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        BLURB:

      

      

      
        
        Cursed forever to be an ugly duckling in the shadows… my beauty and magic hidden away from the light…

      

      

      
        
        Thom has owned me for so many years; he loves me for my beauty, although you wouldn’t know for how often he leaves bruises upon my skin. And if I even think of shifting?

        That’s what the worst punishments are reserved for.

      

      

      
        
        My body aches to let my feathers out, for my wings to stretch to the sky, to feel the sweet relief of the world disappearing beneath me…but I’m trapped, locked up, and hidden away.

      

      

      
        
        None of the swans Thom keeps are allowed to show their true colors, but it’s worse for me because I’m the only one of us who’s different. Black wings, fragile heart, and legs that won’t stop dancing in the dark…Thom would kill me if I ever used my magic to escape.

      

      

      
        
        I am his Dark Swan, after all. I’ll always belong to him.

      

      

      
        
        But then one day, freedom calls in the distance. My carriage spills over, and death comes for me…and introduces me to four shifters who will save my life, just as surely as I will save theirs. A bear, a lion, a jaguar, and a wolf, all as broken and as destructive as me.

      

      

      
        
        It’s with them that I find out I was never meant for the light, and that freedom is found in the depths of the dark.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SOPHIA

      

      

      I relished in the cozy sound of the fire crackling and popping in the hearth beside where my father and I sat in our living room. I was tucked under a black and red checkered blanket, the fabric so soft that it made me want to cuddle it.

      My knees were curled up to my chest, and I was listening intently to the story my father was reading to me. My father, a hero in my eyes. He was the man of the house, as he loved to say with joy, and stood by his promises to love and protect Mother and me.

      He clutched my favorite book in his hands, cradling it as if it were just as important as I was to him. The pages were tired and worn, yellowing around the edges, but I didn’t care. A giddy smile had already curled at the crevices of my mouth.

      I listened closely as father told the story, page after page of the tale I’d heard thousands of times before. It didn’t matter how many times I listened to it, for it always felt like the first. It was due to my loving father; the words that poured from his mouth brought the characters to life in my wide imagination.

      Father knew how to capture the attention of the room. He had a charismatic wit about him. He channeled a level of dramatic enthusiasm that gave the story zest and purpose as he read it out.

      At the humorous parts, he made me giggle uncontrollably, while at the sad parts, I’d let my tears fall as I wept for those characters who were in pain. He had me absorbed, hooked to every moment. It was a part of his talent for vivacious storytelling.

      “The soup is almost ready, you two.”

      I heard the sound of Mother’s dreamy voice behind me. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw her standing over the stove, her hand holding a wooden spoon that went round and round.

      A stew pot was bubbling on the burner, brewing a concoction of meat and vegetables. It smelled savory and delicious, sparking my taste buds and making my mouth to water as the scent filled the room.

      My mother made everything better. Her smile and laugh could turn a bad day into an amazing one. No matter how tired she was, I could always rely on her when I simply need some love, attention, and care.

      “Thanks, honey.” My father’s eyes twinkled with sweet love when he cast her a smile.

      I couldn’t believe that anyone else in the world could love someone the way my father loved my mother. I was only seven years old, but I knew true, unconditional, and mind-consuming love because I saw it in my parents’ eyes every time they looked at each other.

      It was the kind of love I wished for myself, and I relished imagining that one day, my prince would find me and cloak me in compassion.

      That was one of my many hopes and dreams.

      I shifted my weight and propped my back against the chair behind me to get comfortable. The fire was gleaming in soft hues of oranges, reds, and fiery golds, casting shadows of my father’s profile as he concentrated on continuing the story.

      His spectacles were resting casually atop the bridge of his nose, the reflection of the flames dancing in his glasses. It added to the magic of the story he read to me.

      The protective veil of my parents’ love shielded me from the terrors of the world.

      We never talked about the shadows that lurked in the darkness outside our quaint and cozy little village. It was as though such thoughts were forbidden, never leaving our lips unless an update of new horrors spread through the whispering night.

      On the outside, our community looked like a sleepy little snow-capped mountain town, but I had overheard my parents, teachers, and friends’ parents whispering about the Masters when they thought kids couldn’t hear them.

      Bloodthirsty raiders who prowled the streets at night, seeking easy prey. Families to destroy, slaves to claim. An evil that everyone knew about but was too afraid to bring to light.

