, which tax my spinal muscles, straining my back with every extension. The curling shadows stretch and unfurl before me, gripping wet bark without difficulty.

      The gray masses in the sky become larger in my vision while I rise, the world shrinking below me. I snap twigs and branches as I ascend – where or why I’m climbing, I can never remember.

      “So… hungry.”

      The post-rain air is frigid and stale. I can see fires in the distance. I can hear distant cries and pointless conversations, and I understand them, but I do not care. They would be a lovely food source if they weren’t so loud and clumped together.

      “Dark elves,” I say aloud, my voice a rasping, growling mess. It is alien to me. How long has it been since I’ve spoken? I note the disgust in my voice and remember how much I hate them.

      Something about the fires in the distance haunts me, and I’m inclined to not approach. I have memories of fires huddled around me, razing everything and bringing wood to flaming cinders beside me. I can hear my screams, so unfamiliar and strange to me now. I close my eyes and center myself, taking myself away from that unfamiliar flaming wreckage.

      A gleam of coppery feathers crosses my vision, a lithe bird landing beside me on an adjacent branch. It stares at me with turquoise eyes, surveying me. Its head cocks to the side as it inspects me.

      “Friend?”

      I know that birds do not speak. The question is partly for myself.

      I appreciate the company. I feel tempted to take this bird back to my cavern – break its wings so that it never leaves.

      The bird chirps in response. Its song is beautiful and speaks to something deep within me.

      But before I can process it, my jaw has opened wide, and my mouth has stretched across the threshold, gripping around the bird.

      Its chirps increase in speed, the bird panicking and trying to seize another moment of life. It attempts to fly away, but my teeth are many, and with precise incisors, I cut and crush into its smooth, small body.

      Its flight is cut short along with its soul. It emits one final cry, and I feel a little sad to have taken it from the realm. I wonder if it could have been a companion to me.

      “So delicious,” I say, my mouth full of pavo.

      Pavo. I remember the name of this creature.

      I have distant memories of seeing them in large, ornate wooden structures. They were display pieces and pets for the elves.

      But the memories feel disconnected from me. They are fragments without context, like phantom limbs.

      It is not a concern to me.

      My hunger intensifies. I’m not sure if it’s a hunger for more food, or for something else. What else it could be I cannot articulate.

      Taking in the cool, salty air of the distant ocean, my senses are overloaded. There are so many creatures near me, all unaware of my presence. Their heat radiates in my senses, colored by the moisture and the air around them. I long to take them all. I want to consume them, and in doing so, let them become part of me.

      I will show them who I am.

      I rip through them, one by one. With every life extinguished, my guilt becomes less pronounced.

      A small family of rodan lingers in an abandoned cabin. They are chewy to my senses, and the hair only accentuates the flavor. Their attempts to flee from me make me chuckle.

      The long-dead remains of two orcs rest outside a nearby cavern. I do not like taking scraps – it is not dignified – but orcs are so delicious in any state. They have a smoky aftertaste, and their meat is dense in nutrients. There is even a dried thistle nearby for me to enjoy, though it seems it has long since expired.

      As an added bonus, two capuchos have stolen supplies from a caravan down the path. Their bones are small and easy to eat around, but the elven food on the caravan unsettles my stomach. As the pain radiates from my intestine upward, I feel my form shifting between two points, destabilizing in place.

      Downwind, I catch the moving scents of a pack of dripir, roaming meaninglessly through the forests.

      Immediately on sight, the male and female leading the pack charge at me, unaware of what I am. Familiar inky black masses emerge from behind me, stretching into my field of vision, and I grapple them. My jaw opens about four feet, and before they can process the events befalling them, I am gnashing into them with my many rows of razor sharp teeth before devouring them whole.

      Their tusks are sharp, but their smooth, hairless forms are rewarding to the taste. I digest the two larger dripir before reaching out and swallowing the three smaller forms. They may not be together in life anymore, but they are together in my stomach, digesting inside a black void.

      The thought saddens me again. Where is this sadness coming from?

      I wipe their blood from my mouth, turning to look behind me. Something approaches.

      “Quiet,” I say to my gurgling stomach.

      A strong presence totters toward me. Its diamond gallop fills my ears. It pelts the ground with every forward movement.

      From the very force of its movement, I can tell that it is a massive creature and that it will certainly satisfy my hunger. What’s more, the legs are long and gangly, and I know that it will be easily subdued.

      But that’s not the most exciting thing coming my way.

      This bountiful creature, whose flesh I will savor, has brought a gift. Her scent is not elven, but something so much more delicious.

      I dart among the shadows, appearing in the ground beside the trees. The sky grows darker with every passing moment. Soon, this whole realm will be my playground, a veritable buffet for me to gorge upon.

      “Equu.”

      I say it quietly to myself as I see the jade creature approaching, its exasperated snort coming from its four nostrils. The word feels right in my mouth. I nod.

      Her bright red hair falls freely over her shoulders. Dark circles have formed beneath her eyes and cemented themselves there. I behold her riding atop the equu, looking up from my position in the shadows.

      She is a human, far more innocent than the dark elves that I overhear sometimes, but a thousand times more delicious. I want to consume her. I want to know her.

      I try to imagine her taste in my mouth, but I cannot place it. I know that humans are delicious, but I cannot recall ever tasting one.

      She passes me, and I leap up from among the shadows, still indetectable to her. This time, I hug the trees, climbing them as though they are extensions of my form. I reach up and with my tendrils, I swing forward from branch to leaf, watching the advancing equu and its human gift below me.

      The world drifts past my vision. I pass the equu from above and slow down so that our chase will continue.

      She does not see me. Somehow, I wish that she would.

      Her equu’s forward movement comes to a slow, exhaustion overtaking it. She descends from the equu, urging the creature forward.

      “Come on!” she screams out, unwisely identifying herself for predators. I want to devour them both, but something stops me.

      “Not yet,” I say aloud, a harsh growl escaping me.

      To subdue them both here and fill the river with their blood would be a disappointment. There would be no fight.

      She looks over her shoulder, analyzing her surroundings in a panic. Can she sense me?

      Frenziedly, she throws her form atop the equu, moving with impressive agility for a woman so frail. I feel myself smiling.

      I cannot remember smiling.

      I climb back toward the canopy in one swift movement, my tendril stretching toward the very top and then propelling me into the air. Night has fallen in earnest, and the urgency in her advance is palpable. Her head swivels with every step the equu makes, surveying the forest around and above her.

      I can feel my boredom rising. Though the exhilaration overtakes me as I move eagerly among the woods, the thrill of the hunt is absent if she cannot see me. I want to test her - to see her fear intensify – before I consume her.

      Descending back toward the surface, I roar out, melding with the rock walls of the forest and stretching my form. She looks back in horror, not understanding her own perception. I unhinge my jaw, a violent shadow puppet cast against the scenery. I laugh at her confusion.

      She has gotten too far from my grasp now. I need to stop playing and continue my pursuit, even if it is all a game.

      I emerge from the walls, throwing my shadows with every forward lunge. I glide forward across the forest floor now, disrupting leaves in my wake and swirling from side to side, balancing on thin tendril-like claws that extend from my feet.

      I am done playing now. I can feel the hunger welling up within me, longing only to devour, and I can no longer deny it what is rightfully owed.

      “Look at me!”

      She spins around in confusion, unable to place the voice reverberating through the forest. My heart leaps as she glances at my form, even obscured beneath the shadowy night sky. I can feel the question of what I am echoing through both of our minds as she beholds me.

      I can almost reach out and grapple her now. I can almost swallow her and make her part of me. The temptation to just unhinge my jaw and swallow her, chewing into her flesh and bone, is persistent, but something inside me denies me it. I need to earn this kill.

      Excitement courses through me with every stretch of my limbs. Soon, both she and her equu will exist within me. Soon, I will savor them for myself.
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      The clopping of the equu becomes more urgent, the trees blowing by around me. I can still hear the evening brox croaking against the rushing noise of the river, the pavos chirping above me in harmony.

      The sky is growing dark, the world perverted by the presence of a monster on my tail. But the forest continues to function, ignorant of my plight. It wants to fool me into thinking I am safe.

      “Please hurry!”

      I brush the head of my mount, ruffling its mane. I am unable to mask the panic from my voice, and I can feel my heart thumping against the walls of my chest, ready to break free.

      But I lean forward and give a slightly harder kick, hoping in vain that the equu will quicken its pace.

      He is the slowest and least fit mount in the stable, though Dirnyn pretended he was doing me a huge service by letting me ride him.

      It’s a stupid thought, slighting Dirnyn for his generosity, and I know I need to be more grateful. But even now, I can feel the equu starting to tire.

      The roaring behind me grows more insistent, its source still indeterminate. I catch sight of a large shadow on the wall behind me, contorting into unusual shapes.

      I shake my head, kicking more insistently.

      This can’t be it.

      I’ve spent so much of my life in chains. I didn’t spend half a decade or more fighting for my life, rather than ending it preemptively, just to be killed here at the hands of some nameless creature. For years, I’ve degraded myself in the service of Lord Everan. Was all that for nothing?

      I clear my thoughts. There is a time and a place to think about him. But it’s not here in the middle of this terrible forest where I still understand so little. I don’t need to be attacked on two fronts.

      I take a deep breath.

      You’re probably just imagining things.

      Rationally, I’d look around me, confirming that there’s nothing there. I only need to turn my head to confirm that there’s nothing. But I don’t. I can’t.

      I swear that I’m not hearing things. Something spoke to me at the river bank – something not human, or elvish.

      Didn’t it?

      I take stock of my situation, the sky growing darker. What if my mind is playing tricks on me? Could the strain of so many years in destitution and crippling fear have driven me mad?

      I watch for signs of the monster, my mount’s frantic galloping slowing gradually. For several minutes, I am safe. I think maybe I just imagined it – that I should be at home resting under Lord Dirnyn’s care, just as he has suggested on multiple occasions.

      My mind turns to happier thoughts as I try to deny what I already know to be true for my own sanity. If there is a monster behind me, it’s doing a very good job of lingering just on the precipice, out of sight. Surely, no monster would deny itself a meal in the name of some contrived mental game.

      But as I’ve gotten a handle on my incapacitating fears and talked myself out of my paranoia, the equu below me starts to buck. My left hand tightens on the reins, trying to stabilize this gentle creature, but he is just as scared as I am. He’s just more honest about it.

      “Whoa, whoa,” I say quietly, petting his head with my rein-holding hand. But his snorts are more exuberant and insistent the more I try to calm him, and eventually I give in to the inevitability.

      The world spins around me, and I am face-first in the cold mud. The treats I was bringing to Zyranth and Ariella are covered in filth.

      A hideous roar bellows out again, and I know that there’s no imagining it. Something is chasing me. And that roar is nothing like Zyranth’s.

      I can see his cottage in the distance, and I know that I have to fight. I’m going to reach it. Zyranth and Ariella will comfort me, telling me that there is nothing to fear. Zyranth will assure me that any beast in this forest is no match for him.

      And maybe someday, I’ll find freedom – and love – like Ariella found.

      It can be mine if I can only find the motivation and the courage to push myself up off the ground.

      I stifle the thought that tells me to lie here and that I deserve whatever death might come to me. Those are the abusive words of Lord Everan, seeping in through the cracks of my facade.

      My dress is covered in mud, even rattier than the condition I left in. I pluck the baked goods from the soil and climb back on the equu, my right hand holding the basket of tainted offerings.

      I hope in his panic, my equu has regained some of his lost energy. I am only grateful he hasn’t run off.

      “Did you have a nice rest, buddy?”

      I pretend to be calm. If I pretend, maybe genuine calmness will reach me, and my heart will stop betraying me. Maybe I will find myself peacefully at my destination, safe once more from death’s chilly claws.

      I kick one more time, and I’m carried forward across a wooden bridge.

      The wood rolls and gives under this creature’s hard hooves. The roaring descent of the waterfall beside Zyranth’s cabin beckons me. I am moving much faster than before.

      “There we go! I knew you could do it.”

      With my many stops, I am going to be late. I hope that Zyranth and Ariella haven’t worried themselves too much.

      A wild hypothetical crosses my mind, but I try to shake it off, my hands trembling in spite of myself. Containing the basket contents from spilling behind me has gotten difficult at this speed.

      It’s just your imagination.

      The hollow bellow of a roar has become the screech of a gwisin. My ears bleed with the high-pitched cry, my head pounding.

      Looking behind me, I finally behold it, a form I cannot explain.

      Something about its form is inky black, but another part of it reminds me more of smog. It carries itself forward on air, dashing as though on ice across the forest floor. Around it are several wispy strands that sway like batlaz tails in the freezing night air.

      “Hut!” I turn my head and press forward on the reins.

      I kick more frantically. I refuse to acknowledge this strange creature.

      Looking back again, I see nothing.

      It’s not your imagination. It’s playing with you.

      My mind is split in two – the rational part that refuses to acknowledge anything happening, fruitlessly, and the terrified part of me that wants to shove the knife into my psyche, reminding me with every press that my death here is inevitable.

      The trees above me snap, their branches braying for no discernible reason. I look above me, hoping to find nothing.

      And I do.

      But as I turn my head back to the path, I see a large branch splayed menacingly in my way. My eyes widen with the realization that I cannot stop the collision.

      The pain in my head is immense, and I’m stopped mid-air and then brought to the ground, unable to catch my breath. Fighting unconsciousness, I can see the emerald equu charging forward without me, just past Zyranth’s cabin.

      All I can think before my eyes close is that if I crawl forward, I can still make it. I’m so close. I can stop the equu from getting away and bring these disheveled, ruined baked goods back to Zyranth and Ariella.

      I’m not sure how long I’m out… seconds or maybe minutes. The forest feels darker, and a gentle rain has started to form around me again.

      I open my eyes slowly, trying to remember how I got here. I consider that, maybe, it was just a dream.

      Then I hear it snarling. It sounds untempered, deep, and somehow also shrill. I see it rushing toward me before I can react, its immensity staggering.

      The hallucinatory beast, gliding across the forest floor, approaches me in the night. Only this time, its purpose is much more single-minded. It’s no longer here to toy with me.

      It wants to feed.

      I see it in how the black, wispy appendages splay forward and split in the air, reaching toward me with every graceful movement. I see it in the great, wide-open jaws, which seem to extend the creature’s full height, large enough to contain my entire body.

      I want to react, but I’m not given the time. I don’t have the energy.

      I’m going to die here. And there isn’t a thing I can do about it.

      Good.

      I want to cry out – Zyranth is close, and surely he stands a chance of subduing this beast. But as I open my mouth and try to scream, nothing comes out. I’m too terrified to utter even a quiet plea.

      What good are you if you can’t fight? You’re pathetic.

      My throat is so dry. When was the last time I drank anything?

      The black, shadowy form of the creature presses itself down upon me with greater speed than I can process. I try to press up against it and remove it from me. It is much more solid than it looks.

      But my attempts are feeble, my muscles seemingly atrophied. I try to roll over or throw my weight against it, but my body doesn’t obey my wishes. I am motionless on the cool, damp ground, the forest oblivious to my struggle.

      Part of me is resigned to my fate, and that part is okay with what’s about to happen. I was only deluding myself, thinking that I could carve out a better existence. I will die alone in this forest, unmourned and probably digested inside this creature’s stomach.

      When its large, spiny tongue falls downward from its maw, I realize that I am crying uncontrollably. I can feel the solid mass of its tongue upon me, a clear, tar-like substance dripping from its mouth.

      “Please… don’t,” I manage to utter.
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      As my prey wiggles beneath me, I open up my mouth, extending it to the width of this small woman’s head. There is an urge to engulf her skull inside my mouth, but instead, I extend my tongue and run it along her forehead. The taste is salty-sweet — not my typical preference for flavor, but something compels me to soak in her sweat, her liquid life flowing out of her golden skin.

      And the shadows are perfect here. Enough to carry out my hunt outside of the light. In the shadows, one can stalk and feed clearly. I’ve always lived in shadow. I was molded by it.

      She starts to squirm beneath me. A wave of pleasure extends from my chest into my limbs. I am in control. She is mine now.

      The tighter I squeeze my two front tendrils across her hip, another around her neck, and a fourth binding her wrists above her, the faster her movements become. Just give in and let the darkness be your guide. Her eyes widen, and she grimaces, searching for air. She attempts to grab on to one of my tendrils, but her hands can’t connect, the wisps immaterial against her flesh.

      I let go of my grip for a second. She cries out in a knowing shriek. Against her closed mouth, murmurs vibrate against my form.

      And then I look into her eyes.

      My overwhelming desire to choke the life out of her, to seethe in pleasure as she takes her last breath, dissipates as her hazel eyes look up at me. What does she see? The way they turn up, those eyes contain no fear. Is it pity? Surely not — I am her worst nightmare, her darkest fear. My face is an empty void, unformed and vacant. Hers challenges mine, never moving away. There is something there, though, that shows a knowledge I’ve never seen before in a human. Especially when they’re my prey.

      It’s when I take in her smell that I pause for the first time. A sweet musk emanates from her skin, an earthy undertone with a faint hint of flowers. The skin on her arms is sweeter still. Her armpits fill my brain with images of new life. Why does this enchant me? There is nothing dark about her, only light.

      

      She is rather small compared to the other women I’ve consumed. Skinny, feeble, although she struggles as much as she can. Which isn’t much. I bind her feet with two black wisps. They are small, delicate, milky white with short toes descending along a row. I put them to my face and smell them. Intoxicating, just like the rest of her, but more like the damp earth. I extend my tongue and lick the soles of her feet until they glisten wet with saliva. The soles are dry but the wrinkles are deep, and when she points her toes in reflex to my tongue, the deeper the wrinkles become. She lets out a short gasp.

      My internal hunger takes over, and I am consumed by the desire to eat them and fit both in my mouth at the same time.

      But something stops me. Something from inside.

      There is an unmistakable beauty to her, a newness like a frightened lamb. Her eyes open wider.

      I release my grasp around her mouth and throat.

      “Please,” she gasps. “You don’t want to do this.”

      “Oh?” I ask. “And why is that?”

      “I’ve been through worse,” she says. Her mouth slackens, downcast. “You wouldn’t have much fun. I can bear anything.”

      Who does this human think she is? She knows nothing of pain. Of what I’m capable of.

      “I will use you as I see fit,” I say above her, putting my tendrils around her throat again.

      She stares into my face, looking for something. Then she bats her eyes, and her face softens.

      Something is stirring within me. Something like pain, but gentler. The way she submits under my grasp, her vulnerability, and her manner of giving herself up to me, fills me with such longing that I almost release my grip. I want to keep her, control her. Instead of devouring this woman, I feel the need to preserve her in some way. Preserve her beauty. The endless void would certainly erase her delicate features. I can’t let that happen. She must remain here with me.

      What am I saying? What am I thinking?

      Without another thought, I enwrap all of my tendrils around her body, smothering her but leaving enough slack for some shallow breath. I place a darkness over her face like a veil, shutting her mouth tightly, but she doesn’t attempt to cry out. Her eyes fall shut, and she turns her head to the side.

      I hold her securely, my grip firm yet delicate, sensing her fragility against my strength.

      Floating through the underbrush, I navigate the forest with an instinctual familiarity. Each step resonates with power and control as if the very ground yields to my ancient existence. I carve out a forward path that skirts Dark Market, although the streets would be emptying now. I’d rather not take the chance.

      To the east, a wolf howl echoes against the trees. The sound is near, maybe one hundred yards.

      Thankfully, the sun has almost disappeared completely behind the trees and down the horizon, darkness opening up everything — my senses, my thirst.

      I glide through the depths of the woods, my translucent figure blending with the eerie moonlight that seeps through the dense canopy above. Each step I take sends ripples of mist trailing behind me, leaving a spectral trail in my wake. The anticipation rises as my ethereal tendrils sway with a ghostly grace, ready to face the approaching pack of wolves I hear coming from the east.

      Their howls grow louder, a symphony of wild determination that drives them toward me. Their amber eyes gleam with a mix of curiosity and aggression, their instincts urging them to protect their territory. But they are unaware of the ethereal power that courses through my very being.

      I wrap up the woman in my expanded form, hoping to protect her from any attack by the wolves.

      With a surge of energy, I unleash my spectral might. The air crackles with otherworldly energy as my elongated arms rise and a torrent of ethereal tendrils bursts forth. Each tendril, pulsating with ethereal light, slashes through the air with deadly precision, aiming directly at the oncoming wolves.

      The wolves, driven by their primal instincts, pounce with jaws wide open, teeth bared in fierce determination. One snaps so close to my face that I can feel the spit oozing down my cheek. But I am nimble and elusive, evading their lunges with supernatural agility. My tendrils, like ghostly whips, lash out, entwining the wolves, ensnaring them in a web of shimmering energy that holds them captive.

      They snarl and struggle, their ferocity unmatched, but my spectral grip is unyielding. With each captured wolf, I approach them, my tendrils delicately weaving a mesmerizing dance around their immobilized forms. The ethereal energy that courses through my being seeps into their bodies, infiltrating their very essence.

      The transformation is gradual yet profound. Their growls soften, giving way to pained whimpers as my spectral energy purges their aggression. The once-fierce pack stands before me, their eyes now reflecting a newfound tranquility, their instincts pacified by my touch.

      As my tendrils retract, dissipating into the night air, I gradually fade back into the shadows, leaving the wolves behind. The woods reclaim their stillness, a silence that echoes the profound change that has taken place. The pack, forever marked by our encounter, disperses, their steps now guided by a harmony unknown to them before.

      The moon continues its celestial vigil over the forest, casting an ethereal glow upon the tales whispered by the trees.

      The woman clings to me, her fear mingling with a curiosity that I can sense pulsating within her.

      Arriving at the entrance of the hidden cave, I release her from my grasp, placing her on her unsteady feet. I watch her, my gaze inscrutable yet I feel something like tenderness. The soft glow emanating from within the cavern casts an ethereal light upon my hulking figure, revealing the dark shadow form I have brought her to witness. It is a more human guise with hulking shoulders, long legs, and a wide chest to placate her senses. I tighten the contours of my face to resemble a human as best I can, but she still has to deal with the glowing eyes and blank, expressionless features.

      With a subtle gesture, I beckon her to step into the cave. I can feel her hesitation, her uncertainty mixing with an undeniable curiosity. She cautiously enters, her eyes widening in awe as the magical display of shimmering crystals unfolds before her. This secret sanctuary is a testament to the beauty hidden in the depths of darkness.

      “Where is this?” she asks from the pitch dark. “Why did you bring me here?”

      I stand at the threshold, observing her, my intentions confused in my mind. By the way she glances toward me, there is an unspoken understanding between us, a connection forged in this unlikely union.

      “You’re my guest,” I say. “Of sorts.”

      She walks into the dim light toward where I stand near the entrance. She gives me an inquisitive once-over. “You changed,” she says, amazed. She reaches out but catches herself, aware that my humanoid form seems inviting.

      But her eyes still stretch wide. Fear still lingers in her expression.

      As she explores the enchanting wonders of the cave, I remain a silent guardian, an enigmatic presence guiding her through this realm of light and shadow.

      In this surreal moment, as our destinies intertwine, I realize that my purpose was not to instill fear or harm but to show her a glimpse of something extraordinary. I am more than the monster she perceives me to be.

      Or maybe not.
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      My head is still throbbing from the fall, but it is nothing compared to the wonders of the cave. I feel the stare of my captor at my back.

      I’m not sure what he is, only that he could have killed me.

      And he didn’t.

      Not yet, comes the intrusive thought, sending my hairs on end. “Is this where you live?”

      I get no answer from him – it, this creature made of darkness.

      I whip around, and he’s so close, I can taste the shadows curling off him. He’s in the shape of a man, mostly, but taller, so I have to look up to see his pale, glowing eyes. They have no pupils to speak of, but I know he’s looking directly at me.

      My mouth goes dry.

      I didn’t notice the glowing ring on his forehead before and now, I crave to touch it. Will it burn me? Instead, I keep my hands firmly at my sides. “What are you?”

      He looks down his nose at me, his voice deep and rolling, a sound that echoes into the ether. “You have too many questions.”

      “You brought me here!”

      This doesn’t seem to engage him, and he flits past me before I even register, a chill lingering in his wake. Though the walls glow with bioluminescent fungi, he merges with the shadows so that I can’t even see the circle at his crown.

      Fear and curiosity war inside me.

      But it is the latter that wins. I take a daring step forward, even as my legs are trembling. “Let’s play a game, then.”

      I get no response, but pale eyes blink from the darkness.

      “I have questions and no doubt you do as well. A question for a question?”

      There is a long moment before I hear that voice again, and six sets of arms peel out of the darkness, catching stone beneath sharp claws. Monstrous teeth are bared into a facsimile of a smile that sets me back on my heels. “A game?”

      I nod, trying to hold my ground as he nears.

      It’s difficult to piece together exactly what he is. When I think I understand the shape of him, it changes again. Two arms, four. Horns or… hair, perhaps. He is as mutable as Dirnyn’s magic. I can’t even tell if he has legs, in the dimness of the cave. Or a tail.

      He comes in close again, and I remember the rasp of his tongue against me and shiver. His nostrils flare as if he’s taking in my scent. My fear. “I think I’d rather like a game.”

      “Good,” I say, doing my best impression of a grin. “You go first.”

      I am eager to know what has possessed him to bring me here.

      But I can wait.

      Fingers – or, what I think are fingers – twirl in my red hair. “Why is your fur made of fire?”

      I let out a breathless laugh at the question. “It is hair,” I correct gently, so as not to irritate the creature. I want him to play the game, after all. “And I was born like this.”

      “Interesting.”

      “My turn,” I whisper, feeling the graze of his shadows against my cheek. “What is your name?”

      “Atroc.”

      “Atroc. That is a very nice name.” My heart leaps at the closeness. “Mine is Mirose.”

      He considers me in silence again.

      It is as if he doesn’t understand polite exchanges at all, but he’s not stupid by any means. He can talk, which is good. Perhaps he also bears reason. If I am to survive this encounter, I have to pray he does. “Where are we?”

      “A cave.”

      Each answer is simple, to the point. It offers no greater picture than the cold facts staring back at me. “Your turn.”

      “What was that creature you were riding?”

      The question surprises me. “Oh, you mean the horse? It’s a beast of burden.”

      “Beast of burden,” he echoes as if considering the term.

      “Yes. We use them for labor or to ride –”

      “They taste good.”

      A cold lump forms in my gut. “I have never had the chance to taste one, personally. Is that why you were chasing me?”

      “No.” He gives no indication he means to expound on the answer, instead asking another question of his own, claws dragging down my bare arm. “How do you survive in the forest, being so thin and frail?”

      The heat of irritation rises in my cheeks. “I don’t live there. I was visiting someone, but I live with a… friend who has taken me in.” I want to change the subject before it touches on Dirnyn. “What is your favorite food?”

      “Dark elves,” he says with another grin.

      I didn’t consider it before, but if he is capable of taking down a horse in one motion, he could also take down a dark elf before they even know it. I give a real shudder, imagining the crunch of bones between his razor-sharp teeth. I doubt he gives his victims the mercy of a quick death.

      “Why do you shiver?”

      It seems almost like a question out of concern, but it is his turn. “I’m scared.”

      He tilts his head as if confused.

      “It’s my turn,” I say, bracing myself for his response. “Are you going to eat me?”

      Atroc withdraws suddenly, the shape of him changing again against the backdrop of darkness. If he had any features to read, I wonder what they would say.

      “Please, I just want to go home.”

      “No,” comes the sharp retort, resonating through the caves. “No more questions.”

      I reach for him, pushing through the fear to appeal to his ethos, coming up empty. “You brought me here for a reason, didn’t you?”

      Nothing.

      The darkness has since engulfed him, and I can’t even tell if he’s here anymore. But I have to try. “Tell me why, Atroc. I have a right to know.”

      A snarl rises from the darkness, like a wild creature, cornered. “Enough!”

      I’m about to protest when a shadowy force shoves me against the cave wall. I bring my hands up to shield my face, but they’re torn away. He’s so close, I can taste murder on his exhale. We share a shallow breath, and I can finally take him in, all of him, and he terrifies me.

      Frigid shadows lap at my skin, chilling me to the bone.

      I can’t keep track of how many hands are on me, pinning my arms and legs. Circling my neck as if to throttle me. I dare to speak, finding my voice raw with fright. “What are you going to do to me?”

      That snarl is back, rolling deep in his chest.

      I turn my face away, blinking back tears. If this is the end, my only regret is never seeing Ariella and Zyranth one last time. Crushed mushrooms leave glowing smears across my clothes and skin, adding a surreal sense to the whole situation.

      “You kidnapped me,” I manage to say, meeting his bright eyes with more resolve. If these are to be my last moments, I will not go down as a coward. “You have no right to be angry at me for being dragged into this place. I had no choice.”

      Something flashes in his eyes.

      “Let me go –”

      I’m cut off by a sudden delve of his long tongue into my mouth. It’s urgent and demanding but not cruel. Pressed against the stone, I can do nothing but accept, a strange warmth blooming in my center. I croon, hating myself for enjoying his torment.

      Maybe this is how he plays with his food. But my body shudders for a different reason as his many hands grope and squeeze, dragging me against his hard chest, which is surprisingly solid compared to the shadowy wisps that trail across his skin.

      I can’t help but play along.

      A part of my brain seems to shut down as his probing deepens. Get it together, Mirose! the rational part of my brain screams as I roll my hips against him. Even in his silence, he is a convincing creature, working me into a frenzy.

      In a sudden motion, he frees my mouth, only to have his tongue trail over my neck and chest. I’m hoisted high against the wall, clutching at him for support as frisson rolls over me in waves. The cave echoes back my errant gasps, and Atroc seems to revel in it all.

      At this critical juncture, where I can still fight the rising desire, I brace myself. If he is so thorough in his passions, I can only imagine what it might be like to give into him fully. To let him drag me into the darkness and take me at his whim.

      It’s a terrible idea.

      I may not survive long enough to surface into prudence again.

      But delicious apathy grips me. He brought me here for a reason, didn’t he?

      I’ve played this game before.

      It was with dark elves, but there is no mistaking the sizzling ache of hunger in his actions. And maybe… maybe they’re not so different. Excitement wells up in me, and I finally give in to his heavy caresses, trusting that my instincts won’t steer me wrong.
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      My heart throbs, my skin pale against the dim blue light of the fungi which fill every wall of the cavern. His tongue, somewhat spiny, crests over my form, licking me up and down, and I still don’t have the courage to tell him to stop. Nor does my body want him to.

      Inexplicably, though I’m trembling in the shadows with this strange beast made of shadows, the thoughts of my imminent demise looming large on my mind, I do not want him to stop. With every movement of his tongue against my flesh, I can feel my body urging him on, the release of chemicals emitting from me, and the pointiness of my nipples under the fabric confirms that I am aroused in spite of my terrible fears.

      I look down into the depths of the caverns, and it feels strange and familiar to me like I’ve heard stories about it. I can hear the roars of monsters crying out in the distance, unculled by elves too frightened to venture within. Their cries are savage, deep and high-pitched, numerous and screaming, but as the speed of his tongue's movement increases, my mind is turned toward more urgent priorities.

      If I don’t escape this cavern and this strange monster, there’s no way I’m going to live. He owes me no generosity, and I can see in his demeanor what he truly desires, even if he won’t admit it to me.

      I try to break free from his shadowed grasp, but his grip only intensifies.

      “Do not go,” he growls.

      There is cruelty to it, but I can sense an underlying sadness, too. How long has this monster been alone?

      Because I’m left with no other recourse, I feel my muscles relaxing, my body stiffening in his care. When I find an opportunity, I will escape, but it cannot be now.

      For now, I must satisfy this beast, for my own survival.

      His shadowy tendrils curl around me and swirl in front of me, encircling my body but failing to make contact as his arms lift me up the rock wall. My back scrapes against the mushrooms, and I am left with more residue covering my dress and a stinging sensation where the rocks make contact.

      I am several feet above him now, looking down on the cavern below. I am not afraid of heights, but the fear that he may drop me, smacking me against the rock floor below, is omnipresent. His arms sway and tremble me in the air, his long, solid tongue brushing against my stomach.

      The tongue lowers, and I gasp in response as it closely approaches my covered entrance. It curls and solidifies, first lifting my dress, then tearing my panties in one swift motion. I let out a tiny squeal, my final gesture of resistance.

      I close my eyes, numb to the world around me. I start to moan, and I can feel his tongue, both rough and dextrous, caressing my folds, gently prodding me. It leaves a residue at my entrance, a wet substance that only intensifies the sensations.

      My mind is emptying. Gliding over my core, his tongue’s teasing only heightens my anticipation. My desire to leave this cavern is slowly escaping me, flowing away with my approaching orgasm. Thoughts enter my mind and leave it immediately, the stimulation of this creature’s organ thoroughly distracting me.

      The buds on the tongue add texture, touching me at several points simultaneously with every escalating motion. I cannot recall a time in my life when I have experienced so much pleasure at once. It is almost overwhelming to me, and I can feel myself rapidly tiring. Soon, I will need to rest.

      His tongue cups my clit and starts to pull upward and downward in sudden, jerky motions, as though sucking it. I cry out, unable to contain my pleasure.

      “Please… don’t stop,” I urge him. My hips buck against his sucking motion, desperately hoping to never leave this experience.

      I’m not sure if he knows what he’s doing, or if nature is running its course. The expression where his face would be is as blank and incomprehensible as ever, the glowing white rings shining about eight feet below me.

      The utter idiosyncrasy of being tongue-fucked by a monster crosses my mind, and the realization only heightens my arousal until I scream out, my juices bursting from my core, exploding onto the cavern wall and dripping below me.

      His tongue relaxes. I don’t want him to stop, but I feel a small surge of relief at the same time. My mind feels ready to shatter at the number of pleasurable sensations, his tongue having an almost innate sense of every nerve in my body.

      Still, I am suspended several feet above him, hanging against the walls of the cavern. If this is over, why isn’t he putting me down, placing me at his level?

      The tongue rigidifies, releasing me before lowering under my bottom and brushing against me. The sensation is uncomfortable but not entirely unwelcome.

      Then the tongue narrows, reaching upward and curling into my entrance. I moan out, unable to take the assault, and it explores my depths, curving up and lightly touching my walls to find the edges.

      Once fully inside, the tongue engorges, and my eyes widen in surprise. The fact that so many sensory points rub against my walls only stimulates me at multiple points while he probes me earnestly, nearly hitting my cervix but stopping just short of it.

      I realize now how loud I’m being, nearly competing with both him and the monsters in the cavern. I’m unable to control my screams, completely incapable of stifling myself. They emit from me without my permission, my mind no longer registering anything other than the feelings of his tongue within me. It still rubs against me as it vibrates into and out of me, sliding sideways and every which way.

      I build to one final scream which makes my throat hoarse and my lungs tired. I don’t know how much longer I can continue doing this. If he goes again, I might die from the pleasure, my mind utterly broken from so many nerves being activated at once.

      Thankfully, he lowers me to his level, but as I prepare to take my feet and touch the solid ground, his fibrous and veiny black arms curl around my legs and arms, rearranging my body.

      My head and my bottom are parallel to each other in space, but I am forced sideways. He takes my legs and arms and spreads them wide, lowering my head to his groin, and I see it.

      His cock is black, with violet, pulsing veins, larger even than my head.

      “Is something the matter?” he growls at me, placing my face directly in front of it. I can smell its musk, and it only elevates arousal that I thought was completely exhausted.

      “There’s no way that can fit inside my mouth,” I contest, sensing the general implication of his demands.

      He growls in response, and I watch as his cock shrinks to accommodate my throat.

      “Better?”

      Not wanting him to urge me on further, for fear of how he might manipulate my body, I push my neck forward, my lips curling around his veiny member. Even with the changed size, my jaw has to stretch to fit the full width of his cock.

      His groans urge me on, rewarding me for my effort. I rub along the underside of his engorged cock with my tongue, feeling its coarse, spiny texture for myself. The veins expand with his arousal, and I have to wrap my mouth around them, further stretching my lips.

      I have never experienced joy from giving oral before. It was always forced upon me as a necessary task to survive. But even here, with my own survival at stake, I can feel the joy of the task. I am learning more about this creature through my efforts, discovering incomprehensible anatomy.

      His cock expands in my mouth, and I start to choke on it. But he holds me down anyway, thrusting forward with what I perceive to be hips. I make an effort to breathe through my nostrils, my mouth fully stuffed by his member, which has an unusual sheen in the dim light of the cavern. It looks and feels a bit like rubber to me, but with so many grooves and notches that only challenge my perception.

      His groans only intensify in volume, until he is screaming so loud, I think that everybody in the Dark Market can hear him. From the sheer amount of sound he makes, rocks tumble down from above, but he adjusts and repositions my body so that they do not make contact with me, the dust from their impact filling my vision.

      A milky white fluid which I assume to be cum fills my throat. He buries his cock deeper until I can feel my cheeks expanding with his cum. My eyes widen with panic before he withdraws his cock momentarily, giving me time to gasp and cough.

      I look up at where his face would be. I cannot tell if he is pleased or not, but I know that at the very least, I have done what I needed to in order to survive.

      Then he carries me deeper into the cavern, and I feel a bit like I’m flying. More tendrils emerge to lock him into the walls as he moves, pelting different points of impact to bring his body forward.

      We emerge eventually at what appears to be a nest, fashioned of different pelts and skins.

      “Did you make this?” I ask him. It looks as though it has been used before.

      “Sleep,” he urges me.

      I shake my head, making sure that I understood him correctly.

      “Get in the nest and sleep,” he says, lying down as a gesture. He stretches his arms, and as I fall into his warmth, I can feel the spectral, gaseous tendrils solidifying around me slowly.

      My eyes never leave the entrance, the light reaching the cavern from somewhere in the distance. He groans, producing noises that sound like snores, and I decide that at least for a moment, I will humor him.

      But when he’s fully unconscious, I know what I need to do.
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      I wake at dawn with the faint light of the sun glimmering through the front of the cave. I tighten the wrap of the cocoon to envelop us both tighter, to escape from the rising sun.

      But something doesn’t feel right.

      She’s gone.

      I had her for a night, and now she is taken from me?

      No. I must find her. She is mine.

      We kissed and I enveloped her and took her over as she moaned and cried. Between her legs, the darkness I consumed filled me with a desire I had never known before. She was bound and flayed out, quivering in anticipation of my tongue.

      I yell into the empty cave, and the sound bounces against the walls, coming back to me and sounding warped and tired.

      I rise from the bed of pelts and expand my form, tendrils stretching out, my mouth widening to catch the air. I look around the dim cave, but of course, there is nothing there but blackness. Always blackness.

      There’s only one thing to do — track her scent. I know it well now, like a familiar friend. The sweetness of her skin, the acrid tanginess of her moisture. I will find where she was taken — for that is the only explanation possible as to her whereabouts — and reclaim her, leaving destruction in my wake.

      As I emerge from the depths of the shadowy woods, an insatiable hunger consumes me. I tasted her last night, and I crave it more now.  My spectral form, wreathed in darkness and adorned with swirling mist, materializes with an eerie grace. I open up my senses, open to what the forest has to offer.

      Her scent. Sweet and subtle. On the path that verges to the left at the fork in the undergrowth. I recognize the line the aroma takes. It is a line that curves and straightens the closer to the forest’s edge it gets.

      Glowing crimson eyes pierce through the night, eagerly scanning the undergrowth for unsuspecting prey.

      The moon's feeble light filters through the dense canopy, casting eerie shadows that dance upon the forest floor. Silence reigns supreme, broken only by the faint rustling of leaves and the distant hoot of an owl. I relish in the stillness, knowing that it masks the fear that is yet to come.

      A lone deer grazes in blissful ignorance, oblivious to the malevolent presence that lurks nearby. Its delicate ears twitch as it senses a subtle shift in the air, an intangible whisper of dread that hints at its impending doom. With every cautious step, the deer unknowingly moves closer to its fate.

      I slither through the underbrush, my spectral form barely disturbing a single blade of grass. My elongated limbs move with ethereal grace, allowing me to approach my quarry unnoticed. Cloaked in the darkness, I am but a specter. A predator born from nightmares.

      In one swift motion, I unleash my unholy agility, launching myself from the shadows with a frenzied hunger. The deer's eyes widen with terror as it tries to flee, but my spectral tendrils elongate and wrap around its fragile body. The cold grip of death tightens around its quivering form, extinguishing its hope of escape.

      Its cries reverberate through the once-peaceful woodland, a symphony of fear that resonates within me. I relish in the panic, the desperate struggle of my prey, as I draw upon its fear like a malevolent siphon. With every second, the deer's life force diminishes, drained away by my insidious touch.

      A primal instinct drives me to sink my elongated fangs into the deer's vulnerable neck, piercing its tender flesh. Its life force floods my being, a dark elixir that invigorates me with a twisted ecstasy. I drink deeply, relishing in the life slipping away beneath my touch, knowing that it is I who holds the power of death.

      As the deer's struggles wane, the forest falls into an eerie stillness, as if mourning the loss of its innocent inhabitant. Sated for now, I release my lifeless prey, and the haunting aura surrounding me intensifies with each stolen breath. With a graceful retreat, I vanish into the inky blackness, leaving behind only the remains of my conquest – a testament to the darkness that lurks within the depths of the forest.

      The woods, now shrouded in an uneasy calm, bear witness to the grim aftermath of my hunt. Nature's delicate balance has been disrupted, a chilling reminder of the malevolence that resides within me. Until the hunger consumes me once more, I shall lie in wait, biding my time until the next unsuspecting victim wanders into my domain.

      I prowl through the ancient woods, my spectral essence blending seamlessly with the darkness that envelops me. Each step I take sends ripples through the fabric of reality, my presence barely perceptible to mortal senses. The moon's feeble glow casts an otherworldly sheen upon my form, illuminating my ethereal silhouette. I don’t know how long I’ve been on the hunt. The sun was out when I started, yet I’m no closer to her scent. It twists and turns again through the brush, and I pursue, satiated by the feeding of the innocent deer.

      A symphony of nocturnal sounds fills the air, a lullaby of nature's whispers that accompanies my hunt. The gentle rustle of leaves beneath my intangible feet serves as a haunting rhythm to my purpose. I revel in the anticipation, relishing the fear that hangs in the air like a tangible veil.

      My glowing red eyes, burning like embers in the night, scan the undergrowth with an insatiable hunger. They pierce through the shroud of darkness, seeking out any signs of life that dare to traverse my domain. The scent of Mirose lingers on the breeze, drawing me closer to my unsuspecting quarry. Just thinking of her name brings me closer. Again I will possess her. I will engulf those who think they own her for the moment.

      I follow her scent into a clearing a couple of miles from town. She’s there, I know it. I don’t want to go, but I must. So be it.

      The desire to capture Mirose again leads to more hunger. The anger and hatred I feel toward those who would steal her from me compel me to take another life, a newly sanctioned being, an innocent soul, and consume it forever.

      And there it is. A tired vixen, its delicate frame etched against the backdrop of moonlit ferns. The creature saunters obliviously, blissfully unaware of the malevolence that has fixated its attention upon it.

      I am the consumer. You will never hear me.

      It stops to drink from a small pond. Its peaceful demeanor is a stark contrast to the primal instinct coursing through my spectral veins.

      With a mesmerizing grace, I slink closer, my spectral form defying the laws of nature. The fox’s tail twitches, a momentary flicker of unease, but it remains oblivious to the approaching doom. I savor this moment, the anticipation building like a crescendo within me.

      In an instant, I pounce. My spectral tendrils extend, elongating with supernatural flexibility, and enshroud the vixen’s fragile body. They coil around it like icy serpents, constricting its desperate attempts at escape. Its frantic movements only fuel my relentless pursuit.

      The air fills with the vixen’s panicked bark, a symphony of fear that resonates through the forest. Its struggle is futile, a mere dance of despair in the face of my ethereal might. I revel in its terror, feeding upon the pulsating energy of its fear, as it becomes trapped within the clutches of my spectral grasp.

      Driven by an otherworldly thirst, I draw closer to my helpless prey. My elongated fangs extend, glinting with a sinister luminescence as I prepare to deliver the final blow. With a swift strike, I pierce the bloated belly of the vixen and its tender flesh, relishing the warmth of its lifeblood as it courses down my spectral form.

      I dissect the vixen open down the belly with my upper teeth. As the bright red blood stains the fur, bubbling up suddenly like some geyser, I sense movement from within. Puppies, four half-formed and naked, writhing around without limbs, or stumps where some are forming. Their eyes are so small that their faces resemble pink bird’s eggs, half-cracked.They have no mouths, so they can’t cry out.

      A surge of vitality surges through me, a perverse ecstasy that accompanies each stolen breath. I revel in the power that courses within, knowing that it is I who holds dominion over life and death. The vixen’s life force diminishes with each unborn youngling I enrapture in my jaw, their essence flowing into me, an offering to my insatiable hunger.

      As the female fox’s struggles subside, her gaping womb oozes red, now a black crater left to fester as she quivers, The forest falls silent once more, save for the echoes of its fading cries. I release my lifeless prey, its limp form tumbling to the forest floor. The haunting aura surrounding me intensifies, pulsating with the stolen life I now possess.

      With a graceful retreat, I retreat into the shadows, my spectral essence blending once more with the darkness that birthed me. The woods bear witness to the aftermath of my hunt, a solemn reminder of the darkness that lurks within the heart of nature. Until the urge to hunt consumes me anew, I shall remain an ethereal specter, biding my time, waiting for the next innocent soul to wander into my clutches.

      But the scent is stronger. Mirose is nearer.

      Revitalized from the massacre and eating of the innocent, my senses heighten. Her scent has been traveling, going this way and that as if she were lost.

      Or somebody wants to throw me off.
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      Slipping into one of the servant entrances is easy.

      I meet no obstacles and find myself back in my quarters of Dirnyn’s new manor, alone. The silence is loud so I draw a bath for myself. The heat rising from the water’s surface is intoxicating when I slip in, letting it loosen my stiff muscles.

      I consider what happened in the woods as the morning sun peeks around the heavy curtains. It was the right thing to do, I tell myself, knowing I couldn’t have stayed with that monster, Atroc.

      He was as wild as any creature, and I could never trust him.

      Right?

      Doubt lingers as I sweep a finger through the condensation at the lip of the tub. I have it good here with Dirnyn. Lord Dirnyn, I correct myself, never truly being comfortable with his new honorary. Does he deserve it? Probably not.

      It was Zyranth that got Lord Everan out of the way for him.

      But he’s sharing the spoils of victory with me. I need to give more grace to the dark elf who took me under his wing when he could have tossed me aside. Or sold me to the dark market. Or lent me out to his friends as a reward for their loyalty.

      Despite the heat, I shudder.

      No, he’s been kind to me. I’m allowed to have nice dresses and beautiful jewelry and all the food I can eat. I have to remember that, even as he pursues me. But I don’t know why I can’t get Atroc out of my mind.

      He does not have much to offer.

      And really, I still could not tell if he intended to eat me or possess me entirely. I remember how his claws raked over my skin and how his tongue chased mine with the diligence of an expert lover.

      It was for the best, I reassure myself, putting it out of my mind.

      Anyone in my position would have run away while he slept. Some might have even tried to kill him before escaping, just to ensure it wouldn’t happen again.

      But he was only doing what he knew.

      With a troubled mind and a heavy heart, I emerge from the bath, still steaming. I wrap a towel around myself and adjourn to my bedroom, freezing when I open the door.

      At the end of my bed sits Dirnyn.

      He looks poised and calm, his expression unreadable, with one leg crossed over the other and a hand on his knee. But his frigid gaze doesn’t leave me.

      “Where have you been?”

      I struggle to speak, flipping through the excuses mentally before coming up with something that resembles the truth. “My horse lost its footing on my way to Ariella, and I had to trudge all night to get back here.” My next words are near a whisper. “I’m sorry, Dirnyn.”

      “Are you?” His movements are lithe as he rises from the bed, nearly as tall as Atroc and with a lot more menace. “You left me unrequited, Mirose.”

      Shame and irritation well up in me.

      I’m practically naked, planted on the spot as he sweeps around me, tucking my wet hair behind one ear. When he speaks, his voice is closer this time. “What took you so long to get back?”

      He’s right.

      The entire trip is only a three-hour journey on foot, six if I’m taking my time. “I’m sorry,” I say again, the words ringing hollow. I can’t tell him about Atroc, or he’ll be hunted down and killed, or worse. “It was dark and I-I lost my way.”

      “You?” he asks sardonically. “I can hardly believe it.”

      I whip around to face him, putting on a brave face. “Yes, me. I did my best to come home but I went in the wrong direction for a time. Can I get dressed now?”

      He does not answer, sweeping the towel out from around my body and squeezing the water out of my dripping hair with it. So exposed like this, I am starting to understand the nature of our relationship, as he sees it.

      “I can do it on my own.”

      “Hush,” he says, taking his time drying my limbs.

      In silence, he works me over to his satisfaction, then stands to his full height again and paces to the dresser, filled with fine clothes he chose for me. He peruses them with a casual slowness that is agonizing.

      I am forced to stand in the middle of the room, naked for him.

      He turns back with a simple day dress, with sheer silk sleeves and a light skirt. It was one of my favorites until this morning. He scours me with his gaze before kneeling with the dress in hand, opening it for me to step in.

      I catch his shoulder for support, realizing just how close my most private area is to his face. He doesn’t seem to notice – or care perhaps – as he brings the dress up around my waist, his fingers grazing my bare thighs.

      Is he looking for evidence of Atroc?

      Dark elves always seem to know things that are hidden from the rest of us. Maybe he can sense the darkness that still lingers under my skin or is simply searching for marks and bruises to validate my story.

      I can’t tell, holding my breath.

      He slips my arms in the dress like I am a doll to be handled, then coiffes my hair in such a way that it cascades down my bare back. “There. Are you satisfied?”

      Words have abandoned me.

      So, instead of answering, I offer a little nod to satisfy him. He catches my chin and tilts it up like a doting lover, but there is a fire behind his eyes I know all too well. “Good.”

      There’s a long pause before he finally releases me, returning to the dresser.

      “I believe diamonds would be a nice accent to that dress.” He continues speaking, but it’s his intentions that I focus on, watching his every move. Dirnyn is making his intentions clear without having to say it aloud.

      I belong to him.

      The walls of my cage have risen around me without my notice, and I can almost hear the sound of the lock slamming home. Dirnyn has been the best thing to happen to me in a long while, but I’m wondering if our friendship has only ever been a ruse for him to put me under his thumb.

      I owe him my life, I realize, as he picks out a glittering pectoral from the jewelry box. It feels more like a collar for a pet. “Try this on.”

      I do as I’m told, only because that’s how humans stay alive in the company of dark elves. Are they really all the same? I hold still as he closes the clasp at the nape of my neck, his fingers lingering there a little too long.

      “Don’t run off again.”

      I swallow hard before contradicting him. “I am not one of your servants, Dirnyn.”

      “No, you are far more valuable than that.”

      His warm palms close over my shoulders as he spins me around to face him. It’s not the kindly expression of a friend that I find, but that of a disappointed master, his handsome mouth turned down into a frown. “You are safe here. Do you really want to repeat what happened with Lord Everan?”

      The memories he rouses causes me to fall into his welcoming embrace. What is that phrase? Better the evil you know. Tears spring to my eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      His arms tighten around me. “You are forgiven.”

      But even as the words resonate through me, I know that this conversation is far from over. He may play the devoted friend, yet his actions speak to a possessiveness I didn’t know he was capable of.

      “I only want what’s best for you, Mirose.”

      I nod, glancing up at him. The mask has come down again so that all I see is my old friend. The kindness he is so good at impersonating is almost a relief to the chilling apathy underneath. “I won’t run away again,” I say, if only to appease him.

      His smile is back. “Good. I believe the servants are preparing breakfast. Will you join me?”

      I nod more enthusiastically this time. “Can I meet you down there?” I ask, playing the version of Mirose he remembers from before. It’s easy to slip into the act. Dark elves demand a certain amiability that can be learned under threat of death.

      Dirnyn kisses the top of my head. “Absolutely. I will see you in the dining hall then.”

      And, without hesitation, he is gone, shutting the door securely behind him. I am finally allowed to breathe, holding back halting gasps as I lean against the bedpost to steady myself. He is my friend, I assure myself. He only wants what’s best for me.

      I let my heart rate slow, then sink into the vanity chair to stare at my reflection.

      It is not easy to put my own mask back on. I try a myriad of different expressions, polite, pleasantly surprised, calm, amused, but none of them seem real.

      None of them feel like me.

      I have it good here, better than I’ve ever had it before, so I have to play my role or I’ll find myself in the same predicament as with Lord Everan.

      The tryst with that creature, Atroc, was fun, but it was a fever dream. It’s not realistic, and I have to smother the desire before it ruins a good life. I pull the corners of my mouth up into a smile, but the light doesn’t reach my eyes.

      It will have to do.
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      The female’s scent is growing stronger in my nose as I continue tearing through my forest at break-neck speed. Soil shoots up from the forest floor in my wake, mingling with the shadowy tentacles that stream behind me as I sprint in my primal form. There is a slight sound of leaves crunching and swirling in the wind behind me, though most of it comes from the natural sounds of the forest. The searing sun still hangs near the horizon, but night will arrive in the next hour or so.

      Determination courses through my veins as I traverse the woods that belong to me.  I also feel a bit confused, however. I took this female, Mirose, for my own. She belongs to me, she accepted it the night before. So why has she run off? Whatever the reason for her flight, I will find out soon enough. My mind is set on her, and nothing will keep me from her now.

      I ignore the scents of other creatures as I dash through the trees, doing my best to dance between shadows and avoid the weakening rays of the evening sun. Worgs are present nearby, but that doesn’t bother me. They are no threat. I would consider hunting them – worgs make for good sport – but I have already eaten today, and my sights are set on Mirose.

      Other prey abounds as well, hiding amongst the thick old tiphe trees, but none of the scents are noteworthy, so I continue heading toward the Dark Market region where I know Mirose has gone. The direction of her scent could not be leading to any other place at this point.

      The scent of dark elves is growing stronger as the Dark Market grows nearer. The scent reminds me of the taste of dark elf meat, causing my mouth to water slightly. Perhaps I will take one with us after I retrieve Mirose. I wonder if she would like that.

      The trees are beginning to thin, making it more difficult for me to avoid the sunlight. In fact, I have almost reached the Dark Market now, and it is becoming futile to keep trying to avoid the sun, so I give up on that. I choose, rather, to put all of my focus on Mirose. I will recover her and make her my mate.

      All of a sudden, the edge of the forest comes into view. I slow down, cautiously approaching the edge of the tree line. I have no desire to rampage through this place randomly until I find Mirose, it would take too long. Moreover, I have no fear of anyone, but I understand that with this many magic-wielding elves around, one of them could figure out my weakness.

      I decide, instead, to try to narrow down the area her scent is coming from and sneak in that direction. The sun has begun to dip below the horizon, meaning I’ll have some shadows to hide in.

      It’s not as good as full night, but I’m perfectly confident that I can reach this place without being detected. It seems most of the elves have already returned to their homes for the night, so that should also make things easier.

      I circle around the edge of the forest until I reach the place where her scent is strongest, then I move carefully through the shadows cast by the elven manors and shops that litter the area. I move through the shadows with easy grace, careful to check around me before stalking from one spot to the next.

      The air here is thick with the scents of elves, but the smells of food cooking and fires burning drift into my nostrils as well. Even so, I can easily pick out and follow Mirose’s scent. She is near.

      I turn a corner, edging my way around a large market building, and see a manor in the distance. There. That’s where her scent is coming from. Elation pulses through me, and I quicken my pace, making my way boldly toward the manor.