      I pushed those stories to the back of my mind, trying my best to act as if I lived within the bubble of safety my parents strove to provide. But at night, I couldn’t help but hide under my bed covers at every bump or scrape of a tree branch against my window.

      Now, in this very moment, with the smell of fresh garden vegetables simmering on the stove flooding my nostrils and my father reading to me by the fire as it warmed my skin, I didn’t have to worry. I was with my parents, who would protect me against anything, no matter what.

      And I believed them.

      My parents were white swan shifters. My mother was elegant and graceful in her human form. But as a swan, she was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen. So much so, that to watch her move fluidly through the room with her opal wings brought tears of awe to my eyes.

      Where my mother was beautiful, Father was a fierce protector, a gallant figure who complemented her perfectly.

      I was the only one in our little family who wasn’t quite so perfect. I was a dark swan.  I wasn’t supposed to be sad about something I had been born with, but it was hard to ignore, for being different brought its share of unkindness.

      “You’ll grow into your white wings,” my father would always tell me with a reassuring smile and a gentle squeeze of my hand. “Sometimes, these things happen.”

      “But why do they have to happen to me?” I would always ask with a level of frustration lacing my tone. I never asked for this.

      Secretly, I wished to be like Mother and Father. To be a replica of their white feathered beauty and to make them proud. Instead, I only brought misery and gossip from those who knew what type of swan I was.

      My father was always patient and calm with me. “Don’t worry, sweetheart.” That was when he would gently stroke my cheek. “I think you are beautiful. Your black wings make you unique.”

      I would fold my arms over my chest. “I don’t want to be unique.”

      Honestly, I didn’t really understand why being unique was good. Unique was different. Bad. Something that others made fun of.

      I desperately wanted to fit in. I didn’t want the other children at school to make fun of me, to tug on my hair or kick my shins from behind while I walked down the hallways with my arms crossed defensively over my chest.

      I didn’t tell my parents that I was bullied at school. It was embarrassing to admit it out loud. I kept it hidden in the cobwebs of my mind, hoping that if I did my best not to dwell on it, that the pain would disappear altogether.

      Besides, all of that pain disappeared whenever I was with my parents.

      Focusing back on Father’s storytelling, I decided to enjoy the present moment. I could dwell about all the things that were wrong on my own, but these precious moments were ones I treasured and they couldn’t be lost to my worries and fears.

      I saw my mother out of the corner of my eye. She reached on her tiptoes for three bowls in the cabinet above the stove. She placed each bowl in a line on the counter and began ladling the wonderful, stick-to-your-ribs soup into them.

      Father pulled the glasses from his face, folded them, and gently placed them on the table beside the fireplace. He turned down the corner of the page we were on so that he wouldn’t lose our place. Then he sat the book next to his glasses and stood up.

      He extended his arm and reached for my hand with a whimsical smile. “Let’s have dinner now. We can read one more chapter before bed, all right my beautiful Sophie?”

      My name was Sophia, but he always called me Sophie. I loved it when he called me that. It made me feel appreciated and important. I nodded and gave him a gleaming smile in return. “Yes, Father. We really need to get a bookmark. Bending pages is bad.”

      Father chuckled, his eyes glimmering at my comment. “You’re right. Next time a feather falls out, we’ll use that.”

      “One of yours or mothers. That way the book will always remain precious,” I voiced.

      “Having a black feather would be nice as well,” Father reasoned, trying to make me feel just as important and special.

      We walked hand-in-hand toward the kitchen, which was open to our living room. Mother had already placed the bowls of soup on the table along with glasses of milk and napkins.

      My stomach began to rumble with hunger, anticipating the warm cuisine. I was salivating as Mother brought over a loaf of fresh bread from the oven to the table; it was perfectly golden-brown. I couldn’t wait to nibble the crunchy texture outer crust and reach the soft interior that practically melted in my mouth.

      
        
        But I never made it to the table.

        I never got to taste the bread.

        I didn’t get to see my parents laugh over silly things.

        I never even got to the kitchen.

      

      

      The world around me morphed. Everything happened in slow motion.

      Our front door burst inward, slamming with such force that it cracked from the hinges and dangled awkwardly. The shrill scream of my mother’s shock wailed through the room like a siren in the dead of night.

      My father instinctively pushed my tiny, seven-year-old body behind him, but I peered slightly to the side, desperate to see who was entering our home uninvited.