      I don’t abandon all caution – I wouldn’t want to be spotted now when I’m this close – but I do become slightly more reckless with my movements. Luckily, it’s getting darker every second, which helps me blend in.

      I reach the manor and stalk around it in a large circle. I want to dash in, kill everyone besides Mirose, and carry her back to my cave, but something stops me. It’s not caution, I realize. It’s that I fear Mirose would be displeased with me. I’ve never cared what someone else thinks before, but I couldn’t stand it if she was angry with me. So, instead of barging in, I decide to look for the room she’s in first.

      After a couple of circles around the manor, I notice a human shape moving in a window on the second floor. I move closer, keeping to the shadows, and Mirose’s form materializes in the windowpane. Relief surges through me upon seeing her safe. I stand there for a long while, watching her. She fascinates me.

      She’s standing in front of a piece of glass, running some sort of wooden handled brush through her wavy red hair. I have no idea what she’s doing, but I am certainly enjoying watching. She does this for a long while, occasionally yanking hard on the brush in frustration. What it is that’s frustrating her puzzles me, but once again, I simply enjoy watching.

      Foreign emotions begin entering my mind. I feel what I felt when I pleased her in the woods yesterday, desire. But it’s more than that. I feel a strange yearning for her presence that isn’t physical. I want to watch her run this stick through her hair every day. She is mine. I must have her back. My desire to barge into the manor grows strong again, but it’s beginning to clash with my urge to continue watching her from a distance.

      Perhaps if I observe her long enough, I will understand more about her. She is strange to me in so many ways, but that just attracts me to her more. Still, I want to understand her strangeness. She is mine, and that includes her odd human ways.

      Every part of her, even the parts I can not understand, leaves me enthralled simply at being included.

      Eventually, Mirose puts down the hair stick and picks up another strange twig. This one has a cluster of hairs bunched up on its end, which she dips in black liquid before rubbing it on a blank white poster. She is drawing, I realize. I’ve seen these images humans and elves create before, but I never knew how they did it. Fascinated, I watch Mirose eagerly.

      She begins drawing wavy black lines, and at first, I have no idea what they are supposed to look like. However, once she begins drawing the head and torso, it becomes clear. She is drawing me. This makes me even more confused. Why would she run away and then come to this elven manor and make a picture of me? First, she submits to me, then she runs off, now she’s honoring me with this image? It makes no sense.

      Confusion aside, I am completely infatuated at this point. I feel a strange tingle in my torso and my loins. I want to go in there and throw her over my shoulder immediately, but I must see how this image of me turns out. I have never truly seen myself, besides in the imperfect reflection of forest streams, and I’m fascinated to see a human’s interpretation of my appearance. Especially this human.

      The tension building in me is becoming unbearable as I stand there, completely entranced. I feel rooted to this spot like I couldn’t step away or look elsewhere even if I tried. And yet, I feel compelled to thrash every elf in Oshta so they can’t keep Mirose away from me.

      Eventually, I overcome my inability to move, but not my indecision. I still don’t know what I want to do, so I compromise by moving closer to the manor. I settle in the shadow of the massive hedges that line the gate surrounding the manor. I’m within a dozen feet of her now. Her scent is driving me crazy, and I don’t know how much longer I can wait.

      My fascination is the only thing keeping me here a moment longer. I cannot move until her image of me is finished. I have to know what I look like to her. Will she depict me kindly, as a protective mate? Or will she draw a monster, capable only of death and destruction?

      Honestly, I’m not sure which one I am myself. I had never considered taking a mate until now. All I’ve ever known is the hunt and the sweet taste of my prey’s blood. But since meeting Mirose, I can’t help but want more. I want her to be my mate, and I will have her. I don’t care what kind of image she makes. She will be mine. I am the greatest predator on Protheka, and there isn’t a creature alive who will keep me from what is rightfully mine.

      I stir slightly as Mirose puts down her twig and steps toward the window, looking out wistfully into the night. Behind her, I can just make out the image of me, broad-shouldered and human-like. So, perhaps she does see me as a mate. My heart soars at that realization, and my determination to get her back reaches its peak.

      I rise slowly, looking intently at her. I’m going in there, and I’m bringing her home. I don’t care what kind of danger is inside.

      I’m about to step forward, but stop suddenly, rooted to the spot. Mirose is looking right at me, shock and fear plain on her face.
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      The day goes off without a hitch.

      I can sense that Dirnyn is more reserved than usual, but he doesn’t express any of the menace that he did this morning. It’s a fool's hope to think that things have completely gone back to normal, but I enjoy the peace when I can.

      “I am better off than most humans on Rach,” I say to no one.

      It’s a mantra I take with me as I abide by Dirnyn’s company, but it is a sweet victory when I can shut the door to my room and block out the rest of the world for the evening. I stretch on my tippy toes, trying to shake the inertia from my limbs.

      This is my space, and I want to keep it that way.

      For that, I have to give Dirnyn no excuse to intrude. To play his game without faltering, to be the woman he wants me to be. The thought brings my mood down, and I remember the invisible bars of my cage.

      So, I throw the curtains open.

      They look out onto the vast expanse of the forest beyond, and somewhere in there is Atroc. I keep the memory close as I get myself ready for bed. I throw the loathed dress off with a measure of relief. I’ll never wear it again, I promise myself, hating how Dirnyn can turn something beloved into an object of disdain.

      I am a little more careful with the necklace, as he would have questions if it broke. I put it away and find a silk robe to wrap myself in before settling in to brush my hair and then do some light painting. No matter what I try to draw upon for inspiration, however, nothing sparks those creative juices. Nothing but Atroc.

      I try not to think about what I’m doing, about the consequences of someone finding out. The image of him flows freely from my hand, the systematic strokes of my brush soothing the edges of my frazzled mind.

      The painting is complete in what feels like seconds, Atroc’s shadowy humanoid form and glowing eyes staring back at me. I push to stand, suddenly realizing the extent of my thoughts about my monster in the woods.

      Am I going insane?

      I move, trying to expel some of this rampant nervous energy building up in my bloodstream but find myself pausing when I cross the window again. For a second, I thought I saw…

      I look again. Nothing.

      Maybe it’s just my mind playing a cruel trick on me.

      It’s not as if I want to see Atroc again. And even if I did, it is simply not in the cards. The thought of Dirnyn’s disappointed expression becoming one of rage would be untenable. I have to care for myself, first, and that means surviving his advances.

      Another flicker brings me back to the present.

      This time, I realize I’m not imagining it. It’s unmistakable, the haloed circle that graces his forehead and those intense, glowing eyes beneath. Even two stories up, I can see him glinting in the darkness of the woods.

      He stands at the edge of the property, and he’s looking straight at me.

      My heart nearly leaps into my throat before I collect myself, offering a small wave. He doesn’t wave back, lingering, watching. Waiting.

      With muted excitement, I lower my robe to expose my cleavage, letting it drop from my shoulders seductively. Those eyes flare. Now that I have your attention, I think, turning my nose up at him playfully. A real smile finds me.

      It’s forbidden. Dirnyn was clear about that today, even if he didn’t say it outright. And I think that’s what makes it all the more fun.

      Do you remember what we did? I want to ask Atroc as I roll my hips slightly.

      Each move is carefully curated to entice any man, and Atroc is no different in that sense. When the robe drops completely, I feel the heavy press of his intent, the darkness roiling around him. He is barely a silhouette, but I can see his hands clench.

      I am exposed to his view, and I like it.

      He drinks me in with his gaze, his body ever mutable.

      The world comes to a standstill between us, and I realize I’m far from over this creature and our brief tryst in the forest. I let my hair cascade over my shoulders as I drop down as if to retrieve the robe, never tearing my eyes away from him. He could vanish again, and then I’d be forced into this dismal life as a dark elf’s plaything. Again.

      Atroc’s presence brings a rush of exhilaration.

      How did he find me, anyhow?

      I chase my hands over my breasts, rolling them hard for him alone. If Dirnyn knew… gods, I can only imagine the wrath he’d bring down on us both. It only serves to make me more defiant. This sliver of freedom is all I have, and I’ll be damned if I don’t use it.

      I want to enjoy this.

      I move my body in ways that entice even the most stone-hearted dark elves. And Atroc is a most attentive audience. Everything but him falls out of focus, and it’s as if there’s no distance between us. The desire is rising in me at the memory of us. His magical cave and the promise of thorough adulation.

      It makes me want to go to him. He did not have frivolous demands for my presence and appearance. He just wanted me, without pretense. I don’t know if this little strip tease is enough for either of us, but in the current state of things, it’s all we can hope for.

      But I get the sense that Atroc isn’t entirely complacent with this arrangement or the distance between us. There’s a tension in his form that makes it seem as if he’s about to rush forward, and I realize what he might be intending.

      It’s one thing to escape into the woods and have a romp with a monster.

      It’s another thing to have the monster rampage through the manor in plain view of its owner, wreaking destruction just to claim me.

      In my panic, I snatch up the robe and run into the hall.

      I brush past a stunned servant, not bothering to offer an apology. I am a guest of the house if Dirnyn’s word holds any merit, and that means I am free to roam the grounds. Atroc stands at the edge of it, and no doubt Dirnyn couldn’t condemn me for taking a night stroll.

      Could he?

      Concern and panic clash inside of me.

      Concern for Atroc, and panic for disregarding all of Dirnyn’s less than gentle ‘suggestions.’ I pass no one else on my way out the back, slipping out the door I first came in this morning. I use the darkness to conceal me as I press my back to the stone building.

      Don’t, Atroc. Don’t do it.

      He sees me. Like an animal on the hunt, he samples the cool night air. His many arms are holding the trees around him, and I think I see the glint of a grin. I can see him better down here and realize he is still stalking me.

      “Don’t,” I murmur aloud, shaking my head.

      But Atroc will not be appeased by a warning. From the little I know of him, I understand that much. Maybe it was a mistake to entice him and give him a show that he could not participate in. But the memory of our pairing, knowing it is forbidden, is too much for me.

      I do want more.

      It’s Dirnyn’s words rattling around my head that makes me doubt it. I can have Atroc, but I have to give up the security of a dark elf lord to do it. That is where I stand, between safety and the unknown, and it terrifies me.

      Atroc is poised to charge.

      Every fiber of my being is telling me to run. To go flying back to Dirnyn and beg his forgiveness for what I’ve done. Better the evil you know, the thought comes again, and I hate it. Why do I have to always play it safe?

      I could slink back to my cage, even now.

      There’s every opportunity before Atroc charges. Dirnyn would destroy the creature without a second thought and revel in his victory over me. Do I really want that? By the edict of dark elf society, I am a commodity, an object for their pleasure.

      Dirnyn still plays by that rule, even if he pretends to be my friend.

      But the unknown carries with it a great danger in and of itself. A life with Atroc could be short and brutal, and for what? A few moments of pleasure? The chance to… feel something other than fear and unspoken regrets?

      My body tenses as if to run Atrox down myself.

      I glance back at the manor, a place smeared with bad memories from my previous master, and now, even my current one. The mortar is ground with the bones of humans, and the suffering of countless others. It is all I could hope to be, a prized piece of Dirnyn’s collection before I am put to better use as the foundation for more suffering.

      It is another sort of fear that drives me as I bolt toward Atroc.

      Atroc moves as if to meet me halfway, but I don’t allow him to take that chance. If Dirnyn sees him, we are both dead. I’m sure of it. My breath runs out, and I’m gasping for air as I reach him, wanting to tell him all of the dangers that he is risking being this close to dark elf civilization.

      “Atroc,” I manage, throwing myself the rest of the distance. “You can’t be here!”
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      She runs toward me. I can see the desperation in her eyes, a genuine fear that only I am capable of provoking. Whatever is in that manor, either man or beast, must be keeping her from me. I must unleash my fury inside and take her back. It is the only way to possess her again.

      “I can be wherever I choose," I say. I begin to shift out of my physical form, growing wider while extending my arms outward. It is time to hunt. It is time for something else to die how I see fit.

      “Believe me, Atroc,” she pleads dimly. “You don’t want this fight. Not like this.” She stops a few feet in front of me, holding herself as if her heart is exploding out of her chest. Her breasts heave as she breathes.

      “What are you hiding in there?”

      She looks behind me, toward the forest. “I'm going back inside,” she says. “Don't follow me.”

      I feel my soul expanding within me. Rage builds like a funeral pyre in my chest. I begin to shift, my torso expanding, tendrils growing long from the sides and front.

      She turns her back to me. I extend my two front arms and wrap one around her waist and another around her neck. She lets out a soft shriek, but I tighten my grip even harder.

      Can't she see that she is mine? Never have I felt so much rage for something so perfect and beautiful. My possession of her has taken over my mind and has captured my soul forever. The thought that a creature could have such a hold over me shatters my brain, a white heat emblazoning the darkness that I am.

      I pull her toward my form and wrap her up in my essence, tendrils growing and spiraling around her tight body, the dark mass of myself entombing her within. I feel her breathing from within me. It is as if we are one being now, the way I want it.

      I turn around into the forest, negotiating the tall foliage and brush at the edge of shadows. Mirose wiggles against me, at first resisting but soon remaining still the farther I travel into the woods.

      The manor will have to wait until later. Whoever is responsible for taking her will answer to me soon enough.

      Everything passes by quickly as I speed through the brush. Silver moonlight mixes with the foliage that blurs past my periphery as if I am in a tunnel. Everything is silent here save for the sound of leaves crunching and the occasional cry of a wolf somewhere deep inside.

      I lurk within the shadows, my form melding seamlessly with the darkness of the forest. The night is my domain, and the fear that emanates from every rustle and whisper is a symphony to my ears. The scent of fear fills the air, driving my hunger to insatiable heights.

      With each step, my powerful limbs carry me silently through the underbrush, unseen and unheard. The moon's feeble light serves only to enhance my stealth, casting faint, haunting silhouettes that hide my true nature from those unfortunate enough to cross my path.

      The forest is my playground, and every sound betrays the presence of prey. My keen senses pick up the heartbeat of creatures that venture too close to my territory, their fear like a tantalizing aroma drawing me nearer.

      The distant howls of other predators do not intimidate me. Instead, they excite my primal instincts, sparking a desire to prove my dominance in this unforgiving wilderness.

      I take pleasure in the dance of terror that ensues as my presence becomes known. The shivers of trepidation that course through my victims fuel my primal hunger, an insatiable urge to feast on their fear and desperation.

      But I cannot hunt now. I must take Mirose to the cave, safe from the world. Under my reign.

      Hidden among the ancient trees, I watch with predatory eyes, observing their feeble attempts to escape, knowing full well they are trapped within my realm. Their fear is intoxicating, a dark elixir that invigorates me with every passing moment.

      As dawn approaches, I retreat to the deepest shadows, satiated. I am the predator, the monster that haunts the nightmares of those who dare to tread into my domain. And the forest at night is my home, where the true horrors of the darkness lie in wait.

      I feel her breathing slow even as I pick up speed, floating among the reeds.

      At the mouth of the cave, I enter cautiously, careful not to expose Mirose to its jagged corners. I place her on the fur rug on the floor and loosen her from my grip.

      She looks up at me, eyes wide, a certain incandescent weariness on her face. Her brow furrows and her mouth tightens as she looks up at the ceiling. Her red hair, ragged in all its glory, sprawls across the floor like a crimson halo.

      “What are you going to do to me?” she asks, turning her head. She doesn’t want to look at me, although I know she’s having a hard time resisting.

      I extend more arms from myself to wrap around her.

      I meet her gaze as she looks forward again. “You know, I can do anything I want to you,” I say.

      She turns her head again. This time, it seems that she doesn't want to look at me. She exhales loudly, her profile looking downcast, her face in quiet resignation.

      And then the rage begins to fill me. At this moment I hate Mirose with all my essence. She is weak, and she is resisting me. Nobody resists me.

      With arms extended, I suspend her in the air. For a moment she just floats there in the shadows, her face full of worry, mouth open, and limbs shaking against her restraints. I pull her with considerable effort to the back of the cave, against a wall with sharp rocks protruding from the walls. The force causes the breath to be knocked out of her. She begins to cough.

      “Atro…” she chokes, but it comes out as a muted whisper, her torso bound with the jetted rocks around her.

      “Shhh,” I tell her from below.

      With two more limbs grown, I outstretch them to bind her ankles to the rocks, leaving her legs spread. From above, I sink into her soul and twist my shadows to bind her wrists to two out jetted rocks.

      The look in her eyes, wide but empty and faraway, suggests utter resignation in the face of fear.

      She tries to speak again, but I tighten the restraint around her torso.

      Now splayed out against the rocks of the cave, she looks like a doll trapped in a spider’s net. With no room to move, her eyes are the only thing that she can express with. The once shining green becomes dim and hazy as she lowers her eyelids, giving up.

      For good measure, I lower the front of her robe to expose her breasts. As she hangs there, she remains vulnerable. My rage builds up again.

      She struggles again. As she twists and turns, her breasts jiggle from side to side. I love the sight of her exposed body trying to break free. If only I couldn't feel such hate at the sight of her.

      She is mine. For once, now, and for all. She will always be mine.

      I slide up beneath her, taking her in. I possess her, and now I must make sure she knows this. That the whole world knows this.

      She trembles under my touch. I move my hand up her right leg.

      Her eyes widen, and she attempts to shake her head from side to side.

      Her upper thigh is milky white, unadorned, with all the possibility of a painter’s empty canvas. So innocent, so untouched.

      I expose my teeth and bite into her thigh. Her whole body tenses up. Her eyes remain shut tight.

      Warm blood fills up my mouth. Its metallic taste excites me immensely and runs through my entire body. I want to drain her of all of this, bathe in her dark red essence.

      It is the greatest thing I have ever tasted.

      It takes everything that I have not to kill her right here. But my primal essence tells me that I should keep her alive. Possess her.

      I stand back to admire my work. She hangs from the wall of the cave, defeated, her breasts exposed and a large bite wound festering on her upper thigh.

      She is certainly lovely, in her own way.

      Blood trickles down her leg onto the floor. I extend an arm to the wound, pushing my dark essence against it. It bubbles at the reaction. Slowly, I begin to push more shadow into the opening, cauterizing it with darkness. The shadow funnels into the wound, into her lifeblood, at a rapid pace, streaming blackness from my hand. The shadows seep beneath the skin at the contact site.

      As the wound closes, I step back and regard her again.

      A trail of shadow hovers over the dark mark where the skin opened up before.

      She wears my mark.

      She is mine.
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      I look down at where Atroc has bitten me.

      “What is this?” I ask, touching the shadowy mark that’s set into my flesh.

      Atroc lays me down in the furs, two sets of wandering hands kneading my sore limbs. He doesn’t answer, pressing his shadowy mouth to the wound as if to take it all back. It tingles deliciously, sending a powerful surge through me, and I can’t help but moan.

      My hands find his head, and I urge him to look at me.

      His tongue chases over the mark one last time. “It hurts you?”

      I shake my head.

      “You lie,” he says, no accusation, just cold fact.

      “I promise you, it doesn’t,” I respond with an encouraging smile.

      Still, he kneads my skin in places, around the mark as if to coax the ache from the flesh. His troubled gaze doesn’t leave me for a moment, his handling thorough, banishing all other thoughts from my mind.

      I let him, if only because I am smitten by his attention.

      Dirnyn would never worship me like this. The thought of him even touching me for anything but his own gain is laughable. But Atroc – when he wants something, he’s not afraid to possess it fully. And that something is me.

      His kiss is deep, a silent apology from his lips.

      I don’t know how many limbs he currently has in the dimness of his cave, but they gather me up against him as he rolls to one side, his claws chasing over my cheek. He seems satisfied that I am not in any pain, focusing now on my silent tears.

      “Why are you crying?”

      Pressed this close to him, it’s difficult to smother them. “I’m not –”

      He catches my wrist when it tries to swipe them away. “You are,” he murmurs, pressing his glowing forehead to mine. “Why?”

      I bite my lower lip, then shake my head.

      “It’s just that no one’s ever cared for me like this.” I look up at him through my watery vision. “They’re happy tears, really.”

      “Happy. Tears.” He seems to consider the phrase as our lips come dangerously close. “Do you cry often?”

      His question makes me laugh in earnest. “No. Not really.”

      “Hm,” is all he says, pushing my hair back as if to have better access to my neck and kissing it gently. He senses when I stiffen and he withdraws. “Mirose?”

      I touch the spot. “I’m sorry. If you bite there, I won’t be able to hide it.”

      Atroc shakes his head. “Only one mark.”

      “Mark,” I say thoughtfully. “Is that what that is? You marked me?”

      Sharp teeth flash in admission.

      I squirm beneath him, simultaneously aroused and nervous about the implications. If I go back, will Dirnyn see it? Will he demand to know where I got it? I shudder at the notion that he would see such an intimate part of me again.

      But he is not beyond such invasions of my privacy.

      I clutch Atrox tighter, trying to fend off the inevitable future. There’s much more to Atroc than meets the eye, and though he cannot give me fine food and dresses, I think I much prefer his company. On all fronts, it feels wrong to want to stay, but I’m starting to see the man behind the monster.

      His shadowy fingers tangle in my hair. “What is wrong?”

      “Nothing gets past you, does it?”

      He gives no indication he heard me, waiting for my answer.

      I give a little sigh and pass my palms over the strong muscles of his chest. “The manor where you found me? It’s where I live. They will miss me, come morning.”

      “If you leave again,” he murmurs into the crook of my shoulder. “I will miss you.”

      My heart is heavy for him. For our predicament.

      I shouldn’t want to stay. Gods, it’s better if I remain by Dirnyn’s side and accept his obsession. He may not have my heart, but he could give me status beyond a mere human on Rach. He could lengthen my life almost indefinitely to stay by his side.

      All logic points to that conclusion.

      And still…

      “Atroc?”

      He says nothing, but I can tell he’s listening.

      “If I stayed with you,” I whisper, considering the options. “I would be hunted down by the people that want me. The world I come from, it’s not a safe place for people like me.”

      He studies my face, his expression blank. “I would kill them.”

      A shallow breath escapes me. “I wouldn’t put it past you,” I muse, more to myself as I link my arms around his strong neck. “You would keep me safe?”

      “Yes,” he growls.

      I relax into his embrace, feeling the shadows condensing around us. I don’t know what to do with this information, or how it fits into the mess that is my life. I’m torn between two worlds, two creatures that mean to make me their own. “I have nice things at the manor,” I whisper, trying to find where the logic falters. “Servants who make food for me and hot baths whenever I want them.”

      He doesn’t speak, only emitting a low rumble in his throat like a pained groan.

      “I have jewels and dresses and silken sheets. All the things any girl would be thrilled to have. I’d be a fool to let it slip out of my reach.”

      “You want those things?”

      When he asks it like that, I can’t deny the electric heat between us, and my resolve falters. “I don’t know what I want.”

      “Then stay,” comes his response under his breath.

      “It’s not that easy, Atroc.”

      His kiss deepens my doubt, and I yield to his heavy insistence. The mark on my leg throbs, like he’s summoning the darkness he buried there. I let him mold me to his passion, clutching me tight against his powerful form as our kiss deepens.

      He makes it so difficult to choose.

      I tear away. “If I left, would you come after me again?”

      A low rumble starts in his chest again, as if he is furious at the notion. “If you leave again, there will be consequences.”

      I give a real shiver at his warning.

      But it excites me like Dirnyn’s threats never could.

      “What sort of consequences?” I dare to ask.

      I don’t get a response right away as he rolls on top of me, pressing me to the furs so I couldn’t wiggle away if I tried. “You’re mine.”

      I bare my throat to him in a show of submission, and his tongue trails up to the underside of my jaw. I can feel his teeth graze against the soft spot of my throat in a threatening manner. But I like the way he responds to my queries. “Am I?”

      He grows insistent, his teeth closing around my throat as if to rip it out.

      Pinned like this in the darkness, surrounded by his flitting shadows, I can do nothing but let him tear me open if he so desires it. My heart is hammering against my ribs, but I feel more alive than I ever have in the manor. My life could be short and brutal with Atroc, I realize again, but maybe… maybe I don’t want to live a long life in a gilded cage.

      He cools, licking my neck as if in apology.

      My body relaxes beneath him, and I feel where his teeth nearly pierced.

      Atroc catches my wrist and pins it down so that I can only look into his hard eyes. “Do not run away again, Mirose.”

      I shake my head, still conflicted.

      But that seems to satisfy him as he falls to one side and gathers me up again, his darkness shrouding us like a warm blanket. Dirnyn might be able to lavish me with gifts, but Atroc can love me. Enough, at least, not to eat me.

      That has to count for something with a creature like him.

      My fingers trace little circles over his chest as we settle in for the evening. When Dirnyn finds my chambers empty, I cannot imagine the wrath he will wreak upon us when he finds me with a monster. If he finds me, I remind myself.

      “Atroc?” I ask again, my heart heavy.

      He says nothing but looks down at me.

      “My enemies, they are powerful,” I warn with more emphasis. “You have to know that they have magic at their disposal and will stop at nothing to get what they want.”

      He cocks his head as if he doesn’t fully understand. “Do they bleed?”

      I dare to nod.

      “Then I will slice them open and feed the soil with their blood,” he murmurs, his claws digging into my skin in places like the very thought excites him. “They will not have you.”

      It’s not relief that finds me, exactly, but something akin to it.

      And, despite it all, I find that I don’t want to leave, after all. Even as sleep drags my eyelids shut and our breaths grow deeper, I realize I wouldn’t mind living like this, if it meant Atroc could always be at my side.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            13

          

          

      

    

    







            ATROC

          

        

      

    

    
      I wake to the shy kiss of the morning sun as the first rays of the day spill into my little cave in the heart of the forest. The sun is dim this deep in my realm, but a few stubborn beams of sunlight always manage to straggle into my cave in the mornings.

      I notice a presence within the folds of my shadowy cocoon, and my heart soars with the realization. She stayed the night. It appears Mirose is finally learning her place. She belongs to me now, and I won’t have her running off alone again. I’ve marked her, which makes her mine. She was already mine, of course, but the mark makes it official.

      Cautiously, I lift my shadowy carapace to gaze down at her. She stirs as the morning sun caresses her soft skin. For a moment, I think she’s going to roll over and continue sleeping, but she opens her eyes a second later. Blinking, she lifts a hand to move a lock of wavy red hair out of her lightly freckled face, then turns her haunting hazel eyes to gaze at me. Utterly unaware of her casual perfection, she smiles at me sweetly.

      “Good morning, Atroc,” she says.

      “You did not run away this time,” I respond.

      Mirose laughs. “No, I did not,” she says. “Very observant of you to notice.”

      Is she making fun of me? I have some grasp of human humor, but I’m still learning. These humans are often subtle, and I have very little experience with them. Well, little experience with live ones at least.

      Still smiling, Mirose gets slowly to her feet, extricating herself from my possessive grasp. She walks to the mouth of my cave and looks out at the morning, dim sunlight framing the outline of her form. I join her there after a moment, gazing out into my realm.

      “Atroc,” Mirose says suddenly. “Have you ever encountered another monster in these woods? By the name of Zyranth? Covered in black scales with big, black, leathery wings like a chirop and razor-sharp claws on his hands? He’s an apex predator, like you. I just wondered if maybe you two are related somehow.”

      “No,” I respond curtly. Apex predator? Like me? There is nothing in these woods like me. I don’t know what this creature is she’s talking about, but this is my forest. Nothing can challenge me here. Besides, I don’t like the sound of this other male’s name on her lips. She sounds fond of him. I don’t like that.

      “I have heard of no such creature Mirose,” I continue. “And there is no other apex predator in my forest. This is my realm. Nothing threatens me here.”

      Mirose harrumphs slightly at that. “That’s what he says, too,” she mutters. This male better not show his face near Mirose and me. I do not like the way she talks about him like he’s a friend. We have no friends, only each other.

      Thankfully, she lets the subject go. She walks back into my cave, grabbing her boots and pulling them on one by one. “I’m hungry,” she says. “Let’s go find something to eat. Something cooked.” She places special emphasis on the word cooked.