      Men rushed into the house like a parade. All of them wore black masks that covered their whole faces — except for their eyes. I wanted to speak out, to ask my father who these men were, but I couldn’t say anything.

      The words got stuck in my throat, lodged there, choking me as fear gripped me.

      My father’s hands trembled as he pushed me under the table. He pressed a finger to his lips, signaling me to stay as quiet as I could.

      For the first time in my life, I saw fear in my father’s eyes. It made me tremble in my place. If Father was afraid, this must have been bad.

      Who were these strange men? What did they need from us peaceful villagers?

      My eyes darted over to my Mother in panic, noticing one of the men had something pointing at her. She was crouching down on the kitchen floor, unable to move due to the strange man. Her arms were draped protectively over her head, leaving me wishing I could see the color of emotion on her face and determine just how serious this situation was.

      Mother shook her head, still holding her chin down. “No, no, no.” She murmured it over and over, like a broken record that had become hitched in the same spot as it spun beneath the needle.

      “Father?” My attempt at capturing his attention was weak at best.

      The sound of my voice was little more than a feeble croak. It was obvious that he couldn’t hear me; his attention was too focused on watching the men destroy our home.

      Watching the destruction unfold around me, I remembered the stories about the guards and the Masters. The men who raided innocent family’s homes and broke them apart for their own purposes.

      My heart stopped beating in my chest. I felt the color drain from my face and I gasped. The nightmare stories weren’t folklore anymore. They were happening in my very safe haven.

      No...not us. Please, don’t ruin our happy family.

      I shrunk to the floor as one of the men grabbed my father and tied his arms around his back. He shoved him to the floor and my father roared in pain, fighting against the ropes that held him prisoner.

      Another raider took a precious swan heirloom that had belonged to my grandmother off the fireplace mantel. It was made of glass, holding much value to my mother especially.

      The raider raised his arm over his head as he clutched the trinket in his devious hand. Then, in one swoop, he thrust his arm down to the ground. The delicate swan made a shattering sound as it was smashed to bits against the surface of the creaky old floorboards beside the hearth.

      Why? Why were they doing this?!

      My mother sobbed with grief as two raiders picked her up, scooping her under their arms, and dragged her over to my father.

      I hoped my hiding spot made me invisible to these men, but I also wished I could do something. Anything to save my parents.

      Are they going to take them away from me? What do they need from Mother and Father?

      “Please,” my mother begged. The broken and desperate sound of her voice was heart-shattering. “Take what you want, just please don’t hurt us.”

      Her body sagged as she whimpered and pleaded for their lives to be spared.

      My father was different. He had his shoulders held high. He wouldn’t look the raiders in the eyes, showing great defiance, even though earlier his hands had been trembling and fear shone on his face.

      He looked stoic, sitting there on his knees with his arms tied behind his back.

      If he wasn’t afraid now, why should I be?

      My thought made sense, but I didn’t have the same courage as my father. Instead, I  clutched the table leg and endured the shivers that went down my spine.

      Several more men entered the house. They were dressed in all black and they all wore the same masks. They gave off a commanding vibe, like the village officers who protected us.

      Yet, they weren’t here to protect us. They were destroying everything my parents had worked hard for.

      Another man entered the room with an air of confidence. He held himself like a dictator, a king even. He wore a brown leather trench coat and though he looked too young to be the leader, he swayed with a ruler’s grace.

      He surveyed the ransacked condition of the house, bobbing his head while a large smile formed on his dry lips.

      I followed his gaze around my once-perfect home, observing how the chairs were tossed over on their sides. Glass shards littered the floor and crunched under the men’s black boots as they gathered in a line and stood at attention. Their leader chuckled.

      I had to bite my tongue to keep from screaming.

      “Good work here, team,” the man wearing the tan trench coat gloated. “Very nice, indeed.”

      My mother was breathing hard, droplets of water falling from her face. My father was glaring at the man in the coat as if he recognized him. This revelation filled me with newfound hope; maybe Father would be able to ask the man nicely to let us go.

      It took me a moment to realize what the men were holding. Guns. They were holding guns.

      They were weapons that Dad said hurt people. They were never a good sign to see.

      Two men stood in front of my parents with their semi-automatic rifle barrels pointing directly at my parents’ heads. Hot tears rolled down my cheeks as I realized what could happen.

      No. What would happen.

      I made no attempt to wipe my tears away. It would be pointless. There would be more to follow. Absorbing everything that had happened in a few short minutes left me feeling despondent.

      I made my body as small as possible, hiding myself in the shadows of the scary men. My parents had not once mentioned or acknowledged me, leaving me with the understanding that they were protecting me the best way they possibly could in this dire situation.

      My father took a deep breath as if he expected something was coming. I held my breath, suspense thrumming through my shaking body. I watched as the guards cocked their weapons and aimed them in the direction of their targets, my parents.

      My body froze and for a split second, my eyes met my father’s. No words were spoken. His lips didn’t move an inch, but his eyes, those passionate eyes that had given lots of loving attention, spoke the words he couldn’t say.

      
        
        I love you, Sophia.

      

      

      As soon as the gunfire erupted, I heard ringing in my ears. The sound was phenomenally loud, to the point I grabbed the sides of my head to cover my ears.

      A searing migraine debilitated me, while my eyes closed out of instinct. I bit my tongue to prevent myself from screaming and revealing my hidden location.

      I tasted blood in my mouth while spicy tears brimmed and spilled over my cheeks.

      I didn’t watch from there on, but even with my hands clamp against my ears, I heard the sound of my parents’ lifeless bodies as they crumpled into a heap on the floor.

      I didn’t need to open my eyes to confirm what I feared the most. I already knew, feeling it down to my very bones.

      
        
        They were gone.

      

      

      I was officially an orphan in the blink of an eye, my parents now gone from the world. How did it all go wrong? Couldn’t I rewind time and go back to the fire with my father, listening to his exuberant storytelling?

      Could I go back and warn them about what would happen?

      Opening my eyes slightly, I saw black boots moving calmly and excruciatingly slowly toward the table. My breathing was rapid and I tensed every muscle in my body.

      The fabric cover of the tablecloth lifted, and that was when I saw the wicked sneer of the tan-cloaked man with chestnut hair.

      “Well, well, well,” he proclaimed in a boisterous tone. “What do we have here, hiding under this table?”

      I swallowed hard but didn’t answer him, my body trembling uncontrollably as my wide eyes stared up at the man in sheer horror.

      He let out a condescending laugh. “It looks like I’ve won the golden prize.”

      The sound of screams filled my ears. It took me a second to realize that they were coming from my own throat.

      White hot pain hit my scalp and shot down my neck as the man yanked me by the hair and pulled me from under the table.

      I screamed and fought, kicking and flailing my legs and arms, trying my hardest to get away from the terrifying man, but his grip was too strong.

      I would do my best to defend my life, but I wouldn’t be able to fight for long against those powerful arms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Sophia

          

        

      

    

    
      My eyes focused on a stain on the ceiling. I used it as a distraction. The stain was rust-colored, probably blood from one of the other slaves. Maybe from the blood of another swan shifter prisoner in years past, before I came along to fulfill Thom’s every fantasy.

      The stain was shaped like a head, almost as if the ruined soul was still somehow frozen in time, looming over the bed to haunt whomever lay here, staring up at the ceiling, shackled and bound by another. It had faded so much over time that it was an ugly tint at this point.

      I took a deep breath and tried to stretch and adjust myself, but to no avail. Thom had tied the ropes around my ankles and wrists tighter than usual, as if he were afraid I could somehow get out of them. He knew that I was stronger than most of his other captives. He had to use extra precautions to bind and keep me down.

      I took a deep breath, inhaling slowly, holding the air in my lungs before releasing it in a long exhale. Breathe in and out. At least you are alive. I reminded myself.

      It could always be worse.

      I glanced around the dungeon where Thom liked to bring his slaves for the gratification of his own sexual pleasure. The room had a four-poster queen sized bed in it, one that I was currently bound to. My arms were over my head and my legs were spread apart, strapped down at the ankles and wrists. It was a terribly uncomfortable position to be lying in and my muscles twitched every so often. My arms ached, extended above me for too long. I wished there was some way I could slacken the ropes around my petite wrists.

      Where the fuck did he go?

      More importantly, why did I even feel the need to ask myself that question in the first place? It wasn’t like I wanted him to come back and was counting down the seconds until his fateful return or something. I knew he hadn’t gone far.

      He had that gleam in his eye, that rabid, wild animal look as if he had hunted his prey for numerous hours and finally caught it. Thom was a hungry Master. He wanted to have his way with me, whenever he saw fit. Which, unfortunately for me, was all the fucking time.