      I agree, and a few short minutes later, we are striding quietly through the trees. The leaves crunch under Mirose’s boots, but my footsteps make very little sound. The sweet smells of soil and rotting leaves permeate the air as we walk through the broken rays of mid-morning sunlight. The air is cool and crisp, with a slight breeze stirring the leaves on the forest floor and bending the gnarled branches of the ancient tiphe trees.

      We walk slowly, enjoying the peaceful quiet of the forest and the comfort of each other’s company. Mirose begins to talk, telling me of her life before meeting her and what it’s like to live in the Dark Market. I find myself loosening up a bit, too, telling her extravagant stories of my most thrilling hunts.

      “So, I grabbed it by the tail,” I say, nearing the end of one of my stories. “And it releases this horrible cloud of green gas, straight from its ass. The smell was like nothing I’ve ever experienced. I dropped the thing and took off into the woods, but the odor followed me for miles.”

      Mirose laughs hysterically as I finish my story, wiping tears from her eyes. “I can’t believe you’ve never heard of mephinks!” she exclaims after regaining control of herself. “They’re everywhere near the Dark Market! We learn at a young age to avoid them. Their stink is known to ruin the finest clothing.”

      “Yes, well,” I respond. “I never had anyone to warn me. I had to learn the hard way. After that, I stuck to larger prey. That little rodent would’ve been little more than a brief snack for me anyway.”

      Mirose laughs again, putting her arm through mine. We stride like that for some time, continuing to laugh and tell stories of our various misadventures in life. As we walk, I realize how lonely I’ve been before now. I’d never spoken more than a few words to another living creature before meeting Mirose. Now that I have someone to share my experiences and emotions with, I find it hard to imagine going back to the way my life was before.

      I’m becoming attached to her more and more every minute. I love the sound of her laugh and the feel of her arm in mine. The thought of waking up alone suddenly becomes unbearable. She’s mine now, and I’m going to keep her around, no matter what I have to do.

      Suddenly, I decide to share something with her. It feels wrong to expose myself like this, but I know I can trust Mirose, and I want her to know me completely.

      “Mirose,” I say. “I want to share something with you.”

      “Oh?” she responds. “Well, what is it?”

      “I know it may seem like I am impervious to injury, but I do have a shortcoming,” I say apprehensively. “I am much weaker in the sunlight,” I continue, reaching an arm out into a ray of light to show her. “The sun does not stop me, but it does dim the strength of my darkness. It’s more difficult for me to blend in during the day, and my shadows become slightly less solid when touched by rays of sunlight.”

      “I see,” Mirose says thoughtfully. “Well, I can see how that’s a bit of a shortcoming, but I don’t see how it makes you any more vulnerable to injury.”

      “It doesn’t,” I respond. “Not exactly. But there is more. It’s not just sunlight that weakens me, but fire as well. Fire can damage me significantly, perhaps even kill me. I do not know for certain. All I know is that I have had bad experiences with fire, and it has left me with injuries before. I have no wish to find out any more about it.”

      “Hm,” Mirose says. “Strangely, it’s somewhat comforting to know you’re not invincible. I think I will keep you well away from fires, though.” She smiles, and we keep walking. I feel lighter somehow, now that I’ve told her of my weaknesses. Like a load has been lifted from my shoulders.

      After another hour of walking and speaking in quiet voices, I catch the scent of a den of surus nearby. I catch and kill them easily, and Mirose and I begin heading back to my cave, the brace of dead surus swinging from a stick on either side of my broad shoulders. They are plump little creatures, with muscular hind legs and thick brown fur. They have long floppy ears with two short, curved horns protruding from between them.

      When we reach the cave, Mirose insists we cook the surus. She will build the fire, and I don’t need to come near it, but she refuses to eat raw meat. I don’t see the purpose in cooking meat. Why burn the flavor out of it? But I’m in a good mood, so I allow it.

      I’m just happy to see her smiling. Besides, I enjoy letting her look after me and prepare my meal. I look after her, too, constructing a makeshift table from stones and branches for us to eat at. She seems amused at this but pleased as well.

      A short time later, I am seated at our new table, and Mirose is laying a scorched suru in front of me. I am skeptical as soon as I see the thing. It looks so much smaller now that it’s been gutted and cooked. Besides, she took some of the best parts out before cooking it. However, the delectable scent of the meat begins to make my mouth water, so I decide to dig in.

      I take the first bite and gasp. It’s incredible. The flavor is so potent, and I love the feel of hot grease running down my chin. In seconds, I eat the whole thing. Then another. Then another. Mirose is laughing at me as I gulp down suru enthusiastically.

      We enjoy the meal together, laughing and savoring the fresh meat. However, once we finish, Mirose gets a serious look on her face and tells me she has something to say.

      “Atroc,” she begins in a stern but apprehensive tone. “I’m sorry but… I must leave. There are things I have to do – ”

      She’s cut off suddenly by my scream. Long and loud, I bellow, releasing all of my fury in one terrifying roar. She is not leaving me again.
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      Atroc’s roar is so loud that I’m forced to cover my ears before he stops. His dark eyes are ablaze with fury. I’ve never seen him look so scary. He doesn’t truly scare me – I know he’d never hurt me – but the sheer anger in his eyes is enough to make me turn away for a moment.

      When that moment passes, I get up out of my seat and walk over to him. I touch his arm gently, making soothing sounds and asking him to calm down. It doesn’t seem to be doing anything at first, but I persist, and eventually, he seems to cool off enough for me to speak.

      “Atroc, listen to me,” I say when he finally calms down. “It’s not that I want to go. Nor do I plan on staying. But I have things there that I need to retrieve.”

      Atroc stares at me, his eyes still brimming with emotion. He’s practically shaking with the effort of controlling himself, and I can see in his eyes that he doesn’t trust himself to speak yet.

      “Besides, Dirnyn, the dark elf I’ve been staying with, must be worried sick about me since I disappeared in the middle of the night. He cares for me, Atroc. I have to let him know that I’m ok,” I continue. I realize immediately this was the wrong thing to say. Atroc looks like he’s about to explode.

      I rush to explain to him how Dirnyn and I came to know each other and how he’s cared for me over the years. I’m very careful to emphasize the platonic nature of our relationship and tell Atroc that I’ve grown tired of Dirnyn’s possessive tendencies.

      Alas, my careful wording is to no avail, and Atroc begins to lose his cool once again.

      “No!” he screams in a furious tone. “You belong to me, Mirose! This foolish elf cannot protect you! He will never cherish you the way I do! He is nothing next to me. I could snap his neck with a single finger! I will not allow you to go back to him! Never, Mirose.”

      Strangely, his words stir something in me. His jealous protectiveness is comforting to me in some odd way. These are the very things that drove me away from Dirnyn yet coming from Atrox it feels different.

      Dirnyn is protective of me for himself, I realize. He wants me simply because he thinks I belong to him. He will protect me because, as his property, I am an extension of him, and his pride cannot suffer assaults on his property, which he sees as equivalent to assaulting him personally.

      Atroc, on the other hand, wants to protect me. He wants me to be safe because he cares for me as a person. Yes, Atroc thinks I inherently belong to him, but he sees me as a partner. I am an extension of Atroc’s soul, not a piece of flesh that he happens to own.

      Atroc cares for me on a deep, personal level. A level that Dirnyn has no concept of. I know at this moment that Atroc would do anything for me, and it fills my heart to the brim. I’m falling for him, I realize. I think I love him.

      It’s a strange realization to come to. I always thought I’d end up with another human, or perhaps an elf. I never would have dreamed of falling in love with a monster from the forest. In love? Could I truly be falling in love?

      I force myself to snap out of my daydreams and return to the task at hand. I must convince him to let me go.

      “Atroc, I’m going to come back, I promise,” I plead. “But I need to tell him that I’m okay. I owe him that. Things were weird with us at the end, but he’s been a good friend to me. I can’t just leave him out to dry like this.”

      “He will keep you for his own,” Atroc growls in response. “He will not let you leave, why should he? How could anyone be stupid enough to let you leave? I, for one, am not that stupid. You belong to me now. I have claimed you, and I will not let this elf take you back. I will kill him if I must.”

      “No!” I exclaim. “You can’t kill him, not after everything he’s done for me. Atroc, you have to understand. Dirnyn is my friend. He will want me to be happy, you’ll see. Just give me a day to go there and explain things to him then I promise I’ll come back to you.”

      Something seems to soften in Atrox as I speak. Some of the tension leaves his muscles, and he seems more vulnerable than before.

      “I could not bear to lose you, Mirose,” he says softly. “I will not go back to being alone. I will not let you out of my sight, and that is that.”

      I smile at the unfamiliar tenderness in his voice. “I must go,” I respond firmly. “But you will never lose me. I will come back to you, no matter what. Dirnyn will understand. Besides, I need to get my things from his manor. Human things, like clothes and my hairbrush.”

      “Clothes?” Atroc asks in a bewildered tone. “You don’t need clothes. I prefer you without them, anyway. All you need, I can provide. If you need a new hair stick, I will make you one. I will even make you one of the sticks that makes images on canvas.”

      Atroc’s lack of understanding never fails to make me smile. Hair stick? And the stick that makes images? He must have seen me painting when he watched me through the window. I’ll have to explain what a paintbrush is one day.

      “Oh, Atroc,” I respond. “Do you even know how to make those things? You don’t even know the proper names for them. I must retrieve my things. The brush keeps my hair from tangling and makes me look beautiful. You want me to be beautiful, don’t you?”

      “You are already beautiful,” he responds, sounding perplexed. “I don’t see why you need this hair stick when you are beautiful without it. You did not use it today, and you are as beautiful as ever. I want you to be wild like me. Tangles are good, they are wild.”

      Why is he making this so difficult? I’m encouraged by his softened tone. He seems to have calmed down completely now, but he doesn’t seem any closer to letting me go.

      “I want to use it, Atroc,” I respond. “It’s relaxing, and it makes me happy. Don’t you like it when I’m happy?”

      “Yes,” Atroc admits. “But you were happy today without it, so why should I let you go?”

      “Enough!” I exclaim. “I am going. I will return, but I must go.”

      “No,” Atroc says, getting up out of his seat. “I will not allow it.”

      He walks over to my side of the makeshift table, looking down at me fiercely.

      “You are mine, and I forbid it,” he continues. I stand up to look him in the eye, but he still towers over me. He looks down into my eyes with fierce determination. I return the gaze heatedly.

      I try to step towards the door, but Atroc grabs hold of my arms. He’s not rough, not in a hostile way at least, but his grip is strong and unrelenting. He turns me around and pulls my body close to his. I feel the warm firmness of his muscles pressed tightly against my torso. My stomach tingles, but I remain determined to leave.

      Atroc leans his head close to mine, his breath hot on my neck.

      “You belong with me, Mirose,” he says in a husky voice. “Not Dirnyn, or this other monster you spoke of. Me. I cannot let you leave.”

      I squirm lightly in his grip, but he’s too strong. I know I’ll have to talk my way out of this. Or I could…no, not yet. I’ll try talking first. If that doesn’t work, I will try the other way.

      “You will let me go now,” I say. “I must go, and you must allow it.”

      “No,” he says. “I mustn’t.” He begins to move his hands down my body, groping and squeezing.

      “Atroc,” I say breathlessly. “There must be some way I can convince you. You have to see reason here.”

      “I will not be convinced, my dear Mirose,” he says. But his body, pressed against mine, belies his words. There is a way I can convince him. I feel it pulsing against me, hard as stone.

      Oh, well, I think. I tried talking, but it didn’t work. Guess I’ll have to try something else now. Excitement courses through me, and I push him hard, knowing the reaction I’ll get.

      Time to have a little fun.
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      Her surprise in the dim light of the cavern puzzles me. I read her sadness as entirely inauthentic. She wanted me to swoop in and steal her away from her captivity in the manor. Now she expects me to simply allow her to return to that place, with those foul creatures all around her?

      “Unacceptable,” I growl, reiterating my stance.

      But she doesn’t back down, holding firm against my intimidation.

      “Look, I’m sorry,” she squeaks. “I have to do this. I promise that you’ll barely notice I’m gone.”

      My face produces a wide, toothy smile, and she is caught off-guard. I pick her up with two muscular arms, carrying her deeper into the cavern. She squirms in my grasp, thinking she’s capable of resisting me.

      I materialize a shadowy hand, then stretch it outward from my body and swat her ass with it, increasing the power behind the swat the more she struggles. The sounds of flesh on flesh ricochet against the cavern walls, echoing loudly throughout the cavern. The downward slope is wet and slippery, so I create four gloomy wings for myself, floating downward into the cavern, the roars of my rivals becoming louder with my descent.

      I set her down on the hard rock floor, looming above her with my infernal presence. Her emerald eyes shine in the blue light, her ruby lips curled into a pout.

      “What are you doing?”

      Her eyes, narrowed into a mode of questioning, meet mine. My own face is resolute on claiming her and frozen into the semblance of a scowl.

      “I have to go,” she says, turning around to try to calculate how she could possibly maneuver the vertical distance from the cavern exit.

      “No, you don’t,” I growl, producing a large member from my form, materialized in shadow. It extends, stretching out and slapping her face in an attempt to find her attention, a tiny amount of precum coating her cheek.

      “How…?”

      I smile, and my smile frightens her. She is sore from the blunt force of the impact and rubs her cheek gently.

      “There is no limit,” I growl. “My body can do whatever you like.”

      She looks up at me, her small hand massaging my cock, but not fully encasing it in its grasp.

      “So is this the arrangement then?”

      She looks up at me, stroking me. But her movements are dull and uninspired. I can feel her reluctance.

      I will need to be more persuasive if I want her full attention.

      “If I satisfy you, will you let me le – mmph!”

      I thrust forward, forcing myself into her mouth before she can finish her sentence. I have no interest in negotiations. Right now, something far more primal is calling out to me.

      I form shadows that coalesce in the air, forming tendrils. Using them, I grab several strands of her hair, tugging at her crimson locks and pulling them in the air. I urge her forward and backward on my cock, manipulating her hair as if it were handles to control her by.

      My head recoils. I groan, taking in the ecstasy that fills my mind. My pleasure exists beyond language, too supreme for words.

      Her velvety tongue coasts against the underside of my member, her warm breath stimulating my glans. She struggles to accommodate my size, her jaw stretched wide, but she accepts her position of subservience before me, kneeling at my feet. She will bear my onslaught. She chose to be my mate.

      With very little effort, my midnight cock collides with her uvula, and she starts to gag. Apparently, I overestimated her skill at handling me.

      Rather than gagging her, I curve my cock and stretch it downward past her tongue.

      Her eyes widen in revelation, but she does not protest, as my cock reshapes itself in her mouth. Her wet slurps and sucks echo, spit trailing with the movement of her head. I can feel her tongue prodding at my underside, trailing over the ridges and veins.

      Her hand wanders, moving down to her core. I am glad that her performance has adequately aroused her, but if she’s preparing to accommodate my cock, she’ll have to earn it.

      I thrust forward now, bucking into her. I can feel her gasping for air against me, begging for release, but I want to challenge her. I want to see how much she can endure.

      My cock, at its current length, wedges itself fully in her throat. I move back almost to the point of withdrawing it before thrusting forward again with vigor.

      I move forward and back, forward and back. With repetition, I can see her eyes rolling back in her head as she begs for release. But before I pull out, I want to make sure her throat is adequately used.

      Her eyes look up at me, pleading. My grip on her hair tightens, my hips moving forward at a quicker pace, vibrating in the air.

      I stop holding back, and I dive forward, burying myself. I move as quickly as my body will allow, perceptibly a blur to her, and I can see her horror and wonder at my agility as she visibly debates her survival against my assault. The silence is dead, punctuated not by distant monster roars, but by the endless sound of my skin slapping against hers, her pleading gulps following in glorious accompaniment.

      I can see her limits approaching.

      I buck into and out of her mouth, tugging her hair with more urgency.

      My eyes go white, my seed building to its inevitable release. My thoughts empty with my coming orgasm.

      Her mouth fills with fluid, and I pull myself back.

      She sputters and coughs, cum flowing out from her mouth and nose, her face wet from my juices. A thick rope of fluid connects her mouth to my member as I withdraw it.

      “Holy shit,” she says, still weak and gasping for breath. “Next time, you wanna warn me?”

      But I am nowhere near done with her. I chuckle lightly, staring down at her. Despite having just been buried in my groin, her eyes look up at me, tinged with desperation for more.

      She is a dae for me to devour, having wandered too far from safety.

      Her pale flesh glows so brilliantly in the darkness.

      I want to swallow her up and leave nothing behind. I want to consume the entirety of her being.

      She is relaxed as my arms wrap around her, but she immediately tenses up when they start to flex, knowing that our encounter is far from finished.

      My grasp fully encases her, and I elevate her body into the air. I can feel her brief resistance as I place her lying down on the hard floor, situating myself above her.

      I dip down, lowering my cock into her mouth, feeling its warm contours guiding and urging me on. My tongue stretches and weaves down, breaching the distance and moving aside the thin fabric covering her sex.

      Her mouth readily accepts my engorged shaft, my tongue gently but meticulously probing her depths. I melt in the warmth of her pussy, my tongue exploring her familiar chasm.

      This time, I do not need to restrain myself.

      I slam forward, burying myself down to my balls and feeling her nose pressed up against my groin. The more my tongue prods at her as I penetrate her warmth, the less she’s able to focus and the more her throat relaxes, becoming numb to my invasion.

      She thought I was finished… that once I had cum, I had been satisfied.

      She’s about to discover the nearly endless stamina I possess.

      I dip deeper then lift my weight upward before pile-driving back into her face with my hips. I’ve allowed my cock to grow even bigger, stretching wider and longer than before. I can see myself bulging in her throat.

      My body is completely malleable, able to become whatever I want. With it, I will break and reshape her, contesting every one of her limitations.

      She will be perfectly adjusted to me, bending however I want her.

      With every thrust, I feel myself approaching a breaking point, ready to burst and fill her throat with my essence. My shaft tingles more with every impact, my glans overloaded with sensory pleasure. I want to explode. I want to shatter this cavern with my screams, collapsing it down on top of us, succumbing truly to the immensity of my power.

      But as much as I want to mold her… to make her like me, able to understand the world through my eyes, she is a fragile and delicate being by comparison. I know that I could survive almost anything, but she can not. She is my tether to this mortal realm, needing to be guarded through calamity.

      I fuck her face earnestly, then speed up my tongue’s assault on her pussy. My tongue stops just short of her womb, stretching wide enough to fill her. I can feel her head bucking against the rock as I penetrate her mouth, her body giving in completely.

      Yet again, she attempts to scream out as I tug and pull on her clit, my tongue forking to pleasure her twofold. But her mouth is filled completely with my dick, and as she attempts to cry out, my glans is overstimulated by her orgasmic burst of air, the feeling on the tip of my cock overwhelming my senses.

      We both erupt in pleasure simultaneously. For the first time in my brief existence, I can see the purpose this universe might have for me. I feel complete in her warmth.

      My wet member withdraws from her mouth, my tongue curling back into my mouth, her sweet nectar dripping off. I can sense her exhaustion as I pick her back up, carrying her to my nest.

      She probably thinks, as we float through the air, that it is time to rest now. She thinks I’ll swaddle her in my warmth, my wisps solidifying through the night, and that in the morning, she’ll leave without my permission, never to return.

      That isn’t going to happen.

      “That was amazing,” she gasps.

      I give her a knowing grin, using my tendrils to unravel her clothing. She is most beautiful when she’s laid bare before me, with nothing to obstruct my advances and nothing to obscure my vision.

      She looks up at me. I can sense her desperate need but also her bewilderment.

      I will bend her to my will.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            16

          

          

      

    

    







            MIROSE

          

        

      

    

    
      Darkness encases my vision deep within the cavern. Chirops flutter ahead of me. Their lithe forms are barely visible through the cool fog.

      Smooth pelts cushion my feet. Their familiar textures try but fail to put me at ease.

      I am standing on a cloud, looming at the edge of a metaphorical sky. My feet are incalculably comfortable standing bare over soft furs, but still, I feel a granule of unease that is growing by the moment.

      Atroc’s form remains distinct, illuminated where bright circles highlight his smoky presence and blood courses through him by streaks of violet light. The brightest convergence rests at his nethers, where his engorged, purple phallus looms before me.

      It pulsates indelicately, unencumbered by my gaze. The light shines especially on the spots of my shame, where my saliva drips from him, mixed with shimmering droplets of his own fluids.

      I am unable to think straight, my mind utterly broken by pleasure.

      But one dialogue does run rampant in my thoughts, permeating the darkness.

      Okay, calm down, I tell myself. He’s not going to accidentally break you.

      The roars of monsters deep within the caverns send tremors through my soul. I wonder what it would be like for them to behold me so vulnerable. I don’t understand why the thought turns me on so much.

      Atroc growls suddenly, his member growing larger before my eyes. His eyes are already taking me in, analyzing my every bulge and crevice.

      His gaseous tendrils weave through the air, curling and spiraling out in front of me. They begin to transform, bubbling in the air and rematerializing in my vision.

      Their smooth, shadowy flesh tapers, reshaping like clay, until their slick, tentacle-like edges become shiny like metal and sharp like scythes.

      They don’t look solid, but as they hurtle toward me and nearly pierce my skin, I can feel their solidity myself.

      They are cold like glaciers against my flesh, and I almost jump as they make contact.

      His right scythe slices through my top, barely grazing my skin to rip the fabric in twain. No longer functional, my shirt falls to the nest, discarded. I stand in my corset and pants.

      I want to protest, but I can’t find the words. Quickening its pace, my heart leaps within my chest.

      His wicked, contorted smile, exposing rows and rows of jagged white teeth, shines even brighter than the circles on his head and shoulders. His scythes still reflect the violet light of his cock.

      I hold my ground, balling my fists.

      He won’t hurt you, I remind myself, meeting his sadistic gaze unflinchingly.

      Both his scythes come in quickly, whistling through the air as the blades catch a rush of compressed wind. For a moment, I can see my face in their dark reflections. My hair is matted, my eyes running, and my cheeks are covered in gobs of spunk and spit.

      I almost don’t recognize myself. It isn’t because I look grotesque, like some whore fallen blindly to the whims of a monster.

      It’s because, for the first time, I register a genuine smile on my face.

      Twisting around me and behind my back, the two scythes meet under my corset and pause. From his throbbing erection, I can see his arousal, but he takes pleasure in watching my anticipation, his sinister grin ever-present.

      The scythes cut the straps of my corset, my heaving breasts exposed to the cool, damp air of the cave. My corset falls at my feet, a tiny droplet of blood dripping from my back where he sliced my skin. It stings tremendously.

      I am cool, wet, and vulnerable, standing bare-chested before him. My nipples bulge out from my chest, swollen from arousal. My breasts are painted red, betraying my spoken desires with their blush.

      “Great,” I say, stammering. “You ruined my clothes. Now how am I going to get back?”

      “You’re not going back,” he growls, laughing horrifically.

      He disappears. I think I notice his twisting, white-lined shadow passing under me, but I’m not sure.

      Is he letting me go after all?

      Surely not.

      The constant dripping of the cavern echoes around me. I’m reminded of the horrors in these caves now that I am seemingly alone.

      Before I can fully process it, a large body materializes behind me. I feel his member pressing into the small of my back. It is mutating and expanding. Its wetness caresses my skin, and the head feels sharper than I remember.

      His large, fully-formed fingers touch my thighs, placing themselves on my waist. I realize that he has become a much larger creature and that his palms are now easily the size of my head. I can feel his knee at my waist, but I dare not look back to see what he has turned himself into.

      His touch lingers, and he grips my ass with strength and finesse, squeezing my cheeks through my pants.

      “What are you doing?”

      I squirm in his grasp, still barely able to see the light ahead of me where the exit of the cavern lingers.

      It is the last bit of resistance buried in me.

      He does not respond to my protests, knowing that he has already won.

      His touch fades and rematerializes, his hand suddenly pressing up from underneath my panties. I gasp as his finger prods at my bare flesh, almost unable to comprehend the creature standing at my door.

      He pulls up, and in one quickened motion, tears both my underwear and pants. I am completely naked, my clothing left in tatters.

      I can feel him stretching, prodding at my opening. His hands pull at my nipples, lifting and fondling my breasts. His insistence is blatant and unapologetic, driven by an urge even he can’t comprehend. This is nature’s weaving hand, pushing and prodding us together against the whims of the populace and the fires of fate.

      I can still turn back, I think. If I’m firm enough, or if I’m quick enough, I can still stand up and establish my independence. I can still show him who’s really in control.

      My eyes dart up to the distant entrance, and I try to will myself forward, but my legs won’t move.

      I open my mouth to try to speak, letting him know that he can’t simply fuck me to get his way, but no words come out.

      Instead, my moans fill my ears, my ass grinding against him of its own volition.

      He lowers his mouth to my ears.

      “Protest all you want,” he whispers. “You’re putty in my hands. And you don’t go anywhere unless I say you do.”

      His rows and rows of sharp teeth run over my neck. Each of their points ponders over my skin before he bites down.

      In one forceful thrust, his cock batters my entrance, invading me. My voice screams hoarsely against his penetration. As a human, I should not be capable of taking a member this large.

      But as he lifts me with his fabricated, muscular arms which weave against my flesh, my legs clutch onto his waist, entwining him, desperate not to ever let go. My opening is slick, and with every push into me, the gathered moisture enhances the sounds of his skin pounding against mine.

      While his continued thrusts ripple through me, I wonder why I fought against Atroc so hard. As a being capable of destroying me at any moment who chooses instead to keep me alive, why would I deem him unworthy of my trust?

      He bites down on my leg with his sharp teeth, his tongue sloping down to stimulate my clit. My thoughts become white, overwhelmed by my sensations before they start to light up and refill themselves.

      You don’t think I’m taking this hobby too far, do you?

      I can see Dirnyn’s twisted face in my mind. I listen to him explaining monsters to me again, and my mind relearns what fear is.

      Fear is not this creature who lingers in the shadows, whose penetrative motions open dams I didn’t know existed.

      Fear is the fiery coals of obsession, igniting all at once to try to destroy a darkness it doesn’t understand. It’s being held captive under the guise of hospitality, in a room with a fireplace that wants to burn the house around it.

      I scream out, and I feel like I’m relearning language. Revelations fill me that I can’t articulate, whose words make no sense.

      Atroc not only floods me with his presence, but he also reaches inside of me and stimulates every nerve ending at once. He fills spaces I didn’t know could be reached, his malleable body coursing through mine.

      His grasp on me tightens, his massive member depositing his seed deep within my depths. I shake and quiver in his grasp, crying out in enlightenment I don’t comprehend. I reach out in a futile attempt to collect it and keep it for myself, to never let go of it. But as much as I try, I cannot retain it. My screams are shrill and hurt my ears, silencing even the distant monsters of the cavern.

      I look down at my core, his throbbing member still buried deep within it. I expect to feel embarrassment or humiliation. I fucked a monster and let him fill me with his seed. The taboo nature of my tryst sends tingles of excitement pulsing through me.

      But I don’t feel ashamed or dirty as a result of my actions. I feel tranquility, and an unexpected wisdom I can’t define.

      And as I look back at the everchanging monster, whose material form courses and vibrates back to the form I most know him in, I feel an undefinable affection that resonates in me. There’s a connection between us both unexplainable in words and yet no less profound because of it. Perhaps, in fact, it is more intense because it defies all reason.

      He lowers himself onto the nest with me tightly held in his arms, his cock still buried within me, and I wrap my arms around his evasive, shadowed form. He falls asleep immediately, a smile on his face that no longer disturbs or unsettles me. The shadowy tendrils that normally hang as smoke in the air solidify around me, swaddling me in a warm cocoon.

      At first, my mind runs weary with thoughts I cannot place.

      But as the dim and distant roars of the cavern’s monsters begin to fill my ears, my mind relaxes, and I feel my concerns drifting away from me like shadows.
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      The steady drip of water from the cavern ceiling to the eroded rock floor punctuates the air, matching the rhythm of Mirose’s quiet snores. I stare at her, daring not to dislodge myself from her entrance, wanting only to live in this moment for eternity. She is small and meek in my arms, a being that speaks to my black heart and demands my protection.

      She wanted desperately to be rid of this place if only for a moment, to return to her place in the manor. Can I trust her not to leave me forever if I yield to her requests?

      I move my hand down to her bright red hair, brushing aside a slim strand that blocks her eye.

      Yesterday, she seemed determined to return. I can keep her here forever, sheltering her from the monsters in this cavern, buried deep under the ground. At least they are honest about their intentions. They do not claim to be good, secretly seeking only to elevate themselves and using everybody in their path.

      But if I keep her here, will I always dread that she’ll slip away in the night while I sleep? Can I vow never to close my eyes again in the hope that she won’t return to the manor?

      I struggle to remember meeting any dark elves. There is again some manner of dissonance between the memories I can attach to myself and the beliefs I carry. I know that dark elves are selfish, pompous beings, but I can’t remember how I know that, and that agitates me greatly.

      “Good morning.”

      She yawns, stretching out on top of me. As she readjusts herself, I fall out of her, and I mourn the loss of connection.

      She wraps her hands around my face, looking up into my ghostly eyes.

      “I considered your offer,” I tell her, surprising even myself.

      She looks briefly taken aback, and I worry that I have ruined the moment.

      “Oh,” she says simply, looking away from me at the massive cavern in which she dwells. Her vision must be obscured heavily in the dim light, but I can still sense her glancing back up at the cavern’s entrance.

      “Oh?”

      I am confused by the sudden reluctance in her voice, given how single-minded she was yesterday and how much she committed to leaving me.

      “Did you not wish to return?”

      She looks back at me, smiling suddenly as if broken from a trance.

      “Thank you,” she says, brushing my shoulder with her nimble fingers. I hold my form so that she doesn’t simply fall through me, struggling to keep the contours of my body defined against my emotional distress.

      “I did not say I agreed to anything,” I growl.

      She looks up at me thoughtfully, and I struggle to place her intentions.

      “You wanted to return. You said you did. Or were you playing with me to get a reaction?”

      My voice is louder than I intend, and I can see her trembling in my clutches. My arms have formed shadowy holds on her that clutch her tightly, binding her to me. Her terror is apparent to me, and it both unsettles and pleases me.

      “I feel like I owe it to him to return if only to say goodbye,” she says, unable to conceal her fear. “But I don’t want to leave you.”

      I survey her closely, loosening my grasp on her slightly.

      “As I told you, he did a lot for me, and I have him to thank for my survival,” she says. “But then I look at him now, and I think…”

      “What?”

      My voice is insistent and urgent. She tries to connect a thought but freezes.

      “Nothing,” she says, as though correcting herself. “He has always been good to me. And you would have nothing to fear.”

      “Then I would allow you to leave,” I say, glaring down at her. She is ill at ease in my presence. I long to return to a moment where her adoration and marvel graced her gaze… where she felt free to speak and breathe and exist. “But not right now.”

      Her expression turns from one of fear to one of severity.

      “If not now, then when?”

      I sigh. I do not want to part from her, not even for a minute. Not only do I not know if she will return, I am afraid of what fate might befall her in my absence. Her death would defeat my reason for existing.

      I would be a lone shadow, never emerging from slumber beneath the surface.

      “I will allow you to leave in one day,” I tell her before adding a qualifier. “But I have two conditions.”

      She retrieves her arms from my grasp and folds them up.

      “Name them,” she says.

      “You stay with me for a day,” I growl.

      She smiles, the mood lightening suddenly.

      “Is that all?” she asks. “I thought that was implied when you said I could leave tomorrow.”

      “In 24 hours,” I correct her.

      She nods.

      “But that is not all,” I tell her. “I am also coming with you.”

      It’s the only way to make sure that she doesn’t leave, and also that she is safe from the elves.

      She is resolute now, shaking her head.

      “Absolutely not,” she says, frowning suddenly.

      It was the perfect test to ensure that she really intended to return. Her defiance of my wish now confirms what I already knew.

      She intends to run away from me.

      “You meant to deceive me and escape?” I ask her, my voice booming around us.

      Sympathy crosses her gaze as she looks up at me.

      “You have to know that isn’t why, Atroc,” she says. “If you go, you’ll die.”

      I produce a roaring laugh that shakes the walls of the cavern. I thought I didn’t understand the humor of humans, but I underestimated her ability to tell jokes.

      “Fire, right?”

      I glare down at her suddenly.

      “You said that you’re almost invincible, but that fire can kill you,” she says.

      I narrow my eyes as I regard her.

      “They have fire. You’ve seen the torches that line the Dark Market, and they can produce fire through magic.”

      “So?” I fail to see the point of her appeal. “If they have fire, then I will be quicker than them,” I growl. “If they attempt to hurt you, I will rip them limb from limb and beat them with their own organs.”

      She grimaces, deep in contemplation.

      “Why does it matter to you what happens to me?” I ask her. “You should take more concern of your own body.”

      “I couldn’t deal with it if I lost you, Atroc,” she says.

      And though it seems like a lie meant to appease my sensibilities, I cannot detect a hint of dishonesty in her voice.

      Her eyes urge me to reconsider, but I am capable of defending myself.

      “Those are my terms,” I tell her, not bending on my demands. “If you wish to leave, that is how I will let you.”

      Her expression tells me she is unsatisfied with this arrangement, but I am not willing to budge. A creature like me does not bow to the whims of others, and I cannot remember once making a compromise.

      “Fine,” she says with unconfident finality. “But in 24 hours, we need to leave.”

      I nod my reluctant approval.

      For two hours, we huddle together in each other’s grasp, exploring each other’s bodies.

      “So you can really become anything,” she asks me, laying back on my stomach as I run my fingers through her hair, our eyes fixed on the stalactite-layered cavern ceiling.

      I shake my head. “Anything made of shadows,” I growl. “Or the form I showed to you.”

      I turn my head to face her. “Why?”

      She purses her lips, deep in thought. “I might have an idea for later,” she tells me, not explaining further.

      I can feel myself counting down how long I get to be in her presence. Only 22 more hours until we flee to the brutal streets of the Dark Market.

      She climbs on my back, and for five hours, we float over the forests of Rach, with her clutching my wings tightly. She points down to Zyranth’s cabin, and I spit below, expressing my displeasure. It is a blip in her vision. She insisted that, still fully nude, she should be obscured from the eyes of the forest below, but I have other plans.

      For five hours, she trails me through the forest, huddling behind trees to hide her form.

      I want her to know me as I am, not the idealized version she has in her mind. So for five hours, she follows me as I gorge on the creatures of the forest. I can see her horrified eyes, but something in them conveys arousal, and I can sense her urgency. My hunger is satisfied for the moment, but a more primal hunger prods me to action.

      With little more than half the day remaining, I chase her to Zyranth’s cabin, pinning her to a tree directly in front of it just before a garden. She protests as I drive myself into her, breaking her apart with my shaft. The tree barely supports our weight as she bucks into it.

      I can sense her thoughts. She hopes that her dear friend Ariella doesn’t step out of the cabin and find her, bereft of words. But I want everybody to know that she belongs to me and that I am not to be challenged.

      I erupt inside of her, then flop out of her chasm, my fluids falling to the soil below us. For two hours, we fuck in front of the cabin, and though I can sense how much she objects to it, Mirose’s need is too great to deny me.

      With only ten hours remaining, we fall asleep in the nest, curled up in each other’s grasp. Neither of us wants to sleep, but I can sense her exhaustion, having demanded her full attention for 24 hours.

      I wonder how upset she would be if I contradicted the terms of my arrangement and just kept her here forever. But I am happiest when she is happy, and I cannot truly enjoy her when she isn’t here of her own accord.
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      It’s not gladly I do this.

      Mirose seems happy, talking away with a carefree look on her face. She is dressed now. I helped her stitch the two halves of her top back together with a thin reed in the place of thread. It is not glamorous, but she is content to at least have her modesty.

      We travel, taking a winding route back to her old dwelling. She knows the trouble that awaits us there, but she is ever optimistic. I watch the way her lips move, the way her hazel eyes brighten as she talks about her past as if it doesn’t wear on my willpower.

      She talks all about a woman named Ariella.

      Her fingers slide against my palm, and I catch her hand, listening. “…I mean, we’re not really sisters but after everything we’ve been through under Lord Everan –”

      “Another dark elf?” I ask, the question coming harsher than I intend.

      She squeezes, offering a soft smile. “Don’t worry, Atroc. He’s not… of this world, anymore. Zyranth took care of him.”

      “Zyranth…”

      “Ariella’s mate, yes.” Mirose seems to think I’ve forgotten about her ‘friends,’ another monster and his human. I curl my lip at the thought of any other creature settling its gaze on my Mirose. She has only just come to accept that she belongs to me, and I will not have them ruining it. Not a dark elf or anyone else.

      I want to pin her to the forest floor and remind her who has marked her. To give her another taste of the reasons she is abandoning her old life. But I bite back the urge, watching as her expression becomes one of concern.

      “It’ll be alright, Atroc.”

      “So you say.” I don’t have the words to express the tangle of emotions in my chest. She makes me this way, my little human, so that I struggle with questions and answers I never had to worry about before I caught her scent.

      I cannot wait until this is all over, and she is back in my cave.

      “You’re worrying again,” she says, watching me with a cocked head, her fiery hair tumbling over one shoulder. “What can I say to put your mind at ease?”

      I shake my head in irritation. “That you’ve changed your mind,” I finally say, rasping my tongue against the back of my sharp teeth. “Or that you will let me kill the dark elf who holds your reins.”

      Her eyes widen slightly before she glances away. “He’s a friend.”

      “I do not like that you keep dark elves as friends.”

      Mirose is quiet for a long moment while we walk. I move a low-hanging branch out of her path and catch her arm as she climbs a steep incline. She seems to be considering what to say with great deliberation. “He saved me from Lord Everan.” Her nose wrinkles. “I mean, I guess it was Zyranth, really, but Dirnyn helped in his own way. He…” She trails off, then rubs her heated cheeks. “It’s complicated.”

      “You care about him.”

      “Only enough that my disappearance would cause him distress,” she confesses, looking up at me with full, sad eyes. “He housed and fed me when he could have sold me to another dark elf. On Rach, security is the best a human can hope for.”

      I scoff at her frail answer.

      This Dirnyn doesn’t sound as if he protected her, letting another monster do the difficult part of dispatching her enemy. “He is like all dark elves. They are cowards that hide behind their magic.”

      She smothers a laugh, playing at being offended. “You don’t know him like I do.”

      “I know enough.”

      Mirose leans against my arm, holding it fast as if to make sure I don’t disappear. She already seems tired from our trek, but we still have a little way left. “When I was under Lord Everan’s hold,” she continues softly as if to convince me of his good intentions. “He brought me nice things. He snuck in good food, and we talked long into the night. He was an ally when we needed it, and though he may not have struck the fatal blow, he used his influence to gain the upper hand against my old master.”

      Master.

      The word makes me want to rake my claws through someone’s throat. A fierce protectiveness rises in me, and I snarl before I realize it. “Who owns you?”

      Mirose glances up in surprise. “I never obtained my bill of sale. It must have been put away with the Lord’s things when he passed. I’m not sure.”

      I stop in my tracks, and she follows suit.

      It’s with lightning speed that I pin her against a tree so that she doesn’t have the chance to take a breath before our lips collide. I rake her tongue with mine, tasting only the sweetness of a human and her soft moan.

      She talks of papers and past masters.

      I only want her submission.

      I scour her lips until they burn with passion before releasing her, unrequited, to her own feet again. “Who has marked you?”

      On an exhale, she manages to whisper. “You did.”

      When she stumbles forward, I am there to catch her. Mirose seems muted by the sudden affection before finally finding her voice. “What was that for?”

      I don’t have a proper response, so I say nothing.

      Is it because I wanted to rake the foul names from her mouth? Or am I really so worried that she will run back to that dark elf? He can offer comforts I cannot. It makes me want to destroy him, to feel his skull crunch between my jaws. I don’t know what I’ll do if I see him, and she has claimed him as a friend.

      Mirose wouldn’t forgive me if I did such a thing.

      The creature that I am demands that any competitor for my human’s attention should be dispatched without hesitation and without mercy. But Mirose’s mere presence has shifted the nature of my judgment, and I am not sure to trust my instincts any longer.

      “You will be careful.”

      “Of course, I will,” she murmurs as the manor comes into view ahead of us. “But I shouldn’t have anything to worry about. Dirnyn is a… good person.” She sounds as if she’s trying to convince herself, rather than me.

      I glance down to gauge her expression, which is disturbingly blank.

      She should be laughing and smiling as she was earlier, but she appears empty. Even her scent is subdued as if she has a magic of her own that dampens her emotions. It’s terrifying, even for a creature like me.

      “What is wrong?”

      “Nothing,” she says too coolly, no light behind her eyes. “I’ll go get my things.”

      I grab her shoulder and spin her around before she has a chance to leave.

      There’s only a flicker of surprise in her before she becomes neutral again.

      “What is this?” I demand. “What has happened to you?”

      She blinks once, twice, then some measure of emotion returns, and she offers me one of her genuine smiles. “It’s okay, Atroc,” she says, stroking my cheek as if to allay my worries. “Living with dark elves is a delicate balance, and I guess I got back into character. It’ll only take me a few minutes, and then we can leave the manor behind for good.”

      Mirose kisses my palm, which weakens me.

      It disturbs me to know she has to hide her bright nature around them. All the fine things in the world are worth nothing if they destroy her spirit so completely, and I will be glad to lead her away from this place.

      “Stay here, okay?”

      It is with great effort that I nod, slinking into the shadows as she breaks through the tree line alone. I want to act as her shadow, to slaughter all that have forced her to survive in such a way. Devoid of joy and passion.

      My claws dig into the bark of a tree as I watch her with a predator’s focus.

      When she disappears into the servant’s entrance, my whole being demands to pursue her. She is moving into enemy territory. I catch a whiff of the dark elves residing there, and all I can smell is the acrid bite of their magic.

      I’ve seen the results of their ‘curiosities.’

      And that Mirose is even acquainted with one sets my blood to boil. I loathe that I am forced to remain here while she races into their waiting arms.

      Dark elves only know cruelty.

      But she is mine.

      In that, I am certain. How my mere touch seems to bring her to life, and how she yields to my insistence without protest. I own her, body and soul, and I will do anything to protect that which is mine.

      But still, I feel the tug of responsibility.

      Mirose is in a dangerous place, and I am not there to ensure her safety. I consider it for a moment, realizing though I may hold her reins, she also holds mine. I would go anywhere, so long as she is with me.

      Even now, I’m battling my most basic instincts.

      I may own her, but she holds my heart in the palm of her hands, to cherish or to crush. Gravity has tilted in her direction so that she has become my anchor to life in a world full of dangers that threaten to end both of us.

      She is mine, I realize with sudden clarity. And I am hers.
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      When the door closes with a resolute bang and I’m once again trapped inside the manor, I’m reminded that this place was never my home. Beyond the entrance and just outside the manor’s borders is Atroc. His presence, though farther than normal compared to the past few days, should comfort me, but the chill that sits inside this prison has not left since my departure.

      Everything is identical to the day I left, and I’m not sure how that’s supposed to make me feel.

      “Mirose?” Dirnyn calls out, and I whip my head to turn to look at him at the end of the foyer. “Is that really you?”

      I watch Dirnyn speedily walk down the hallway, concern written across his features that almost makes the chill melt away.

      He was worried about me, I think to myself. He was actually concerned when I left.

      The idea of it shocks me a little.

      “Oh, my dear, you look dreadful,” he mutters as he finally gets within arm’s length of me. Placing a hand under my chin, he tilts my head side to side to check for injuries. I let him, watching his face closely. Dirnyn tuts and smooths out what I assume is a smudge of dirt off my cheek with his thumb.

      “Tell me, are you injured in any way?” he asks, letting go of my chin to circle around me. I’m reminded of how worgs circle their prey to figure out their weak spots with the way he eyes me up and down, presumably checking for blood or discomfort.

      “I’m not, I promise,” I tell him, showing him my bare arms just as a show of trust. “Most of it is just dirt from the forest, you know how it is –”

      Dirnyn steps closer to me, and how he used to hold my face with tenderness is not directly contradicted with how fiercely he grips my face, nails nearly digging into my cheeks. The lengths of our bodies are touching, and I feel myself take in a sharp inhale.

      The worry in his eyes is gone now, replaced by righteous anger.

      “Where were you?” he asks, but it is more of a command than a question. “You never told me you were leaving, much less disappearing for days. What if something happened to you and I didn’t know?”

      I struggle to get my face out of his grip, and he only lets me go after squinting at me with a frown. He doesn’t let me move too far, though, grabbing both my arms to keep me in place right in front of him so I can’t look away.

      “I was with Zyranth and Ariella,” I tell him, sticking to the excuse I had decided on. “Ariella had fallen sick, and he came to get me. I was just taking care of –”

      “And when did I give you permission to do that, Mirose?” he yells, and my eyes widen. “When did I give you any sort of permission to leave and stay with those – those animals?”

      Permission? I think, watching the fury in Dirnyn’s eyes. I don’t need permission from you just to hang out with Ariella, never mind the lie.

      It’s this and the grip that he has on me that finally makes me come to a decision that I should have realized a long time ago.

      Dirnyn doesn’t care about me.

      He never has, I realize, flashing back to every moment he’s crowded around me, pretending to soothe me or protect me. Those moments were never motivated by love but by pure unadulterated obsession, and it makes my chest burn and my head hurt. I should have realized sooner, and maybe I knew deep down with the way I left, but it hadn’t clicked until this moment.

      “Well? Are you going to answer me?” Dirnyn asks.

      I rip my arms away from his grasp and take a step back before he grabs me again.

      “I don’t have to explain myself to you, Dirnyn,” I tell him. “My sister was ill, and I went to help her, and I will continue to help her.”

      I make my way across the foyer to the hallway that leads to my old room, and I hear Dirnyn’s shoes clicking behind me.

      “What do you mean help her? You’re not going back there.”

      “Yes, I am. They’re waiting for me,” I say, refusing to turn around. I quicken my pace when I hear Dirnyn getting closer, but by then, it’s too late. He grabs my arms again and pulls me back with a strength I had never attributed to him before.

      The look in his eyes is of a crazed man, and despite that being the only thing that has changed, I cannot recognize him anymore.

      “You’re hurting me,” I whisper when his grip on my arm turns bruising. “Let go of me.”

      “Are they here now? The beast and his woman?” he asks with his voice raised, ignoring my wince of pain when he tugs me forward again. “Have they come here?”

      “No. No!” I cry, anchoring myself so Dirnyn can’t pull me any closer. I don’t trust him with that information, not with the way he’s acting. Even if I weren’t lying, I wouldn’t tell him the truth. “They’re not here, but they’re waiting for me to return!”

      “I have monster hunters here, waiting,” he whispers to me like he’s telling me some sort of secret, and an ice-cold shock is sent through my body.

      Zyranth may not be here, but Atroc is, and the worry I have for Dirnyn now holds no candle to the fear that fills my chest for Atroc.

      If something happens to him because I’ve led him here, I’ll never forgive myself.

      “I’ve been waiting for those two animals to come back, you know,” Dirnyn says. “They’ve had their day in the sun for far too long, and they need to be put down.”

      “I – What?” I stop tugging at my arm. “But Dirnyn, you helped save them…”

      “A mistake on my part, I’ll admit,” he says, voice growing more manic by the second. “I shouldn’t have allowed that beast and his little whore the opportunity to live. It would have been so easy to let both of them die had they not gotten my assistance.”

      Dirnyn shrugs like he hasn’t just threatened the family that I hold so dear. Like he hasn’t completely lost his mind and morals.

      Though I suppose maybe he never had any.

      “I’ll make up for my mistakes now,” he murmurs, eyes locked on mine. “They can’t be allowed to live. Of course, Ariella would be considered a tragedy, but a slut who allows herself to be claimed by a monster like Zyranth –”

      I can’t hear any more of this, I think and yank my arm out of Dirnyn’s grip. I start sprinting back towards the front door. I don’t need my things. I’ll just get new ones at some point, maybe speak with Ariella about it. But what I do need is my freedom back, and I’m not going to get it here.

      I will not be locked away like a slave while this monster plans to kill my family.

      “Do not run from me again!” Dirnyn yells as he chases after me, feet pounding on the floor. I’m almost to the door when he grabs onto my skirt and pulls, tearing the fabric and making me trip.

      “You… You…” I turn around to see Dirnyn looking at my exposed thigh. “You let yourself be claimed by one of those creatures?”

      He spits the word like its venom, but he doesn’t look up to meet my gaze, too engrossed in the sight before him. I take the moment to make the last push to the exit.

      Throwing open the doors has me locking eyes with Atroc across the yard, and he starts moving in my direction at a quick pace. I don’t stop, hearing Dirnyn come to life behind me, screaming about the mark on my thigh and how I’ve betrayed him.

      I don’t know what you’re talking about, I scream in my head and throw myself towards Atroc, clinging to him. The growl he lets out over me rumbles through to my very core, and I’m so glad I managed to get out of that manor – that prison – in one piece.

      When I look back at the doors, Dirnyn stands there with his all-encompassing fury. His robes billow behind him in the wind as he stares at me and then at Atroc, and the realization on his face is plain as day.

      “You traitorous wench, you’ll regret disobeying me!” Atroc calls out, pointing at the both of us. “You’ll regret marring the body that I own with such debauchery!”

      Atroc roars in response to Dirnyn’s taunts, and it echoes throughout the estate. He picks me up, holding me close to his chest as he turns around to leave. I hear Dirnyn calling for the guards, and I clutch at Atroc, burying myself so much into his body and shadows that I’m sure I’m mostly hidden from sight.

      I feel Atroc pivoting to the left when a small explosion occurs, shaking the ground. Dirnyn’s guards must be trying their best to stop him, but I know he’s too fast. Still, I only let out the breath I am holding when I can finally hear the leaves in the trees again as we run through the forest away from Dirnyn.
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      Mirose is limp and sobbing in my grasp as I chase through the forest, fleeing the blasts and the shouting. They’ll try to follow, no doubt, but I dare them to keep up on their slow, spindly legs.

      We’re moving so fast, I’m melding with the shadows, letting my fury fuel my drive to get as far away from the dark elves as possible. In any other circumstance, I wouldn’t have hesitated to tear into their ranks, to destroy the creature that made Mirose cry like this.

      I will kill him later, I promise, a hateful grin finding me.

      The thought soothes my predatory instincts, and I put all my focus on her, my mate, despondent in my arms. Her dress is torn in places as if she’s been attacked. It sets my heart aflame with rage that I suppress.

      There’s no time for it now.

      I sweep into the cave, not stopping until we come to my nest. Her arms are linked around my neck like she can’t let go. “I’m sorry,” she keeps repeating. “I’m so sorry. You were right.”

      My fingers tangle in her hair as I try to console her without words. What can I say that won’t come across as harsh? I’m starting to realize humans are delicate in both form and emotions, and the wrong word could send her spiraling into deeper grief.

      I tighten my jaw and drag her to my chest.

      Her sobs become hiccups, then finally sniffles.

      Wrapped so tightly in my many arms, she is still not safe from the world outside. I want to take her somewhere no one will ever find us again. But I know such a place doesn’t exist. There will always be pernicious dark elves, wherever we go.

      Finally, after a time, even the sniffling stops. She takes an unsteady breath, tracing circles over my flesh that always sends a ripple of frisson up my spine. “I’m sorry,” she repeats in a hoarse whisper. “He didn’t let me go willingly. I thought he was my friend…”

      I look her over now that she’s calmed down, finding angry red lines around her arm. “Are you hurt?”

      She grabs the torn hem of her dress and tries to pull it down. “No.”

      I catch her hand and move it to my mouth, kissing her tender wrist. “Don’t lie to me.”

      It’s with humor that she glances up at me, watching me as a conflicted look passes over her expression. “He didn’t, I wouldn’t let him. But he said something that bothers me.”

      I wait for her to explain.

      With a little sigh, she does. “He called it a mating mark.” She seems hesitant, her brow knitting together. “Is that true? Is that what this is?”

      “Yes,” I say without hesitation.

      She bites her lower lip as if to stop it from trembling. “We’ve been mated this whole time? And you didn’t think to tell me?”

      “I’ve claimed you many times,” I say easily. “I told you that you were mine.”

      Mirose blinks at the prospect, rubbing the spot on her thigh laced with darkness. “Yes, but I didn’t think it was permanent… Why didn’t you say anything?” Her tone is one of muted accusations. “It may not be a big deal to you, but it means everything to me. Dirnyn thinks I’m ruined and that I’m just as much a monster as you. He thinks killing me would be a mercy!”

      “Don’t,” I growl, putting a thumb over her pouting lips. “You will not believe a word that lying elf has said to you.”

      She catches my wrist and leans into my touch. “I don’t. It’s just, my old life is over. The people who I thought I could trust now want me dead. They want my true friends dead because of what we are.”

      “I will protect you.”

      “I know you will, Atroc,” she says, trying to form a smile and failing.

      I cup her miserable face in both of my hands and kiss her forehead. “You are my mate, Mirose. And I will destroy anyone that threatens your safety. Do you understand?”

      She lets me take her sleight weight like she is too weak to hold herself up. “Yes.”

      I don’t hesitate to lean back, dragging her onto my chest so as to better watch her. “Good,” comes my rumbling response. “Now, forget them. If dark elves are anything, they are predictable creatures. Violent and short-sighted,” I say, realizing the irony of a monster like myself saying such things. “They only ever destroy.”

      She nods as my darkness laps at her golden skin. “Do you think they will find us here?”

      “I don’t know,” I say honestly, finding it easy to answer her. Something has changed between us. Where she was once resisting the pull of our matehood, she has now entirely surrendered to it, and I get the sense that I will be home wherever she is. “Your old life may be over,” I murmur into her hair. “But our life together is just beginning.”

      Mirose glances up at me again, really looking at me.

      She doesn’t say anything at first, pressing her downturned lips to mine. I keep it gentle so as not to stir her melancholy mood, returning the gesture how I’d expect a human might. Sweet and brief, letting her take the lead.

      I want her to want me.

      And only me.

      When she pulls away, there is something soft in her eyes. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Atroc.”

      Nor I, I want to say.

      I study her freckled face, committing her to memory. The world could descend into chaos, and she would always bring me back. She moves to rise, and I let her, watching as she tugs at the ragged dress. “I hate this. It reminds me of him.”

      “Then take it off,” I whisper, helping her lift it over her head.

      Beneath is a thin slip that will have to do for now. I’d much rather her be naked, but she doesn’t seem as comfortable with the idea as I am. Who is there to impress? It is only me that will have the opportunity to stare in our cave.

      Our cave, I think, reveling in the thought of it.

      But my mate is still despondent.

      She holds the ruined dress in her arms like a lost friend. “I didn’t think it would come to this. I thought – I don’t know what I thought. Dirnyn was just so good at pretending he cared, but he just wanted a slave at his beck and call. A doll to play the part.”

      I kiss her bare shoulder, gathering the dress and chucking it into a far corner. I will find a place to bury it once she falls asleep. “You don’t need any reminders of that monster.”

      Her arms hang empty, like she still can’t believe what has happened.

      I catch her face and make her look at me. “Forget them. They have acted as their nature demands. You are all that matters to me, Mirose.”

      Her lips part as if she means to speak, a shallow exhale coming instead.

      More fiercely, I kiss her swollen lips, tasting her misery. She yields, letting me delve deeper to distract her from the pain of her disappointment. A little moan at the back of her throat coaxes me to take more, clutching her to me with many hands. My fingers bite into the flesh of her hips and thighs, pulling her hard against me.

      She’s crying again, and I sweep away the tears with a quick tongue.

      Her breath is coming ragged again but not from sadness. I take this as a cue to lie her on her back against the furs. I want to take this all away, but Mirose has suffered enough for one day, and I may be too vigorous in my claiming after the dark elf put his hands on her.