      I was naked, stripped down to my very soul. At least that is what it felt like in my vulnerable state of mind, but who wouldn’t feel that way when they were tied to a bed and told not to move or else they would receive the most brutal beating of their entire life?

      I craned my head to the side and caught a glimpse of my reflection in the dingy mirror across the room. I cringed when I saw myself. I had bruises and scrapes all over my body. I was worn down, tired, and beaten.

      I was broken, but only on the outside. Thom hadn’t managed to hammer his way down to crack my internal being. Not yet, anyway. I was hanging on by a thread, though.

      I did my best to count the minutes, the hours, and days. I needed something to pass the time. My twenty-first birthday had been last week. I had been in this godforsaken Master’s castle since the age of seven, when Thom had yanked me out from underneath my kitchen table when I was just an innocent child who hadn’t realized the suffering of the world yet.

      I had spent my twenty-first birthday rotting away in my cell down the hall and past a corridor in this very same dungeon. Nothing had changed over the course of the years. There weren’t any causes for celebration when you were a prisoner..

      I took another deep breath. Anxiety swelled in my belly and created the sensation of butterflies fluttering around in there. I hated having nervous energy, but I loathed it even more when I was expecting Thom’s abuse.

      The abuse came in different shapes, sizes, and colors of emotion. Sexual. Physical. Emotional. Thom’s sadistic mind was just twisted enough that he had the talent and knack for inflicting all three types of abuse. I was scorned in every way possible.

      I flinched when I heard the sound of him banging around in the room next door.

      “Shit!” he exclaimed. “That’s not the toy I was looking for.”

      What Thom considered a toy was undoubtedly my worst nightmare. I knew exactly what he was doing. He was scoping his supply closet for sexual instruments to torture me with.

      I nibbled on my bottom lip absentmindedly and kept myself extremely still. I did my best to go to the quiet reserves in my mind, the secret places where I harbored images to drum up even the most microscopic hint of joy whenever I found myself in a crippling state of fear.

      “Please don’t come back,” I murmured in such a whisper that it was barely audible, even to myself.

      Of course, I was a fool to ever dream that wish would come true. Thom wouldn’t be gone for long. He would come back for his prized dark swan, no matter what obstacles stood in his way.

      I closed my eyes again.

      I saw a vivid picture in my mind of my father, swinging me around and around in a circle in the rolling pastures next to our village. The snow-capped mountains were in the distance, stretching to the sky as if reaching for the heavens.

      No matter what the season was, no matter if there was vivaciously green, soft grass in the valleys to tickle my bare feet, the mountains were so high in altitude that they remained blanketed in snow all year.

      I loved this image in my head. It was powerful. Most of the time, it brought me to tears. I could smell the lilies in the pastures. I could feel the wispy strands of my mother’s hair as it brushed up against my cheek. I felt my father’s strong embrace. His grip had been filled with wonder and grace.

      But he was gone. He was only alive in my memories, nothing more. Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust.

      My eyes bolted open once again, jostling me back to reality. I was cold, lying here stripped of clothing in a dank and musty dungeon. Goosebumps prickled on the surface of my skin.

      I was exposed. Naked. Raw.

      I hated Thom and his vile sex acts. He was a monster and I wished for a way to escape his wicked obsessions. He still wasn’t back from the supply closet. Naturally, my heart began to drum violently in my chest because I knew that probably meant I was really in for a world of pain tonight.

      I tried to stay as still and quiet as I could, preparing myself for what I knew was coming. My senses had had a mind of their own recently. I couldn’t explain it, but things had been happening in my brain. Weird things that were very real. I knew I wasn’t dreaming in the situations where these…occurrences took place.

      I was a swan shifter, it was true. But there was something probing the back of my mind, gnawing at my subconscious. My parents had both been beautiful swan shifters. I wished that they had been alive long enough to teach me how to shift into a white swan just like them.

      My mother, there was no way to describe her natural and profound beauty when she shifted into her magnificent wings. They seemed to cloak the world in a blanket of white security and purity.

      I loathed the Masters and the guards who had taken away my freedom and sold my parents short on a beautiful life spent watching me grow up. Thom and his crew ripped my family apart and I despised him for it.

      It was bad enough that I was an orphan, but I felt inferior to the other swans held in captivity with me. They were all white swans too. It was Thom’s fetish. He loved the white swans the most, and always hunted them more than the other types of shifters in the world.