      Between sharp kisses, she manages to whisper. “I love you.”

      The words make me pause.

      I understand them individually. I even understand the concept behind them, but I have not had the words to explain how my heart is swelling with a strange delight that threatens to overflow. The way the world turns slower and how the colors are brighter when Mirose is around. And the vast, aching emptiness in my chest when she is out of sight.

      Is this love?

      “I think –” I manage to say, perplexed by how simple it really is. “I love you, too.”

      A beautiful smile blooms across her face, and she kisses me hard. I accept her passion gleefully, enjoying how four little words can bring the flush of life back to her cheeks. I want her to feel like this every day of our lives together.

      I love you, Mirose. More than I can ever say.
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      I’m roused by the absence of Atroc’s darkness.

      My sight is blurry and grogginess drags me down as I roll out of the nest. “Atroc? Where did you go?” I haven’t adjusted to the dimness when I hear fighting in the distance, at the lip of the cave. Snarling rips through the air, and I realize he’s locked in a fight with an enemy that’s hurling curses and insults.

      My heart drops.

      Has Dirnyn found us so soon?

      I race forward on unsteady legs. Saying Atroc is strong is an understatement. He’s an indomitable force of nature, and I don’t doubt he will get the better of Dirnyn’s fighters. Still, the idea that he could be battling seasoned monster hunters frightens me. They wouldn’t need to get the upper hand, necessarily.

      They just need to know how to dispatch Atroc.

      Just as I round the corner to witness my mate in all his glory, I’m grabbed by a sturdy pair of arms. But even as I squirm, a wet rag is pressed against my nose and mouth, and the world spins dangerously. “Settle down, little one,” an unfamiliar dark elf voice murmurs as my grip on consciousness fades. “You’ll be home soon.”
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      I wake with a pounding headache, refusing to open my eyes.

      I’m lying on silken sheets and hear the crackle of a fire in a hearth. There’s low murmuring outside my room, but I can’t tell who it is. Whatever the case, I don’t want them to know I’m awake. Not yet.

      “Thank you, Ghele.”

      The voice sends a shiver down my spine, and I brace myself when none other than Dirnyn strides in. I can sense it by his gloating silence and his air of indifference. I can’t help but wince as the headache pierces my brain.

      “Good evening, Mirose,” he murmurs, dragging a chair to the side of the bed. “Don’t pretend you can’t hear me. I know you’re awake.”

      I let my eyes slide open, maintaining a blank look.

      Dirnyn gets off on my reactions, and I learned early on how to deny him the satisfaction. He is sitting in the chair like it is a throne, his legs spread wide and his hands clutching the armrests as if he’s stopping himself from going to me.

      And his eyes, they’re simply glittering with excitement.

      “I was so relieved,” he continues. “When they said they picked up your trail. If that creature had taken more care, we might never have found you.”

      I dare to focus on him. “You kidnapped me.”

      “I saved you. Can’t you see that?” His handsome brow is knitted with worry I know he doesn’t feel.

      “After that vile mark was revealed, I’ll admit I was shocked. But then, I was given time to really consider it. You’ve been making excuses for that monster. I saw the terror in your eyes when I found out about him. He held your reins. He forced you into a bargain you did not agree to.”

      Dirnyn is orchestrating a series of events that allow him to play the hero in all this mess. “You ran to him because you had no other recourse. What did he threaten you with, Mirose?”

      I shake my head but refuse to speak.

      “It’s okay,” he says with a blooming smile. “I’m here to liberate you from his hold. And then you need never fear retaliation.”

      A tremor courses through me.

      Whatever he has planned, it’s nothing good. I don’t have the energy to rise after whatever poison they put me to sleep with, so I roll on my back to stare at the mesh canopy.

      Dirnyn stands so that he can stare down at me.

      Lovingly is the wrong word for it. Possessively, maybe, hard and gleeful, most assuredly. “Even a mess, you are beautiful to me. And once the monster is dead, you will have nothing to distract yourself from our union.”

      I force my face to be a mask of neutrality, but behind it, I am frantic. I still my taut limbs from moving into action and stare back with a vacant expression. “Dirnyn –”

      “Hush, Mirose,” he says, putting a finger to my lips.

      I want to bite it off at the knuckle.

      Maybe I have learned something from Atroc after all.

      Dirnyn’s smile becomes one of pity and adoration. How he can play the part so well, I don’t know. Maybe he’s just that delusional. “You are still in the grip of that creature. You don’t know what you are saying.”

      In a flash, he drags me forward so that he’s between my knees.

      I try to recoil, but he pins me down with a powerful arm, his face inches from mine. “But I will rectify the situation, my love. We will be together, after all, and no one will stand in our way. As soon as they are finished with your monster, Zyranth and his little plaything are next.”

      “No,” I can’t help but whisper.

      “It’s a mercy, really. This world isn’t made for them. It’s made for us.”

      I think he means to take me right here, but instead he hikes up my slip to reveal the mark. His smooth expression crumples at the sight of it in revulsion. “He has savaged you. I am sorry I didn’t realize it sooner. Hold still.”

      “No, Dirnyn, stop –”

      His palm comes down on the mark, and my body jolts from the sudden pain. The scent of burning flesh fills the room, and a scream erupts from my throat. I buck and jolt, but Dirnyn is stronger, holding me down to remove Atroc’s mark.

      My knees quiver, and tears spring to my eyes.

      “Mercy, please!”

      “I’m sorry, my love, it must be done.” He lets up to inspect the mark, frowning.

      I catch my breath before another surge of pain sears through my leg and up my spine. This time his magic is more powerful, a brand against my sensitive skin. Another scream tears out of me. Just make it stop, I beg internally. Please, make it stop!

      Dirnyn lets up again.

      My thigh throbs from his magic, and I try to close my legs. I don’t care if the mark is gone. Atroc can always make another. But I cannot stand much more of this before I pass out again. And I need to be lucid for whatever Dirnyn has planned.

      I breathe hard through my nose as he gives me a little reprieve.

      “Your creature’s mark is deep. I’ll need to try again.

      “No, no –”

      White hot light blinds me, and my whole body goes rigid so that no sound escapes my throat this time. Waves of agony wash over me so that I can’t tell where my body begins and the pain ends. I am nothing, everything, experiencing it all at once.

      I will be nothing soon if Dirnyn does not stop.

      For a moment, I’m not thinking about Atrox or Ariella or Zyranth, simply holding on to consciousness for dear life as Dirnyn sears through flesh and muscle. The scent makes my mouth water, like seared taura. It’s strange to consider that I am simply one open flame away from being edible myself, stranger even still that the thought manages to distract me from his torture.

      He draws back again, his brow beading with sweat. Even through his exertion, he cannot remove it. I can see it in the way his sharp gaze homes in on the spot in disgust. “I will get rid of it,” he promises, and I truly believe he will. I’m just not sure if it’ll kill me first.

      A breathless laugh escapes me in the reprieve.

      His eyes flit up to me with accusation, the cool mask of heroism fallen away. “You are not in your right mind, Mirose. Stay still, and I will liberate you from your captor.”

      “You will kill me,” I manage to whisper before he can begin again. “Before it will ever come off. His mark will remain long after I am dead.”

      This seems to irritate Dirnyn.

      Though I am at his mercy, I enjoy the way I can prod at his warped logic. Still, he manages to twist it for his own narrative. “I have all the world’s magic at my disposal,” he assures me, wiping his brow. “I will break your chains, one way or another.”

      My next plea catches in my throat as he comes down hard, cold electricity snapping at the mark this time. I jolt again, clutching the sheets to steady myself even as my teeth nearly crack with the pressure of my bite.

      And soon, it reaches a terminal point.

      Dirnyn carries on, but my mind begins to drift away from my suffering body as if I am a spectator and not his victim. It’s Atroc I’m worried about, and Zyranth and Ariella. We only want to live our lives free of dark elf influence, and I have to save them.

      So I start to hatch a plan to escape.

      Dirnyn will have to grow weary eventually, and then I can leave this damned place to save my friends and my mate. I have already severed myself from this life with Dirnyn, and now I have to make it so he’ll never pursue us again.
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      They’ve tricked me.

      At first, I thought it was just a stray dark elf that had gotten lost or wandered off from his group. They certainly made it seem that way. But as soon as I came in for the kill, three more descended on me with their blinding fire.

      Every step away from the cave puts Mirose at risk.

      And still, they manage to draw me away from the safety of the darkness and my mate’s warm embrace. I can’t think straight as I avoid their searing fire, leaving a trail of smoldering underbrush in my wake.

      When I get close enough to strike one, prickling heat washes over me from behind, and I pivot to guard myself against the worst of their magical flames. It nearly puts my darkness out. I bare my teeth and let out a ripping snarl.

      “Keep pushing it back!” I hear one shout.

      Two more blasts I barely dodge, zipping up into a tree to avoid another hurling fireball. That’s when I am distracted by something. It would otherwise have gone unnoticed, hardly a silhouette in the shadows, but my eyes are keen.

      It’s a dark elf, dragging something small away.

      Not just something.

      Mirose.

      I’m still processing what I’m seeing as they spot me again, setting the tree ablaze to smoke me out. I leap to the next one, only to meet more fire, then spring back to grab a branch further away from where I saw the shape. But they’re gone now.

      I can’t even be sure if I saw them at all.

      But then I hear one of my attackers murmur. “We’ve got her secured. Blast this fucker straight into the Thirteen’s Maws.”

      We’ve got her secured, my mind echoes even as I dodge another fireball. We’ve got her secured. Something clicks in my mind, and prudence takes a backseat to wrath. I have to find her before they take her to the manor.

      It’s my only drive.

      I fling myself through the heat of their attacks, chasing her fading scent.

      “He’s getting away!”

      I hit the ground hard, pursuing with unbroken focus. But two of the hunters manage to teleport themselves into my path. One wields a fireball between his hands, and the other comes forward with a magical whip made of molten metal.

      The first’s attack goes skyward as I barrel into him, tearing out his throat before I even realize what I’m doing. Blood gushes from the wound, and he lets out a gurgling howl. But then something cracks across my back in a searing arc, and it makes me stumble forward from the agony. The pain remains even as the second coils his whip to strike again.

      I only have a moment before the other monster hunters arrive.

      With lightning speed, we both lunge. Two cracks of the whip are issued, and I dodge them within half a breath of each other before throwing myself into the attacking dark elf. Two hands drive into his stomach as two more catch his ribs and rend them open.

      On a flourish, I throw him to the ground to gape at his innards.

      It’s only a brief victory I revel in, covered in my enemies’ blood before three hunters come into view. Each don a look of horror at the sight of their dispatched comrades, still twitching and taking their last, shuddering breaths.

      Their hesitation is all I need to turn heel and run.

      I want to destroy them all.

      They’re relentless in their pursuit, but all I care about is getting Mirose back. After that, I’ll be happy to bathe myself in their blood.

      They take my withdrawal as an admission of defeat, shouting orders to one another. “We have him on the run! Offensive position! Brygon, take the lead, and let’s end this monster!”

      My back is still burning from the whip, but I keep moving.

      The world slows around me.

      I can taste her scent on the breeze growing fainter with every moment I am not in pursuit. The shouts behind become a hum of senseless utterances, and even their next attack seems to lag in the air as it passes inches by my head. The crunch of leaves beneath my hands and feet is loud, but I expect to hear her scream or struggle. Anything to indicate she is resisting.

      Mirose is a fighter.

      She would not surrender so easily.

      I remember how she fled During the first time and the wild look in her eyes as she raced into my arms. She would never go back of her own volition. I know that much.

      So why is she silent now?

      I fear the worst, my mind racing as I dodge the monster hunters’ attacks and ignore their shouts. Maybe they used magic on her or subdued her in some other way. My pounding heart drops at the thought of the alternative.

      Could they have…?

      Hot air billows from my nostrils at the dreaded thought. Dirnyn was intent on keeping Mirose all to himself. And dark elves, they don’t care what it takes to obtain what they want. I can only imagine Mirose bleeding out in his clutches, and it fuels my flight.

      The monster hunters don’t like that I am getting away.

      Their desperation has heightened, and the forest is illuminated in their advance. They will burn the world to the ground to have a chance at killing me. I still taste their comrades’ blood on my tongue, and can hardly blame them.

      But they attacked us.

      Even though they’re just Dirnyn’s hired men, this chase is personal now.

      Mirose’s scent is almost gone, here, and a rare sense of panic overtakes me. The manor is clear in the opposite direction, so I have to wonder if the hunter didn’t double back to lose me.

      The hunters have fallen back, and the magic has ceased. For now.

      No doubt when they find me again, they’ll continue their barrage, but for the time being, the forest sings with the wild night creatures. New, powerful limbs sprout from my sides, and I defy gravity, levering myself up onto an elder tree then using my midnight claws to scale the thick bark. Behind me, I catch sight of the monster hunters through the branches.

      They’ve trailed off slightly, but they’ll eventually find me.

      It’s inevitable.

      I pan my gaze out to the impenetrable darkness, searching for any sign of Mirose or her captor. They can’t have gone far unless they used their magic to teleport her back to the manor. My head spins with the terrible possibilities.

      The hunters are closing in, and I think I see a twinkling up ahead.

      More hunters.

      My claws rake through the bark in irritation, and I leap down to the forest floor below. If they want a chase, I’ll give them a chase, but I’m not going to play by their rules any longer. Dead or alive, Dirnyn will want Mirose brought to him.

      The only place he’ll be holed up is in his manor.

      There’s no point in following her trail if they’re going to use it as bait.

      Both groups are homing in on my location, and I only have a second to bolt into the darkness, barely avoiding a roiling blast of fire. “He’s here!”

      They have magic to track me.

      If I could shake them off, this pursuit would be so much easier. But they refuse to relent, and I can’t allow them to slow me down. My gaze is straight ahead, and my muscles are burning with exertion, yet I can’t think about anything but the redolent scent of her and the way she felt in my arms as she fell asleep tonight.

      Or how I left her to the hunters when she needed me the most.

      I can berate myself later for my part in this mess. I’m running out of time before Dirnyn gets what he wants, and this time, he won’t let her escape. Our enemies are ready for us, for me, in particular. My tactics are crude compared to their violent magic, and they know it.

      And Mirose, she’s just a human without magic or powers to rely on. But she is clever, and even I underestimated her before I learned my lesson.

      I have to trust that she can escape him a second time.

      The hunters are closing in again.

      Five intercept my path, and I blitz around them, avoiding snapping vines that spring to life under their wicked magic.

      “How could you miss him!” comes an exclamation behind me. “He was right there!”

      More vines spring up to form an impassable wall. I slam hard into it, using my claws to tear at the coiling vines faster than they can wrap around my wrists.

      And I’m through.

      They’ve gained some ground, though, and I feel the sear of their fire clip my shoulder. It might have been fatal if I had not been so far ahead. I glance back only long enough to count them. Eleven.

      There are eleven hunters in heavy pursuit.

      Two have changed their forms to keep up on deformed limbs, their heels jutting out similar to likar legs. They will not let me go, and they have the tools and magic to dispatch me with ease if I continue to keep my back to them.

      That’s when I burst through into a rounded clearing.

      I have a split second to decide whether or not to face them, dashing to the far end before they break into the clearing themselves. They slow as they enter, the dark elves that appear like likar sniffing the air. They’re monsters themselves, I realize, reviled by their warped appearances.

      “Can you find him?”

      “He’s close,” one of the creatures says.

      Hate roils off me in waves as I decide who to pick off first. I can’t run from this fight, that’s clear enough. So, I’ll give them what they want.

      And they’re not going to like it.
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      My head is spinning.

      I can’t think straight with the pain, knowing I’d say anything to stop this torment. Dirnyn’s brows are knitted together as he leans in to burn my sizzling flesh another time. “Hold still, or it will only hurt worse.”

      Before he has a chance to touch me again, I gasp suddenly, making my whole body go rigid as if I’ve been possessed. My eyes roll back in my head, and then I let my body go limp. The sweat on my brow is convincing enough, and I force my eyes wide, focusing on Dirnyn with surprise and shock written over my face.

      “D-Dirnyn?”

      He blinks in surprise, cupping my face with both hands like a lover and not a captor. “Is it finally you? Did it work?”

      I shake my head as if I don’t understand. “Did what work?”

      A burgeoning smile finds him. “Tell me what you remember.”

      “I only remember going to meet with Ariella and then… I woke up here.”

      He eats up my act, kissing my brow in a triumphant gesture, then finding my mouth with his. I suffer the kiss, letting him think he won before breaking away. “Why am I in pain?”

      “You were marked, my love. A monster attacked you and dragged you to its cave. But you’re safe here. Nothing can hurt you now,” he says, and I can tell he means what he says even if it’s not true.

      Except you, I accuse silently, glancing down at my thigh in horror. I don’t have to pretend. My skin is blackened around the mark so that it’s impossible to tell the difference between the two. No wonder he thought it worked.

      My breath comes short. “Is that it?”

      “Yes,” he says, cradling me against his chest like he can’t let me go. “I will have to send for a healer. I’m sorry, but it was necessary to break the curse.”

      I nod wanly, my relief authentic. “It hurts…”

      His eyes flash with sudden concern like he actually cares about me. “I’ll have a room prepared for you, and I can have the healer here in an hour.” He catches my cheek in an endearing gesture like he didn’t just injure me with his own two hands. “Can you hang on until then?”

      “I think so.”

      “Good.” He kisses my lips again, closed and sweet. “Hold tight.”

      I don’t have time to answer him as he flits out of the room, truly in a hurry to give me relief. I look at the wound again, my heart dropping at the wretched sight. Atroc will kill him when he sees it, I think, levering up on my good leg and hoisting myself into a standing position. It hurts to close my legs. It hurts to walk.

      But I’ve had enough of this manor.

      I tear off a section of the sheet and wrap it around my thigh to cover the worst of it. At least my poor burnt skin won’t tear off if I have to run. Still dressed in my slip, I limp out of the room, finding my stride and taking a left. I’m not sure why, but I get the sense that Dirnyn has gone the other way. If not, I’ll have to come up with a great excuse for why I’m out in the hall when I just played the injured damsel so well.

      The halls are empty.

      Ever since Dirnyn took this place over, it has been barren. Maybe the local nobles refuse to ally themselves with a slimy advantageous new noble. It doesn’t really matter. It’s clear Dirnyn doesn’t have the social push Lord Everan did, before his timely death.

      I listen hard for any sound of life.

      A stray servant could ruin my chances of getting out of here in one piece. Dirnyn is distracted now, but he won’t be for long. And I won’t get a second chance. He will see through my ruse and punish me for my disobedience.

      I hear voices down the hall and slip into one of the abandoned rooms.

      With the door barely cracked, I watch two servants as they pass. They’re dark elves of the lowest class, without the ability to sense when they’re being watched. “Anuih just can’t keep her hands out of the pie, can she?” one prattles on.

      “She never has,” the other says, and they share a giggle. “It’s only a matter of time, though, before the master of the house finds out and…”

      Their conversation drifts off, and I resume my escape.

      I look both ways before turning another corner. I’ve been here before, briefly, in my past as a resident here. If I remember correctly, there are two sets of stairs that lead down. One for the guests and one for the servants.

      The latter would be more populated but better hidden.

      I pass a set of decorative swords, backtracking to consider them in earnest. They’re sharp enough, so I unhitch one from the stand and brandish it at my side before taking the servant’s stair.

      To my relief, there’s no one here.

      I hurry down to the first level, taking the stairs two at a time. But when I reach the kitchen door, it opens on its own. A guard blinks in surprise, his helmet removed to show off his long raven hair. “What are you doing down here?”

      He’s a handsome idiot, I’ll give him that.

      But when I cut up with the sword, aiming at his throat, he manages to block with one of his studded greaves. Metal clangs against metal, and I push him back a step into the kitchen. I can almost see the exit from here, but this guard is in my way.

      He reaches for a sword of his own.

      I don’t give him the chance, feigning left before cutting right, down into his shoulder. Blood fountains from the wound and his look of rage becomes one of disbelief. I bolt past him before he has a chance to sink to his knees.

      There’s no time left.

      I’m nearly at the forest line when I hear guards shouting orders from the manor. Once I’m in the woods, they won’t dare track me down. Not the house guards. Dirnyn’s monster hunters, on the other hand, won’t go down so easily.

      I push forward. First, I have to find Atroc, and all else comes after.

      My leg throbs with the pain Dirnyn inflicted, but I don’t let it stop me, pushing through a dense thicket before hearing the sound of male voices. “Did you feel that?”

      “They’re going to need backup.”

      I press up against a tree as they come into sight. Maybe I’m not important enough to be noticed by them, but as long as I'm holding still, they don’t seem to see me. Or maybe I’m just that dirty, I lament internally, promising to take a dip in the nearby stream after this is all over.

      “Let’s go, then.

      “No sense in waiting. You saw what that creature did to Kymon.”

      Are they talking about Atroc?

      I pick up the pace behind them, maintaining complete silence as I navigate the busy forest floor. I let them trail ahead of me by a good margin, but I never lose sight of them. They’ll lead me to him, I’m sure of it. There’s no one else they could be referring to.

      Their conversation is lost on me, but they’re tense.

      Everything about their advance is calculated and intentional.

      My mouth is dry as I pursue them, the hunters becoming the hunted. Or, at least, becoming a beacon to find my mate. My mate. I roll the words on my tongue in silence, trying to keep sight of the goal. He can hold his own. I know he can, but Dirnyn has hired professionals to clear out the forest of creatures like Atroc.

      It agitates me.

      The hunters suddenly stop ahead. I stop, too, making sure to watch their every move in case I have to hide again. I don’t think they’re going to backtrack, but it’s better to be sure.

      “It’s them,” one says.

      The other nods knowingly. “Get ready.”

      That’s when they split, each taking a different path around a central target. I’m not sure what they heard until a roar echoes through the trees. It’s faint, but I’d recognize it anywhere. And it sends me running.

      Flames flicker through the trees, scorching everything in their path.

      The battle has driven Atroc out into a clearing, and he’s surrounded by monster hunters. Several even have taken the forms of likars on two legs, snarling and hissing at him as they lunge. I can tell by the way Atroc dodges that he is injured. It pains me more than anything Dirnyn could do to see him like this, and I want to go to him.

      I have to stop this madness.

      But how are we going to get out of this?

      The two hunters I tracked break into the clearing on either side to provide reinforcement, and I know that Atroc doesn’t have a chance if someone doesn’t intervene.

      He can’t do it alone.
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      My breath comes hard and fast as I flit to the trees above them.

      They’re searching for me, their voices muted and their ears perked. The aberrations spot me first, so I drop down to attack. It’s not prime circumstances that I take them by surprise, but they can’t cast such devastating magic in close proximity to their comrades.

      I bite down on the back of the likar creature’s neck, savaging fur and flesh.

      It lets out a heated snarl, scattering the others in its wild attempt to gore me with its claws. I dodge, allowing it to strike down another hunter, then flit from their group to hide among the trees again.

      This time, though, they know where I am.

      I have no recourse but to dodge when their flames crawl up the tree I’m in. The injuries I sustained before slow me down so when another fireball comes rolling at me, I can’t get out of the way. I’m blinded again. Every inch of me is bathed in agony as I tumble to the earth.

      The hunters close in, shouting that they have me.

      I keep rolling, then spring to the side and clamber up another tree, then leap to another. It’s my only recourse at this point. If they catch me, they will destroy me, and Mirose will be left in the hands of that sadistic dark elf.

      I blend in with the shadows, forcing them deeper into the woods before bolting back towards the clearing. I need them unfocused, scattered or I won’t stand a chance. When I double back, I manage to catch one of the hunters in the gut with my claws, shearing him open. Several more shout that their man is down, giving me only a second longer to reach the opposite end of the clearing, darkness trailing behind me. If I had allies to back me up, I wouldn’t have to dispatch them on my own.

      As it is, all I have is the element of surprise.

      When they come tumbling out of the forest again, they look infuriated. Good, I think, still feeling the scalding kiss of their flames. Let them get emotional.

      Emotional hunters can’t organize.

      “Kill him,” the leader says, pointing his knife in my direction.

      Two more fireballs come rolling at me. I dodge to the best of my abilities and use the momentum to strike again. The dark elf parries hard, matching me blow for blow. I use his proximity again to avoid being blasted by their magic. Though they revel in the hunt, they have shown their weakness.

      They care about their own.

      I’m grinning as I slice at his armor, catching the edge of his breastplate and slamming him into another one running at us to attack. They go bowling over each other in a heap, and in the extra time I’ve been granted, I lunge at the injured likar.

      We’re both snarling, claws dragging through flesh before he breaks away with a yowl, bleeding out before our eyes.

      I’m not sure who’s winning, but it is satisfying to put them in their places. Though they may have trained for killing monsters, they have never met a creature like me. In my bloodlust, I tear two more down, crushing one’s skull beneath my foot before lunging at the leader.

      He knocks me off-kilter with a powerful blow that stuns me.

      More fire erupts around me, this time creating a circle that seems to be closing in by the moment. I move to run through it, but the flames are hotter than ever. Or, maybe it’s my flesh that’s weak from all the scorches.

      Either way, I throw myself through, stumbling towards the tree line on the other side.

      I turn in time to see a whip come down, slicing across my shoulder and chest. I let out a blood-curdling roar and lurch backward, scrambling to right myself.

      Two more join the fight, brandishing knives and magic.

      I stumble, my resolve waning.

      The uninjured likar leaps on me. Two of my appendages become lashing tentacles that wrap around its body and neck, squeezing the air out of him. My jaw unhinges of its own volition in an attempt to take a chunk out of the hunter.

      He flails in my grip, unable to rend himself free.

      I constrict until his limbs stop moving, and I close my mouth around his deformed head before biting down. A sickening crunch echoes through my skull, but just as soon as his comrades realize he has no head, I’m barraged with a force of magic so strong, it threatens to crush me.

      Through the trees, I think I see the stars twinkling beyond.

      Shouts rise up around me, some victorious, some angry.

      I let myself go limp, awaiting that final blow.

      They’ll take their time, no doubt, to punish me for killing their own. The likar form shudders and turns back into a headless dark elf on top of me before it’s pushed aside. The leader is glaring down at me with disgust.

      This is it, then.

      I let my eyes slide shut, wishing I could have had one more moment with Mirose.

      “It was a good run,” the leader says gruffly, speaking through his gritted teeth. “But this is the end for you, monster. May the Thirteen show no mercy.”

      I don’t bother to beg for my life.

      It would always end this way. That, I am not concerned with. It’s about Mirose and how I will leave her to fend for herself in a world made to destroy her beautiful spirit. But I am pinned and cannot even move my limbs to free myself.

      Her memory is all I have.

      “Do it, then,” I snarl, glaring back at the monster hunter. “Finish what you came to do and quit gloating.”

      He seems almost surprised at my response, his brow knitting together.

      But then something distracts him. Shouts rise up behind him, and he turns to look. His magic still holds me down, but I think I see the flit of someone small, and one of the hunters goes down without a sound.

      There are four left, including the leader.

      He shouts at the surviving likar, who isn’t doing so well. “Kill her!”

      My pulse rises at the command, and I crane harder to look. Who could it possibly be? All at once, the magic dissipates, and I can rise again. Strength returns to my limbs, and I drag the leader back, gouging his throat open in a mockery of an embrace. He gurgles on his lifeblood as I put my lips to his ear. “You should have done it, hunter,” I snarl, tearing his head from his shoulders completely.

      One of the last dark elves is racing at Mirose.

      Mirose!

      My blood sings as I tear down her pursuer, crushing his ribs against the ground underfoot. She’s struggling to take the lead, using a stick to block a sword swing. Magic is burning in the last hunter’s eyes. “You little bitch!”

      I slip behind him as he hacks at Mirose, missing only by a hair as she dodges. Her eyes grow wide, but not at her attacker, at me. I catch the last dark elf by the nape of his neck and lift him off the ground. His limbs flail in the air, and he struggles to breathe in my grip.

      Mirose gives me space to dispatch him.

      I crave to destroy him in the most violent way possible, but she’s watching. Instead of ripping his spine out of his body, I close my fingers around his neck until it snaps and his twitching stops.

      He falls to a heap on the ground.

      It’s just us and a likar who has hit the ground face first.

      Mirose is wide-eyed and panting, letting her stick fall from her hand. She wavers, and I rush forward to catch her. I lower us to the ground so that she’s in my lap, grinning down at her with relief. “You were so brave.”

      “I couldn’t let them kill you,” she murmurs, touching my face as if to be sure I’m real. “I don’t think I could go on without you.”

      I stroke her wild hair back. “Are you okay?”

      Her grin is laced with irony, and she shakes her head.

      “What did he do to you?” I search her limbs and body for any sign of injury, noticing a torn cloth wrapped around her upper thigh. It’s exactly where our mating mark is, and I move to tear it away.

      She stops me. “It’ll heal.”

      My nostrils flare at the insinuation, but I leave her to her privacy. “We will kill Dirnyn for what he’s done to you. For all of this.”

      She shakes her head. “No. It’s not that simple.”

      Sitting in a clearing, scattered with bodies, I can’t help but laugh. “You cannot expect me to suffer him to live.”

      “Let me talk to him first. Please.”

      I catch her hand and kiss her palm. I have no intention of letting Dirnyn have another moment alone with Mirose, but for her, I can pretend. “Okay. But if it doesn’t work…”

      “Then we have no other choice,” she says. “He was my friend once. And I think there’s still something of him in there, beneath all the delusions.”

      I bare my teeth at the thought. “I hope you’re right.”
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      We leave Atroc’s cave in the middle of the afternoon the following day. We decided it would be best to confront Dirnyn when the sun is down so that if it comes to a fight, Atroc will have the advantage of darkness. Dirnyn’s monster hunters seem to have figured out that Atroc is vulnerable to fire, so they could know about the sun’s effect on him as well.

      The journey to the Dark Market will take a while, so we make sure to set out early enough to get there while plenty of moonlight remains. We talk some as we begin our trek, going over the plan again and discussing what we might do after, but we’re both so focused on the task at hand we soon lapse into a mutually agreed silence.

      We journey in that silence for a long while, listening to the soft rustle of leaves and the creaking of branches under the gentle breeze. The forest is lightly illuminated by the broken beams of sunlight that manage to squeeze their way through the thick canopy above, and the sweet smell of rotting wood assails my nostrils as we step over the fallen trunk of a tiphe tree.

      I’ve found the forest of Rach to be a surprisingly peaceful place. Most people at the Dark Market fear these woods, but in my experience, the majority of it is quiet and still. Granted, most people who journey here aren’t protected by one of the most dangerous creatures in all of Protheka.

      I can see how the darkness and monotony of the forest would scare people, but I’ve come to see it in a different light. I find the dimness soothing, and the endless procession of trees is far from monotonous if one simply looks a little closer.

      Each tree is a unique piece of nature, its gnarled roots entirely different from the one before. No two branches stick out at the same angle, and no leaf falls along the same path as another. Every inch of this ancient forest is different from the last if one is willing to look close enough.

      Admittedly, I was initially a bit scared of this forest, too. But experience is the death of fear, and I have plenty of experience here now. I’ve grown to share Atroc’s love for this place, and our shared passion for the depths of the forest strengthens our bond.

      As we march along, I gauge our progress by the dwindling sunlight and the thinning branches of the trees. Atroc lives in one of the oldest parts of the forest, where the trees often stretch a hundred feet or more into the sky, their broad canopies blocking out almost all light.

      By now we’ve been walking for several hours and the trees have begun to shrink dramatically, allowing much more light to spill through to the forest floor. The sun still shines brightly, but it is well on its way toward the horizon. Another hour or two and we should be there.

      Tension builds within me as we draw closer to the edge of the forest and the Dark Market beyond. I still have hope that Dirnyn can be reasoned with. He once cared for me, after all. Even if I disgust him now. It doesn’t matter if he accepts my love for Atroc. I’m beyond caring about that.

      However, I must convince him to leave us, Zyranth, and Ariella alone. He must see that peace is the correct path, and I still have hope that our friendship can be recovered, though our last encounter lends little credence to that idea.

      Regardless, whatever doubts I have are quelled by the raging determination that burns in my heart. I’m doing this for Atroc. His love gives me all the courage and strength I need.

      Finally, after another hour of walking, we reach the great wall of light that marks the end of the forest. The setting sun sits just above the horizon, its dark orange rays of evening light canvasing the spot where the forest meets the meadow. I have to squint with the sun directly in front of us like this.

      We decide to wait here for a few minutes before continuing so the sun can complete its descent. We stand arm-in-arm at the edge of the tree line, gazing at the majesty of the setting sun. I’m not sure Atroc enjoys watching the sunset as much as I do, considering his aversion to sunlight, but he seems to enjoy our shared physical contact.

      Half an hour later, as the last beams of light are disappearing behind the dark horizon, we set out for Dirnyn’s manor.

      When we reach the place that used to be my home, we find fires burning within and without the manor. Doubtless, they are meant to cast as much light as possible in case Atroc appears. We scope things out for a moment.

      “I see at least a dozen guards,” Atroc whispers in my ear. My only reply is a brief nod.

      “Mirose,” Atroc continues. “Are you sure you want to try this? We lose the advantage of surprise by trying to talk to him. He’ll never approve of us, anyway. Better to rip out his elven throat and be done with it.”

      “I have to try,” I respond, determined. “He was kind to me once, and I thought of him as a friend. I owe it to him to at least try.”

      “You owe him nothing, Mirose,” Atroc responds, barely containing his anger. “He tortured you, and he’ll kill us both if we give him the chance.”

      “Atroc,” I say firmly. “We already decided how this is going to go. It’s too late to talk me out of it, so you best play along.” Atroc only grunts at this, clearly displeased, but he doesn’t object any further.

      “Come on,” I say. “Let’s get this over with.”

      We approach the manor cautiously, flitting between the flickering shadows cast by Dirnyn’s fires. I want to draw as close as possible before calling out to him. If his men find me before I find him, we might have to fight them all off before we can speak to him, defeating the purpose of my attempted diplomacy.

      Thankfully, Atroc is a master of moving in the shadows, so all I have to do is follow him. Soon, we’re within twenty feet of the front door, which I judge close enough. Together, we step out of the shadows, and I call out to Dirnyn as loud as I can.

      “Dirnyn,” I bellow. “Come out, Dirnyn! It’s Mirose. I need to speak with you!”

      As soon as I begin yelling, guards spring up all around us, scrambling to find the source of the disturbance. A moment later, the manor door opens, light spilling from the hearth within to paint the threshold with a dark orange haze. Dirnyn stands in the opening, his features obscured by shadows.

      He steps forward slowly, walking until he’s within a dozen feet of us. From this close, I can see his face. Anger and disgust dominate his features.

      “Dirnyn,” I begin, my voice thick with emotion. “How did it come to this? I thought you were my friend, Dirnyn. Why must you hound us like this? We have no desire to hurt you, nor do Zyranth and Ariella. Can’t you just leave us all in peace? Or did you only ever want to use me? If you ever truly cared for me, Dirnyn, let this go. It’s not too late to be friends once again.”

      Dirnyn’s face only grows harder, his features becoming a stony plane. “You are sick, Mirose. This…this creature has poisoned your mind. He’s brainwashed you. Look at him! He’s a monster! Made to kill and maim. He’s no fit consort for a human. I cannot tolerate such an unnatural abomination.”

      Dirnyn gradually loses control of his voice as he speaks. He’s talking with a crazed, violent fervor by the end of his rant. I’ve never heard such a lack of control in his voice before.

      “Dirnyn,” I respond. “I haven’t been brainwashed. I’m in love with Atroc, and he is in love with me. I’m proud to be his mate. He loves me and cares for me, as you once did. Can’t you see, Dirnyn? There are no spells at work here.”

      “Love cares not for the simplistic boundaries of right and wrong,” I implore. “Our love is stronger than the power of your magic, keener than the edge of your spears. You’ll never be able to tear us apart, you must see that. Please, Dirnyn. See reason. I implore you.”

      When I finish speaking, Dirnyn stands there for a long moment, utterly still. Emotions seem to be warring within him. I can see the pain in his face as he contemplates my words. After a moment, his face seems to soften a bit, and hope blooms in my heart. He’s considering it. Oh, Dirnyn. Please make the right choice.

      When he opens his mouth to speak, my heart skips a beat. My hope is growing. He sees the reason in this, doesn’t he? He must.

      “You,” Dirnyn begins, quietly. “Are nothing but a monster’s whore. A filthy harlot, unfit to warm the bed of my lowest slave. You will die today. You, your appalling pet, and those filthy friends of yours.”

      “Guards,” he snaps, spittle spraying from his mouth. “Kill them. Show no mercy. And when you are done, find the other whore and kill her, too.” With that, he turns on his heel, striding briskly back into his manor.

      Dirnyn’s words hit me like the blow of a blacksmith’s hammer, reverberating in my heart and soul. I really thought I could change him, but he’s beyond saving. He leaves us no choice.

      The guards begin to close in. Steeling myself, I look into Atroc’s eyes and nod. Atroc smiles, bloodlust overcoming his face. He nods in return, and we spring forward, bellowing our fury into the cold dead of night.
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      “Coward!” I snarl in Dirnyn’s wake as his guards lunge, weapons drawn.

      With Mirose behind me, I shear through the most eager of them in one swipe, sluicing heads from their respective shoulders. Still more come tumbling after. I let out a ripping snarl before giving them a taste of what they crave.

      Mirose, too, is fighting.

      If they were the hunters, I might have forced her back to the forest. But she can hold her own against a few tin soldiers. Pride wells inside of me when I hear her battle cry, using a stolen blade to cut down another guard.

      Blood spreads at my feet as I rip another elf’s throat open, letting him choke on his own fluids as he falls to his knees. After the fight with the monster hunters, I find dispatching these ones easy, almost fun, even.

      They don’t have magic like their superiors do.

      A dark elf falls behind me, hitting the ground with a thud. I pivot to see Mirose, her nostrils flared and her eyes wild with murder. My tongue runs over my teeth at the thought of ravishing her in the growing pool of our enemies’ blood.

      Pride ignites in my chest.

      That is my mate, I realize all over again. My beautiful mate.

      Bodies are all around us, twitching and gushing and gurgling. The rest hesitate, staring at us with terror. “Is this the best you’ve got?” I call to Dirnyn, who is safely holed away in his manor. It unnerves the guards enough to drop their weapons and turn tail.

      I’m almost disappointed.

      Pain reminds me that I’m still made of flesh, even as darkness laps feverishly at my skin. Mirose doesn’t let the weapon drop this time, holding it close at her side. “He’ll try to get away,” she breathes, looking up at the illuminated manor. “We don’t have much time.”

      I nod, following her gaze.

      Dirnyn has tested our mettle, and now it’s time to end this.

      Mirose lets out a little gasp of surprise when I sweep her up and dash at the manor wall, forgoing the grand entrance and the stairs to clamber to the second floor. The glass gives way with an explosive shatter, and I set her on the carpet before crawling in after her.

      The manor is deadly silent.

      Are we too late?

      “This way,” she whispers, taking my hand and leading me down a darkened hall. It’s still crackling with magic as if the master has only just left. But darkness is my ally, and I find myself stalking the scent of him without needing my sight.

      I’m certain we’ve dispatched all his ‘friends’ by now, and he has no one but himself to blame. My sharpened teeth clench, and more limbs sprout from my side. Two hands will not be enough to strangle this bastard.

      Sadness shrouds Mirose.

      I taste it on the back of my tongue and know I should say something to encourage her. This is the right thing to do. He has caused no end of grief and would only seek to destroy us for what we are. She heard him as well as I did. If we give him another chance to recoup his small army, he will give Mirose and me no peace until we’re dead.

      My shadows eke out into the space, shrouding Mirose as well.

      It’s instinctual to protect her, and she draws close as if she can sense it, her body cooling from the excitement. It’s a heavy silence that joins us as we search each room, getting ever closer to the damned master of the manor.

      This ends tonight.

      Magic still glimmers in the air here, and I know he’s close.

      Mirose takes the lead to a closed door, speaking grimly without concealing her voice. “This is it.”

      The door is jammed with magic, which shimmers over its surface. It seems an indomitable force, and it would be if I hadn’t broken their wards before. Dark elves rely too heavily on their high magics, and they forget its source.

      All begins in darkness.

      The shadows around me, like a razor-sharp, translucent edge, vault into the protective barrier and shatter it as easily as the glass did. I think I hear a yelp from behind the door as it sags on its hinges and whines open.

      The fireplace is ablaze, with Dirnyn tucked away in its shadow near a window. I imagine he means to escape by it, but I won’t give him the opportunity.

      Mirose moves to appeal to him, but I stop her with a hand on her shoulder then bolt forward for a taste of his wicked flesh.

      Many hands grab him, holding his hands at his sides, his mouth closed, his throat squeezed tight. I am darkness, I think, letting the limbs pour out of me as they still his struggling form. I don’t resemble the creature Mirose fell in love with. I am a formless creature, a remnant of the beginning and all that will remain at the end. Only my gaze remains bright, locked onto my victim. He has caused enough trouble for one lifetime.

      His eyes go wide in shock.

      Without his hands or his voice, he cannot evoke his precious magic.

      My jaw unhinges, opening wider as my tongue rolls out to its full length. And I grin, for I have no other expression at the moment, before wrapping my tongue around his throat and pulling him into me head first. He tries to utter a scream before I clamp down hard, severing bone and muscle, reveling in the sweet fluid that gushes from the brain.

      Beneath me, Dirnyn’s body issues a final shudder.

      I sense Mirose watching, but the shadows shroud the worst of it from her sight. He was her friend once, and to see him in this state would still upset her, I expect. Even if he’s done terrible things to us in pursuit of his delusions.

      “Atroc?”

      I don’t answer, swallowing the rest of him down into my fathomless darkness where he belongs. All that remains is a drying bloodstain on the carpet when the shadows finally abate, and I sink to my knees.

      Mirose runs to me and captures my face in both hands.

      I’m drunk, savoring the taste of dark elf in my gut, though my form defies the extra mass. I could eat a stable full of taura, and it would change nothing. It has always been that way. Mirose’s concerned face rouses me to the present. She’s crying and smiling all at once, so I’m confused by the sudden outburst of emotions.

      I drag her to me, cradling her against my chest with many arms.

      Regret lingers.

      Dirnyn did not deserve a quick death. He deserved to be wrung out slowly so that his bones snapped one at a time, over the course of a fortnight before he finally succumbed to death. It is my only regret, but I am glad that it is over.

      The manor is hollow.

      The shadows speak to no one but us and I am relieved by it. My fingers tangle through Mirose’s fiery hair, and I press my lips to her crown. “Are you okay?”

      She nods, burying her face in my shoulder.

      I could remain like this all night and til the next morning, but other dark elves will come once they see the slaughter outside. A few more minutes, I assure myself. Then we’ll fly far away from here. Mirose needs this closure.

      “It shouldn’t have come to this.”

      My jaw works in irritation at the whole situation. “You’re right. It shouldn’t have.”

      Her tears slow, and she wipes them away with a sigh. “I don’t know if I should ask this, but what happened to his body?”

      I tilt my head in confusion. “Do you want to know?”

      She shakes her head with a soft laugh. “No, but I think I need to. I’m responsible for Dirnyn’s death.”

      “No one is responsible for what happened here except for Dirnyn himself,” I growl, not at her but at the thought that she would blame herself for any of this. “He could have left us alone, as you begged him to do many times.”

      Her lips become a line of misery. “He was good once.”

      “I did not see it,” I say, more callously than I intend. “He was sick in the mind.”

      “You’re right,” she admits, more tears coming. “I just didn't think it would come to this, you know? I thought maybe we could…”

      A distant sound reaches me, and a strange new scent blooms to the foreground.

      I clench in anticipation, and Mirose goes quiet. “What is it?”

      I only shake my head, setting her down before moving to defend her. There is another here, a creature of which I am unfamiliar. Whatever it is, no doubt it was sent by the dark elves to rid this place of us.

      A low snarl finds me, and I hear a voice.

      It’s muted and far away, but I will take no chances.

      Limbs sprout from my sides, not entirely humanoid. Lashing tendrils and claws and pincers. Whatever has intruded will come upon a most fearsome sight.
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      Atroc’s sudden growls shock me out of my celebratory stance. I watch him turn away from me and lock his eyes onto the tiphe trees that surround the clearing.

      “What’s wrong, darling?” I ask, trying to keep my voice light as possible. “Is something coming?”

      Atroc doesn’t respond, keeping his attention fully fixed on the dense foliage a distance away, but he doesn’t have to. I can see how he’s already spreading out his shadows all over the ground, the thicker ones staying closer to me. Despite the hard-fought battle, Atroc seems to still have the energy to spare to ensure I stay safe, and while the thought of his protectiveness usually makes my chest fill up with affection, this time I can’t stop the horror that begins to fill my lungs.

      It’s supposed to be over, I think to myself. I was supposed to be free.

      With Dirnyn’s body growing colder by the second, I thought that I would finally be able to relax and enjoy my life without something hanging over me. This battlefield was supposed to now be a place of celebration, but now it’s filled with air tense enough to choke. The only sound I hear is the grumble that's starting low in Atroc’s throat and the karasus that caw, waiting to get their pick of the land once we leave.

      “Please, what’s happening?” I ask again. Just the idea of another fight has my knees buckling, but I manage to stay upright through sheer stubborn will.

      I have fought for too long and too hard to give up my freedom to whatever lies beyond those trees.

      “Two figures are approaching us,” Atroc growls.

      The confirmation makes me swallow, and I look around so I can pick up the nearest weapon. Whoever it is, they are going to have to pry my happy ending from my cold, dead hands.

      “Stay close to me,” he says when I don’t respond to him. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “I know you won’t,” I murmur. The cold steel of the dirty blade I pick up feels heavy in my hand.

      The next few seconds can be described as nothing but agonizing. I don’t dare take my eyes off the tree line for even a second, fearful of whatever approaches. Once it gets close enough that I can hear the footsteps and see the leaves ruffling in the distance, I steady myself for another fight despite the exhaustion making my bones ache.

      When the leaves part, I realize I had no reason to worry.

      “Mirose!” Ariella calls out from her perch on Zyranth’s back. “Are you okay? Please be alright!”

      The sword slips from my fingers as my lungs fill with relief. I start to sprint towards them, and my eyes ache from the tears that want to sprout from the corners. Behind me, Atroc’s growls have stopped for only a moment for what I can only presume is surprise as I leave his side, but I pay him no mind even as he starts to follow me.

      Through my increasingly blurry vision, I watch as Ariella takes a practiced leap off of Zyranth’s back, hitting the ground without stumbling and sprinting towards me. The sight is so comfortingly overwhelming that one tear does slip down my face.

      The two of us collide into a hug, and I wrap my arms around her shoulders. I’ve been so worried about her and Zyranth, my knees do give out at this moment, but Ariella remains her strong and steadfast self as she holds me and gently guides the both of us to sit on the damp soil below.

      “Hey, sister,” Ariella whispers, running a hand through my dirty and knotted hair. “I haven’t seen you in ages. I was so worried about you.”

      “I missed you, too,” I tell her and rest my head against her shoulder. The fact that I’m clinging so hard to her should be embarrassing, but even with Dirnyn’s threats extinguished now that he’s dead, the lingering fear and worry I’ve had over her well-being hits me like cannon.

      Ariella seems to pick up on this with the way she shifts closer to me so we’re sitting side by side. “I don’t know what happened,” she starts. “But I’m happy to see you. Are you okay? You look a bit dreadful.”

      I chuckle, exhaustion sinking deeper and deeper into my bones but not enough to mask the amount of relief and contentedness I feel. “It’s a long story, as a warning.”

      Ariella smiles and juts out her chin to motion toward Atroc. “I can imagine.”

      The two of us watch as Atroc and Zyranth square off with each other. I don’t have any worries that they’ll actually pick a fight, as prideful and possessive as I’ve come to know the both of them. Ariella and I would put a stop to it, and I’m sure they both know that. Ariella even snorts and shakes her head when the two of them seem to posture toward each other.

      “Neither of them has spoken a word,” Ariella whispers, a little grin on her face. “I think they’re figuring out what to do with each other.”

      It’s strange to watch two apex predators that have been alone for years interact with each other. Oftentimes, creatures like Atroc or Zyranth steer clear of each other and their territory. Why would they need to waste time and energy interacting when they can do everything they need to on their own? Why bother making friends when all you need is yourself?

      Neither of them has struck the other, but Atroc’s shadows have flared back up and Zyranth has his wings flared. If I didn’t know any better, maybe if this was some kind of story from a children’s book, I would be waiting in awe to see them test their mettle against each other.

      Right now, though, it’s hard not to see them as too incredibly independent but awkward creatures trying to figure out how to coexist.

      “Are you two going to introduce yourselves to each other or will we have to do it for you?” I call out and smile when Ariella giggles next to me. “Make friends!”

      The two of them respond with near-identical grunts that have me biting my cheek to stop me from laughing. Their stubbornness will outdo them both, but it’s hard not to find it endearing.

      Atroc and Zyranth introduce each other with one-word responses and go back to their little standoff. It’s less hostile now. The air has cleared up from the tension, but the way that Atroc glances at me and Zyranth glances at Ariella makes it obvious that they would prefer to just be with their own mates.

      “I think that’s the best we’re going to get,” Ariella says, giving me a smile. “Now tell me what happened to you to make you look so tired.”

      Reliving the past few days is both a blessing and a curse. I tell Ariella about all the good moments, even those that were plagued by uncertainty, and she seems to smile. Telling her about Atroc and how much he means to me gets me a hug and a joke about us being more similar than we thought, and she tucks a hair behind my ear.

      “We’re sisters. Of course, we have the same taste,” she jokes.

      Talking about Dirnyn is the hardest out of all of it. Reliving the torture and stress he put me through out of what he called love makes my chest ache, but I’m glad I’ll never have to see him again. Ariella holds me closer when I tell her about how he threatened both her and Zyranth.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t warn you,” I whisper. “Everything was happening so fast.”

      “It’s alright,” she says. “It’s over now. I’m glad he’s dead.”

      “Me, too.”

      When we finally get back to the present moment, Ariella gives me one final hug before pulling back to stand up. After helping me up as well, she puts her hand on my shoulders and smiles.

      “You two should stay with us,” Ariella says, voice kind but firm. “I insist.”

      “Absolutely not,” Zyranth calls out. “I’m not having him over.”

      “We do not need their assistance,” Atroc says to me, not even acknowledging Ariella completely. “We are fine.”

      “Come on, love,” I tell him, stepping out towards Atroc and seeing Ariella do the same to Zyranth. “Just one evening, please.”

      “No, Mirose, we can find somewhere else to stay,” he responds, his voice low. He’s trying not to sound too irritated with me, but the softness in his voice is always obvious to my ears.

      “Please, Atroc,” I whisper. “I was so worried about them.”

      A moment of silence follows, and I can see Atroc trying his best to figure out some kind of excuse that he doesn’t have. I watch as he releases the tension from his shoulders and leans down to press his cheek against mine. He must be so worried about me underneath his hard exterior that he doesn’t fight my request anymore.

      “One evening,” he says.

      “Just one,” I confirm.

      He nods and I smile, pressing a kiss on his cheek. When I look at Ariella and Zyranth, I see that she was also successful in convincing him, and she gives me a bright smile that warms me from the ends of my toes all the way to the top of my head.

      “Let’s head out,” I say. “We have no need for this place any longer.”
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      The wooden chair creaks dangerously beneath me as Mirose prattles on with her friend.

      I avoid glancing at the other creature, Zyranth, out of disgust. He is strange to me and cannot change his shape as I can. Pots and pans clink in the kitchen as he works, hunkered over a wood stove. The smell coming out of the kitchen is tolerable, though I’d rather have a raw cut of dark elf to sate my gnawing hunger.

      “…and what do you think, Atroc?”

      Mirose and Ariella are both watching me expectantly. The look on my mate’s face is one of sincerity, and I can’t disappoint her. I don’t know the question, but I supply an answer anyway. “I do not care.” It is the truth, regardless of the question.

      A smile blooms across her face, and she turns back to Ariella. “See? I told you he wouldn’t mind. That’ll give us more time out of the cave, and he’s got a few extra hands to spare anyway.” They both cover their giggles and continue their conversation.

      I feel like the brunt of a joke I don’t understand, and I turn my attention to the cluttered windowsill and the darkening forest beyond. This cabin is isolated and carefully controlled, not at all like my breezy cave. But it’s not muggy, either, save for the billowing heat pouring from Zyranth’s kitchen.

      Mirose seems comfortable here, too.

      She catches my hand distractedly, lacing her fingers through mine. I return the gesture, enjoying her warmth, and tune back into the conversation.

      Ariella is speaking with animation. “I think we should clear out some of the trees to the west and start there.”

      “That would be perfect,” Mirose says in turn, glancing at me. “With the both of them, I think it’ll be short work to get your garden set up.”

      “I’d share, of course! We couldn’t do it alone.”

      Mirose grins. “And we wouldn’t expect anything. Atroc can hunt for the both of us.”

      “Taura is great for a time,” Ariella says, chewing on her lower lip. “But after a while it gets redundant. It never hurts to have a few extra vegetables on the plate.”

      “And fruit,” Mirose adds. “I can only imagine an orchard full of tizret and nimond beans to make the dark elves jealous!”

      “Zyranth could cook us up something wonderful with those.” Our hostess glances to the kitchen, where her mate has set the cramped little table. “I think dinner is ready.”

      There is a migration, with Mirose tugging me along.

      The table is unfortunately round, so I’m sitting just as close to Ariella as I am to Mirose and directly across from Zyranth. If I wanted to, I could reach out and claw at his face without strain. We can’t help but make eye contact as the scaled creature serves his mate the first helping, then mine second.

      I bite back a snarl.

      Mirose told me to play nice, and I’m doing my best.

      She glances at me expectantly. “Aren’t you going to try it? They made us gallus.”

      I glance down at the carved, oversized bird, then take up the serving knife and cut myself a slice. There are some silvery leaves and vegetables I don’t recognize, but I have to admit, grudgingly, that it does smell good.

      They’ll never hear me say it.

      “So,” Ariella says, breaking the tense silence. “Have you thought about where you want to live, Atroc? I’m sure you’d want to build your own home, deeper in the woods?”

      All these questions. “The cave is fine.”

      The girls glance at one another, a secret message passed between them. I swear humans have telepathic connections, somehow, and I notice even Zyranth seems confused by the silent exchange.

      Mirose swallows her bite before answering on my behalf. “I think he’s used to the cave. It is nice, of course. We have everything we need –” Her last sentence falls off, as if she’s going to say something more and stops herself instead. “And it’s homey…”

      “Zyranth,” Ariella says, rubbing his arm. “You’ve been quiet since our guests arrived.”

      He glances down at her, catching her hand. “I don’t have anything to say.”

      “Nothing at all?”

      He shows his teeth then glances at me with revulsion.

      Likewise, I think, ignoring his distaste to take another cut of gallus.

      “Zyranth,” Mirose says with heavy insinuation. “Thank you for cooking. Dinner is delicious. Isn’t that right, Atroc?”

      I offer a noncommittal sound.

      They want us to make peace, to speak with one another. That much, I gather without having to read their minds. But it seems we’d both rather leave the talking to them.

      In that alone, we agree.

      “I’m sorry about him.” Mirose glances at our hosts. “He’s not used to other males.”

      “It’s okay,” Ariella says, waving away the concern. “I think it’s well enough that we are all sitting at the same table without fur flying. I’ll take the win.”

      Mirose’s mood improves at that. “That’s true.”

      The women amuse themselves with their conversation, making plans that involve us without our input. I will do whatever she asks, of course. I truly don’t care, save for the predator eyeing me from across the small table.

      His golden gaze assesses me cautiously, as I assess him.