      I was an outcast not only in my mind, but also to the other prisoners in Thom’s castle. Everyone chastised me, made fun of me. If something went wrong, no matter whose fault it was, no one hesitated to point fingers and place blame on me.

      Of course, I was the easiest target because I always quietly stewed in the back of my mind, but never aggressively fired back at Thom, the guards, or the other slaves.

      I didn’t want to make things worse for myself, and I knew that defending myself started from within. My parents hadn’t had violent temperaments, and I just didn’t have it in my nature to be that way either.

      But, back to the strange things that had been happening in my mind lately. It was bizarre, I knew that much. Just last week, I had been in the courtyard in the grounds of the palace. I had been cleaning the gardens with another team of slaves.

      We had been instructed to weed the area and pluck away debris. I had been concentrating, hunched over and yanking up the weeds until my hands were bloody. The guards didn’t allow us to wear gloves. It was just another way for them to get off torturing us and causing us unnecessary pain while exercising their control over us.

      “Go faster!” one of the guards had hissed into my ear.

      Immediately, I began fumbling in the rose beds, frantically pulling weeds with shaking fingers because I didn’t want to receive a beating for moving at too slow a pace. My efforts had been in vain.

      Wouldn’t you know that the malicious guard had beaten me anyway?

      The lashing whip made contact with my skin over my shirt. The initial pain had been hot as fire. I roared with it, flinching and arching my back. This just made the guard whip me harder when he drew his weapon back the second time.

      “I’m trying my best!” I had told him, pleading for him to stop his brutal attack. I thought I might pass out from the pain. It throbbed through my entire body relentlessly.

      Finally, the guard had stopped, but I was seething as I glared at the flower beds. I had such wrath and fury swirling through my brain. I was enraged, and if I could have engulfed myself in flames, I would have. My body heat was intense. I felt my cheeks and ears grow wildly hot.

      That was when the unexplained occurrence had taken place.

      The entire row of flowers had burst into flames in that exact moment, precisely where I had been staring daggers before. Stunned, I drew back instinctively. It took me a moment to realize that I was the reason for this frenzy of fire that had unleashed chaos all around me.

      I had begun to panic. My throat felt swollen as my eyes had darted around with paranoia. No one had known it was me, apparently. The guards were working to put the flames out, stomping on them and throwing buckets of water on the worst places before it spread too far out of control. Even a week later, I was baffled at how I could have caused the fire to happen in the first place.

      “I’m sorry to keep you waiting…”

      Thom was back.

      I gasped and flinched. He had that twisted grin on his face, that flickering of animalistic passion in his eyes that made my blood run cold and sent shivers up my spine. I swallowed hard. I didn’t want to move a single fiber in my body. I couldn’t breathe.

      Thom was naked. He was more muscular than most of the Masters that I had met over the years. He prided himself on taking care of his body, but he was more than twice my age now, and balding. He wasn’t attractive to me in any sense of the word, but it wasn’t as if I had a choice or say in the matter.

      I was Thom’s prized possession, his beautiful dark swan, no matter how often I tried to convince myself otherwise.

      I didn’t answer him when he apologized for keeping me waiting. As far as I was concerned, I would wait forever if it meant he never laid a finger on me or touched any private place on my body ever again.

      Thom began lighting candles around the bed. The wax dripped and sagged, much like my defeated mood. He cast me a devious grin that was filled with naughty intent. I wanted no part of this, but naturally, he felt I had a role to play.

      “Are you ready?” he asked. His eyes shimmered with excitement.

      I met his gaze, but again, didn’t appease him with an answer.

      He slapped the side of my bare breast. It bounced and recovered but my skin stung on impact for several lingering seconds. I didn’t respond with any emotion.

      “Did you hear what I said, woman?” He leaned down until we were almost nose to nose and I could feel his warm breath on my cheek. “I asked you a question.”

      I paused and closed my eyes for a brief, hesitation of a second.

      “I’m ready,” I finally managed to croak. I hoped it was enough to satisfy him as a response.

      “Good.” Thom shot me a smug grin as he picked up a long and slender white candle.

      He dangled it over my belly, taunting me. The candle hovered dangerously and I braced myself for impact as Thom began to tilt the candle ever so slightly to the side. I knew that he was doing it slow on purpose so that he could get a thrill out of my terrified suspense.