      Outside, I would have been glad to strangle the motley creature to spare the world of its existence. But Mirose called him a friend, and from what she’s told me, he also saved her from a worse fate at the hands of another dark elf before Dirnyn.

      She might get upset if I destroyed him.

      With boundaries set, I feel comfortable glancing around the petite cabin with a more scrutinous eye. Things are slightly disheveled, stray books toppled over above the hearth, a barrel overflowing with skins, a half-carved wooden statue in the corner that stands knee height, possibly of a taurus or likar. Its features are too crude to make out.

      Is this how humans live?

      The questions about where to live from Mirose’s friend set in, and I begin to wonder what she was implying. Mirose defended the cave, but her resolve wavered. I look at her as she’s immersed in a renewed conversation about the garden. She seems happy here, surrounded by human comforts.

      In her life with Dirnyn, she spoke of fine things. Of dresses and gems and silken sheets. I could not give her anything so nice as all that, but could I give her something like this? If the creature, Zyranth, could build a cabin, I don’t see why I couldn’t.

      I imagine we could even build it bigger than this one.

      It’s a challenge that excites me. She has given me a life I never imagined possible. She is everything important to me, and if there’s any way I can increase her happiness or make her life with me a little better, I’ll do it. Without hesitation, I will do it.

      The bird is picked clean, and everyone seems well-fed enough to relax. Except me. I’m lost in thought, imagining a life with Mirose in the comfort a place like this offers, when she catches my arm. “Is everything alright?”

      I nod, my jaw locked in concentration.

      “You look like you’re in pain.”

      My tongue rolls over my teeth as I offer a grimace. “Are you really happy in the cave?”

      Her eyes flare, and she glances away, so I know the answer before she opens her mouth. “Yes, but it’s bare. And dim. The mushrooms don’t lend enough light to read.”

      “You want to read?”

      She nods in turn.

      I hate her hesitation. She has lived a whole lifetime hiding her emotions from those around her, and I want to be the one she comes to when she needs someone, or when something’s bothering her. I cannot divine her thoughts, and these desires of hers should never be stifled. I will be the last creature on Protheka to do so. “Then you will read.”

      Curiosity and confusion grace her freckled features. “You mean it?”

      “I will do whatever you wish, Mirose,” I murmur, pressing my palm to her warming cheek. She leans into it and smiles, and I can’t help but smile back. “Just don’t leave my side. Your place is with me.”

      Her hazel eyes flicker to me. “Same goes for you.”

      “Agreed.”

      I can feel the stares of our hosts in this exchange, and it sends a ripple of irritation through me. I’m done sharing my mate with them for one night, and they have provided us with a room and a bath.

      We’d be fools not to use them.

      I stand from the table abruptly. “We’re going to our room now.”

      “Atroc!” Mirose says.

      But her friend only waves her off. “It’s okay,” she says with a giggle. “We’ll clean up. You both have had a long day. The bathroom is at the end of the hall to the left. And your room is on the right.”

      Mirose goes an impressive shade of red, but she stands with me. As we exit the kitchen, she leans in close. “You’re not even tired, are you?”

      A grin blooms across my face. “Not even close.”
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      They really went all out with the bathroom.

      I had heard that Zyranth either helped build or constructed this home entirely by himself. But as we reach the bath, we find a large, sprawling room, a pit of water directly in the middle square, with four chamberpots spread around. It didn’t look like a cabin this size could conceal such a large room, but I’m surprised to learn otherwise.

      “This is a big room,” Atroc says, shutting the door behind us.

      I look around, and I suppose it makes sense. Zyranth is a large creature and must have large space demands. But Atroc does not suffer from that problem, and I can see his incredulity stretched across his face, even with the limited facial information I am typically granted.

      Across the room, books are spread around the edges, some of them soaked by the flow of water into the bath. I applaud Ariella’s patience. I could not handle such clutter in my home if I ever even had one.

      I walk up to Atroc and put my hand on his billowing chest. He looks down at my hand on him, as though hungry for it.

      “Is this okay?”

      Rather than replying, two steamy tentacles shoot out from him. I can see that they go to rip my clothing from my form, and I quickly protest.

      “No, Atroc,” I urge. “You can’t keep tearing my clothing off. I’m going to need –”

      “Actually, we have a change of clothing for you here,” Ariella shouts through the door.

      I feel myself going bright red. How long was she listening?

      “But please don’t stop on my accord! We’re not even here.”

      Atroc smirks, extra tendrils frozen in the air and hovering.

      “Maybe this time, we should be more quiet,” I ask him.

      “I make no guarantees,” he says before ripping my clothing from my body with no ceremony. Sometimes, he makes a point of dominating me, but this time, I think he’s just tired of seeing me in clothing. He would rather I never wear it at all if it were up to him.

      I step across the tile, lowering my body into the bath. When I look back at Atrox to urge him to join me, I do not see him, but looking to my left, I can see him awkwardly submerged in the bath.

      I partially wonder if he even needs to bathe, being able to contort and manipulate his form however he likes. Looking at my own body, I can see that I am covered, from head to toe, in blood and filth. I reach to grab the sponge beside the tub, but as my hand touches it, I find it being carried away by the shadows.

      “I will clean you,” Atroc says.

      I lean forward, and he materializes behind me, his hard member prodding me in the back. He plunges the sponge underneath the surface before wringing it out. It is smooth across my back, and as his hands move upward with the sponge, I bunch my hair up, bringing it forward.

      “Ridiculous,” he growls.

      I turn around to face him, giving him a questioning glance.

      “What is?”

      “If we had more sponges, I could have this done in an instant.”

      I chuckle in response.

      “Somebody’s impatient,” I say, peering forward and trying to make out the titles of the books spread across the room. One of them, Ails and Aids, seems to be about potions, and I wonder which of them is trying to be an apothecary.

      “It’s just that the sooner I clean you, the sooner I get to fuck you,” he says.

      I smile back at him, and before he can react, I scoot forward toward his hips.

      “What’s the point of assuming this form if you’re not going to fuck me?”

      I dive my head underwater, wrapping my lips around the head of his cock. My tongue glides along the ridges and bumps that coat the head.

      That’s when a thought, buried from an eternity ago, crosses my mind, and I raise my head above the water, gripping his cock in my hand so that it isn’t unattended.

      “Why did you stop?”

      “You used to say that you could make your body into anything,” I tell him. “Wings, extra legs, tentacles, etcetera.”

      “I still say that,” he says, urging me to get to the point, though I can see how much he’s enjoying my hand’s stimulation.

      I smile at him, then glance at the porcelain walls of the room, shifting my bottom lip to the side.

      “Is there any way you can make another one?”

      He gives me an inquisitive glance.

      “Another what?”

      I feel myself blushing again, too afraid to say it.

      “Another cock,” I mumble.

      “Say it again.”

      “Another cock,” I say just as quietly.

      “Louder.”

      He clearly heard me the first time but wants to revel in my embarrassment.

      “Can you make another cock!”

      I become aware of how loudly I’m speaking, then look at the door, desperately hoping that Zyranth and Ariella didn’t hear me.

      He flashes an unmistakable, twisted grin, and I feel something touching the outside of my hand.

      “I can always make more,” he says to me, far too casually for my comfort.

      “Two is enough,” I say quickly, moving my other hand to the new member and stroking them both gingerly.

      I feel the sponge continue its work, this time carried forward by a tendril, scrubbing the blood clean from my cheek before moving to my breasts. He rubs up and down my breasts with the sponge, and I’m not sure whether it’s to clean them or to arouse me.

      He achieves both, caressing my nipples with special attention.

      Both of his cocks grow turgid in my grasp, and I lower my head back underwater, putting one of them in my mouth at the same time that I stroke the other. His musk fills my nostrils, nearly sending me over the edge. I can already feel him releasing fluids.

      I raise my head to dive out of the water for breath but feel resistance that I think is one of his tendrils forcing me down. I pound on his leg, urging him to let me up with my free hand, but when he doesn’t oblige, I attempt to lower my mouth to the base of his spear. When I feel his tendril relinquish its grasp, my tongue reaching out to caress his underside, I raise my head out of the water, gasping for air.

      He lifts himself out of the bath, displacing water in his wake. Briefly, I wonder if I’ve done something wrong, but three additional tendrils sprout from him, materializing in the air, and a mischievous grin forms on my face.

      With the four tendrils, he grips both of my wrists and ankles, lifting me up in the air and flipping me forward, carrying me toward his waist. I reach forward to suck one of his appendages, but he manipulates the other one to hit me in the face as the first enters my mouth.

      “Both of them,” he growls at me, and I get a general idea, pulling my head off of him and opening my mouth wide.

      Thankfully, he has made them each smaller to fit, but I struggle to fully encase both in my mouth. He pushes me forward with his tendrils, and I bob back and forth on him, looking up to see that the pleasure is only amplified for him with the extra organ. His face is contorted into a majestic expression, savoring my mouth’s embrace.

      My breasts sway freely with the forward and backward motion, my movement accelerating considerably. My jaw grows tired, and my urge to breathe increases, but I can hear his steady moans filling the room.

      I don’t think he cares if Zyranth and Ariella hear us.

      His pace grows needier and more intense, and I can feel him approaching his limit.

      He stops, and with one rapid movement, flips me over. I can now see the door where Ariella addressed me earlier, my legs touching his.

      “Wait a minute,” I say, looking over my shoulder at him. But his face has completely contorted into a malevolent grin now, and as I look back at him, he forces me backward onto both of his organs, one entering my front and the other entering my rear.

      I am overwhelmed by the sensation, not used to having anything inside of my other entrance. He pushes inside of me to his full depth, before using the tendrils to drive me forward and backward in the air.

      I am full to the brim with him, unable to control my moans. I can see the door growing closing and further away at breakneck speed, so many nerves stimulated at once by his relentless forward assault, the warm air cresting over my swinging breasts.

      I feel a fifth tendril emerge suddenly.

      A fifth tendril flops against my rear, slapping my ass hard in time to the rhythm of his penetrations, and I can no longer contain myself. I produce an ear-splitting scream, his pace only accelerating to meet my orgasm.

      He cries out in response, his thrusts slowly down to pound into my ass with a deliberate, uncontrollable rhythm. His organs both erupt inside of me, filling me to the brim with his seed.

      We continue for hours, fucking in every conceivable position and at every conceivable angle. There is literally nothing his body can’t do for me, and the only thing stopping us is that I eventually run out of ideas.

      Well, that and the loud banging on the door.

      “We’re so glad you’re having so much fun, and we don’t mean to interrupt,” Ariella says through the door during one of our pauses. “But would you let us get some sleep?”

      I look down at Zyranth, my body suspended from ten feet in the air, my ass pressed against the ceiling. His laughter is sudden and uncontrollable, and though I feel terrible as well, I have to join him in fits.

      The reality, that we’re both safe and I might actually be happy for once, is almost unreal to me. I cannot wait to spend eternity with him.
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      I can’t believe we’ve done it.

      It may just be a shell of a building, the second floor hardly a concept at this point, but I can finally see the inspiration as I stand on the green, viewing our new home. Tables and chairs wait for Atrox to bring them inside, but I sink into one with a grin on my face.

      “This is better than I could have imagined,” I say to no one, listening for Atroc on his return from Ariella and Zyranth’s home, grumbling all the way. Their cleared trees have been perfect to craft our home.

      They get a garden. We get a cabin.

      It all works out.

      The sound of shifting underbrush pricks my ear, and I glance at the source of the sound. Atroc has three young trees on his back, held in place by odd limbs he’s grown for just the occasion. He could have done one at a time, but his patience with this process has not been very deep. I laugh good-naturedly. “You could have taken a second trip.”

      “Then it wouldn’t be done,” he groans, letting the load collapse to the ground and stretching to his full height. The work doesn’t tire him out, exactly, but it seems to annoy him, more than anything.

      I figure he’d rather be cutting open dark elves and feeding them their own intestines. It sends a little shiver up my spine.

      My mate is dangerous to everyone but me.

      And Ariella and Zyranth, I correct, considering how he’s warmed up to their presence though maybe not their hospitality. “Are they on their way?”

      His lip curls in disgust, but he nods.

      “Good,” I say, moving to greet him properly. “I’ll need the extra help.”

      Atroc closes the distance between us faster than I ever could, sweeping me into his arms so his lingering darkness shrouds our kiss. I yield to his feverish caress, as if we had been separated for days and not a handful of hours. “I couldn’t care less about them,” he growls under his breath between kisses. “I want you.”

      I giggle as his kiss roves to my shoulder, tickling me.

      “Atroc!” I protest with a peal of laughter. “How am I supposed to get anything done?”

      “You don’t,” he says simply, pinning me against the siding. I almost lose myself to his urgency, but knowing our friends are coming makes my heart flutter. We can do whatever he likes when night falls but until then…

      I pull away. “I want to show you what I’ve worked on before they get here.”

      Atroc seems only mildly disappointed as he sets me on my own two feet again. He stays close, his fingers laced in mine as I show him the chairs and the wainscoting propped against the wall. “I still have to install it, but I think it will look nice once it’s finished. And if I can get some paint smuggled from the dark elves, it’ll be as good as done.”

      His gaze strays to my work only briefly before he watches me.

      I can sense that he’s charged with passion, eager to claim me again as his mate. I lick my lips to wet them, sweltering under his focus. “Well? What do you think?”

      “Everything you do is amazing,” he says, not bothering to look at my carefully crafted chairs. “Everything you are is –”

      “It’s looking good!” Ariella’s voice breaks our private moment.

      I can still hear Atroc’s grumble as he relinquishes me to measure up Zyranth, who has brought another load of young trees. I embrace Ariella, who has a basket on one arm. “Atroc said you were coming! You look well.”

      “I thought we’d drop by to see your progress and to give you this.”

      She hands me the basket, which is brimming with fine things, from a bolt of cloth to fruits and dried meats to keep us until we can finish our own kitchen. “This is too much.”

      “Atroc has really helped us with getting rid of the trees. It’s the least I could do,” she says with a smile. “You’ve come a long way since we last visited. You have a table now.”

      I nod, watching our mates interact.

      It’s silent, tense, but it only lasts a moment before they visibly relax. Every time they meet, it gets a little easier. “It only took me half a day,” I say with a laugh. “And a few splinters.”

      “You’ll have a home in no time,” Ariella assures me with a gentle pat.

      “I can’t believe it’s been half a year, already.” I reflect on the time Atroc and I have spent together, and it seems like a blip. But we have our lives stretched out ahead of us as far as the eye can see. My attention turns back to our mates, who have taken it upon themselves to bring in the furniture two at a time and are working together seamlessly, despite their differences. “They’re doing good together.”

      “They are.” Ariella nods. “I think Atroc is getting used to us.”

      “I think so,” I say in turn, excitement welling up in me. “You know, it may not be the manor, but it’s nice to have my own home for once.”

      What I don’t have to tell her is that this freedom we’ve created for ourselves is intoxicating. She probably knows it better than I do after suffering Lord Everan.

      “You’ll be so pleased when it’s finished. Trust me on that.”

      “I know I will,” I say, looking up at the half-finished building that casts a long shadow in the late afternoon light. I want to go in and see our progress, following them with Ariella beside me. “Can I see?”

      Atroc pushes the furniture in, then bars me from entry. “No.”

      “You’ve been like this for days! Why can’t I take a look?”

      “It’s not ready.”

      “It’s okay, Mirose,” Ariella assures me, pulling me to the side. “Let the boys work, and when they’re done, I’m sure he’ll show you around.” She offers a knowing wink, and I realize what they’re up to. They’re all in this together, I think, almost offended if I wasn’t so impressed. I didn’t realize Atroc was so good at working with others.

      Atroc lugs the bedframe in, disappearing through the doorway.

      I sniff at his rebuff, and Ariella laughs.
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      A few hours later, they say their farewells, Ariella’s hug lasting a little longer as she murmurs in my ear. “I know you’re going to love it,” she says, holding me at shoulder distance. “Take care.”

      “You as well.”

      We watch them go, knowing they’ll be safe in the darkness of the forest. It is a friend to creatures like us, that don’t fit into the world of dark elves. I look to Atroc, who is already eyeing me with gleeful intent. “What?”

      He says nothing, drawing me towards the cabin, hand in hand.

      “Are you finally going to let me in?”

      Still, he doesn’t speak.

      I can almost feel the giddiness radiating through him which flows into me and gives me the jitters. When he opens the door, I can’t help but gasp. The living space is empty, save for my favorite of the rugs I’d made and two chairs, but the fire is burning in the hearth, and there’s a warmth to the place that wasn’t here before.

      I’m home.

      It’s a strange feeling, one I never truly knew until now.

      I break from Atroc to look about the empty kitchen and dining space, holding my breath in the burgeoning quiet. Everything is coming together, one log at a time. Soon, this place will be bustling with activity. I can already smell bread in the oven and the broth in the cauldron. From my plans, I know there’s a small bathroom, little more than a box at the moment, and a massive bedroom at the back of the cabin.

      That’s where Atroc leads me.

      Even as I brace myself, I’m still amazed at the work he and Zyranth did for the place. The bedroom is nearly complete, with a mattress and blankets and pillows. I’m in awe of how well they hid this from me and realize Ariella must have also had a hand in crafting these things.

      Atroc is grinning, flashing his sharp teeth. “What do you think?”

      “It’s –” I run my hands over the beautifully stitched cover, made of patches of bright cloth to form a heavy quilt. “Beyond words.” I look up at him, true joy filling me to the brim. “Can we stay here tonight?”

      His expression softens. “Is that what you want?”

      I nod fervently.

      “Then that is what we’ll do.” He draws me to the bed and onto his lap. “Everywhere is home, so long as you are there.”

      I can’t imagine being more in love. How can Atroc, a creature of darkness, bring so much light into my life? So much joy and passion? “I love you, Atroc,” I say, the words slipping out effortlessly. I’ve said it before, but I want to say it again, just to hear it spoken. “I love you.”

      “And I love you,” he murmurs, catching my mouth with his in a gentle kiss, holding back his powerful tongue as he withdraws. “I am glad you’re happy.”

      “More than that,” I whisper back, pressing our foreheads together so his ring of light meets my brow. I close my eyes and breathe him in. “I never knew happiness until you came along. You know that, right?”

      “I’m glad I did,” is all he says.

      “Me too.”

      Even as the day's exhaustion weighs down on me, I think about our future, and the great expanse laid out before us. I look upon my mate, my love, that creature that holds my heart in his gentle hands.

      I have no doubts about the path I have chosen. This is where I belong, by his side. Our journeys are intertwined in a way I know now they were destined to be. This is my forever, and I’m ready for it to begin.

      
        
        THE END.
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      The Worlds of Protheka is a vast and growing world. Check out one of the books, Monster’s Mate
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      The night is almost as dark as I am.

      Almost.

      Maybe nothing is darker than I am. I don’t know. I have lived a very long time.

      Somewhere in my memory, maybe I can find something as dark as I am.

      But I have no interest in searching through my memories for something that doesn’t matter.

      What matters is that I am darker than night, and I shift and ripple with the shadows of Eelry.

      I am not trying to hide. Not really. I am hunting, and maybe I should hide. Be stealthy.

      Maybe.

      But I have no patience for playing hide and seek with my prey. They will see me coming. They will see their deaths.

      They will certainly feel their deaths.

      Next time, I will try to be stealthy. The taste of surprise in the blood and flesh of whatever I am eating is quite exquisite.

      That, I have to admit to myself.

      My favorite meals are dark elves. They taste like nothing else I have ever consumed.

      And in my centuries of living…

      Centuries Tanem? Have you truly lived that long?

      In my centuries of living, I have never tasted anything like a dark elf. Their flesh is soft, supple, tender.

      Their dark sorcery flows through their veins, providing me with strength and keeping me sated days after the meal.

      My fangs are extending from my gums, just think about them.

      The muscles in the tentacles that are sealed into my back flex and twist. They are hungry.

      “Shh. Be still.” The words slip from between my fangs. My low, guttural voice a growl more than anything else.

      I catch the scent of humans when I lift my head to the air. My nose wrinkles involuntarily.

      I am not the biggest fan of eating humans. But perhaps tonight I will find something sweet to calm my tentacles.

      Maybe tonight, I should do the easy thing and give up on hunting the dark elves who have probably sensed my presence in the city.

      The humans are in a hurry, that much I gather from the way their energy sparks and whips in the air.

      Their voices are low, their footsteps hurried. I follow them, my footsteps soft and swift against the cobblestoned ground.

      My body has remained muscular, strong, and lean, despite my years of living.

      I find it fascinating that humans age to become decrepit creatures, unable to help themselves.

      The group of humans turn a dark corner, and my tentacles lift from where they were hanging down my back. I loom over them, and the fools still do not see me.

      You are so hungry. My voice speaks silently in my head, coaxing me on.

      I am about to attack, to grab one or two, when the scent reaches me. The fragrance is like nothing I have ever smelled before.

      It is fresh and bright and so sweet. It smells even better than the magical blood of the dark elves.

      Whatever it is, it is coming from the humans. I retract my tentacles, against their protests.

      I can’t eat yet. Not until I have found the source of the scent.

      I am aware that my heart is racing and my stomach is twisting. My skin prickles as I follow the humans around corner after corner.

      Soon, we come up to a one-story building with a low roof. I can’t go in just as I am, so I wait for the humans to enter.

      What is this place? I can hear dozens of footsteps crossing the dirt floor inside. A thousand different scents mingle and exude from the building.

      I allow the darkness to cover me, slipping inside before the elf guarding the door can see me.

      All he notices is a whisper of wind caressing his cheek as I pass.

      I remain close to the walls of the building, until a guard catches my scent. The giant creature looks up at me, signaling the guards behind me.

      I duck into an alcove to my left, and they follow.

      The tentacles stretch from my back and break their necks in seconds. I do not even have to move.

      I heft their bodies into the alcove, piling them on top of one another. There are bales of hay close by.

      I remain pressed into the darkness as I pile the hale on top of them.

      Finding my prey will be impossible now. I can’t hunt or else I will be hunted. Hunted to my end.

      When I turn, I realize exactly what is happening inside the building. It is an auction. Whoever is running it is auctioning off precious jewels, animals and the like.

      And humans, I quickly discover.

      I can still smell the scent that has drawn me here. I can almost smell the fragrance in the air, shimmering like a bright light reflecting off glass.

      I inch away from the wall, straining to see the front of the room. Several humans are auctioned off. They are beautiful; young, sweet things.

      But right now? They are not enough to sate my hunger.

      Not while the owner of the fragrance lingers close by.

      The sixth auction item is a necklace containing several jewels of precious origin. I could not care less.

      The seventh auction item is slightly more interesting.

      “Get your hands off me, filth!” She screeches. Several of the humans and elves gasp at her words.

      She is being brought, kicking and screaming onto the stage.

      Strange. Usually humans like being auctioned off. They’ll be taken care of instead of remaining in their slums.

      An elf close by chuckles with amusement.

      The human girl is still struggling on the stage. “Don’t buy me!” She shrieks the words.

      “I’ll stay on the streets! I’ll just run away from you!”

      The scent is back and stronger than ever. I need to leave and find it. I need it. Desperately.

      As I leave, it wafts towards me, and I turn unconsciously.

      It is her.

      The human girl throwing a tantrum on the auction stage.

      Who is she? And why does her scent set me on fire?

      I cannot answer the questions that flit through my head.
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      I have bitten three elves in the arm, and have chewed off an ear.

      Dear gods, they taste awful.

      The pain does not seem to register with them. They do not seem to even feel pain.

      That doesn’t matter to me.

      I won’t stop kicking and screaming until I get away from this place. From the auction house where I am as good as a side of taura.

      I am sure I will be prodded and poked like a side of taura too. When I look down from the stage at the room, I see several elves and dark elves nodding at my appearance.

      My heart almost freezes with fear, but I swallow through it, because if I do not, I will collapse.

      I have been close to collapsing for several days now. I am not sure why. Maybe I am exhausted from worry. Maybe I am exhausted from grief.

      I don’t think it matters why any longer. I don’t think it matters that I am exhausted any longer.

      All I can do is keep kicking till they let go of me for one second. Then I can escape.

      Both elf servants that hold onto each of my arms twist and I howl with pain. Tears sting my eyes, but I refuse to cry.

      Not until I have given up all hope.

      Betrayal lingers, burning in the back of my mind as I fight for my life.

      I was working well before my master, such as he was, decided to sell me off. I was a good worker, attentive, and kind.

      I took care of him, his house, and his family well.

      I almost cared for the dark elf. But I think that maybe this was all part of his plan.

      To use me up and toss me out. Until the only thing left for me was to lay back with my legs spread for whoever bought me.

      The elf servant twists my arms again.

      This time, tears fall. I am sobbing now, openly and loudly.

      Maybe, just maybe, this will deter whoever thought I looked good enough to buy.

      I thought at first that my elf master was joking when he said I was to be sold off.

      But quickly enough I realized it was the worst joke that I would ever hear. And the other human servants did not help.

      I had always known they didn’t like me, though I am not sure why.

      But they had blamed everything that went wrong on me. So I was forced out.

      “This feisty one will be sold to the highest bidder!” A dark elf on the stage grins at me, his sharp teeth glittering in the dim fires that sparkle from torches on the walls.

      “NO!” I scream the word until I can feel my vocal chords start to crack.

      “Buy me and I will curse you all to your deaths. Don’t fucking buy me or you’ll regret it.”

      Tears, real tears, are falling down my face. Tears of shock and exhaustion and grief.

      And there is nothing I can do to stop crying.

      My curses deter no one, and neither does my crying, I realize angrily. More hands with paddles on them have shot up.

      The dark elf laughs loudly.

      I recognize the elf closest to the stage who has now bid the most on me. He is known for his cruelty, and his ugly smile terrifies me.

      I blink my eyes that sting with tears, and the room glitters around me. It smells rank, like sweat and drying shit.

      Bile rises to my throat, but I know I cannot give up. Maybe I can escape.

      This time, my struggles are more violent, and the elves must have lost their patience. They restrain me more forcefully.

      And their claws draw blood. I fall to my knees as blood wells up from deep scrapes on both my arms.

      My tears, this time, are silent.

      The auction room goes quiet.

      Are they shocked? Did these superior creatures think that humans didn’t bleed?

      The dark elf has ordered the servants to take me to the back. I will probably be punished there.

      But just then, a loud, growling snarl comes from the back of the room.

      Monster.

      Because that is what it is.

      It has thrown itself at the stage, a big, dark, hulking figure. It has clawed hands, and red eyes glitter from its face.

      The elf servants jump into action, trying to restrain it.

      Why is the monster coming for the stage?

      The thought comes to me distractedly. Because I have seen my chance.

      GO! NOW!

      I slip away from the elves, who are too focused on subduing the beast. I don’t care any longer that I am barefoot and bleeding.

      But I am not fast enough. Because a dark elf shifts out of the darkness as I run past. He grabs me. He must have been waiting for me.

      “You’re all mine,” he grins down at me. “And I don’t even have to pay for you. You will be a nice treat that I keep chained to my bed.”

      My blood is cold, and I am shivering in his grip.

      It is over. I know it is. Dark elves have magic. He will probably disappear with me now.

      But someone disagrees.

      The growl is low and rumbling and darker than the nighttime.

      It is unnatural and the elf hisses.

      “Beast.” The word slips from his lips in a whistle and he shoves me behind him.

      The monster faces us, and slowly, four long, thick tendrils stretch from his back.

      The elf doesn’t wait but summons a staff and throws magic at it. The beast avoids the magic effortlessly.

      He growls again, leaping forward. The elf creates a dark forcefield around us. The beast bounces off it, but doesn’t fall.

      Our eyes meet. Both his red eyes close and open slowly. As though he is trying to communicate with me.

      The elf throws spell after spell at him, swiftly, brutally. The beast is hurt several times but continues forward.

      He is relentless, using his arms, legs, claws, and tentacles to fight.

      I realize, when he avoids clawing at me when the elf shoves me in front of him, that the beast is trying to help me.

      But why?

      To be continued. To read more click here!
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