      The wax began oozing off the tip of the wick. I held my breath and bit my tongue until I tasted blood. Then, when the brutally hot wax hit my skin like lava, I wailed. It was an instinctual response, but I hated to give Thom the satisfaction. Seeing my pain gave him pleasure. The more fuel I gave him, the more intense the sexual torture would be. I pressed my lips together and whimpered.

      “Oh, what’s the matter?” Thom laughed wickedly. “You don’t like having fun? Grow a pair. You need to be tougher, especially in bed.”

      Fun? This was hardly what I would call a carnival of bliss, but I nodded anyway. I knew that if I didn’t, I would be in even more trouble than I already was.

      Thom positioned the candle over my naked, bald pussy. He liked to shave it. He claimed that he wanted to see all of me and that a little tuft of hair would just get in his way. I held my breath again, but then something miraculous happened.

      The door leading up the steps into the upper part of the house and out of the dungeons swung open with a burst of energy. Two guards began trotting down, their boots making a trampling sound against the concrete floors.

      “What is it?” Thom demanded. His eyes were glazed with irritation. “Can’t you see I’m busy?”

      The guards glanced at me. Then they reluctantly looked at Thom. Then they exchanged a not-so-subtle look with each other.

      “My apologizes, Master,” one of the guards said and cast Thom a sickeningly low bow of humility.

      “Yes, Master.” The other one nodded profusely. Both of them appeared to be humiliated. “We don’t mean to disturb your affairs—”

      “Then what the fuck are you doing down here?” Thom roared. His arm jerked in the air and the hot candle wax went flying everywhere.

      I knew that whatever had happened, it must be bad. The guards wouldn’t come down here and ruin Thom’s sexual play for nothing.

      “Forgive us again,” the taller of the guards said. He visibly swallowed hard. I saw the motion of his gulp in the way his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down on his neck. “But there is a slave that has somehow managed to escape and is darting across the lawns towards the fence line.”

      “You are all a bunch of fucking fools,” Thom yelled before hiking over me and climbing off the bed. He threw a navy-blue bathrobe over himself and darted up the stairs as he sighed with exasperation.

      I sighed with relief. I was in the clear for now, but I knew it was only a matter of time before Thom came back. He had left me tied here.

      There wasn’t much I could do about escaping for the moment, but I would try to use my mind, my most valuable resource, to try to find a way out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Sophia

          

        

      

    

    
      Okay. There had to be a definitive way out of this predicament. I just hadn’t brainstormed what it was yet.

      I glanced back up at the stain on the ceiling. It fueled my ambition to free myself. I didn’t want my own blood stains on any part of these walls.

      Of course, there was always the high chance that Thom would return down to the dungeons and find me missing. There would be hell to pay in that instance. I would probably receive the beating of a lifetime if I escaped this bed. My mind was ping-ponging back and forth with what I should do and how I should do it.

      But then there was the slim possibility, however microscopic, that in the chaos and tussle taking place upstairs with the escaped slave, Thom would forget altogether that I had even been down here in the first place.

      The odds were against me, sure. But I had to try, because I was a fighter and not a coward. I still had the will to live and my survival instinct was always at a peak. My internal antenna was buzzing.

      I had to do something. I couldn’t just let him have his way with me if I had a chance to escape.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and inhaled sharply, but I didn’t let the air out of my lungs. I held it there, suspended for several seconds before releasing it slowly. I needed to sharpen my mind and calm my senses to enhance them.

      “You can do this, Sophie,” I told myself, using the nickname as my father always had.

      I knew it probably sounded a little skewed, but when I gave myself little verbal pep talks from time to time in the third person and in my father’s affectionate pet name, it was almost as if I were channeling him. If I pretended hard enough, I could almost picture him standing beside me, coaxing me along.

      No one had ever believed in me like my father. I had to honor his legacy. If I died, then it would mean he lost his life for nothing. I owed him, and my mother, more than that. I owed them my life, and that meant I had to keep on living it so that their spirit would stay burning inside of me.

      I wiggled my toes and shifted my legs even though I was still bound by my ankles to the bedposts.

      “At least Thom didn’t hit my legs,” I mumbled.

      Normally, he knew better, but sometimes he got carried away in his sexual bliss. He wanted me to dance for him all the time. He wouldn’t injure my legs because it wouldn’t benefit him in any way to do so.

      I grunted and pushed my weight out in an effort to loosen the ropes tied around my wrists. The raw skin burned and ached against the tearing pressure. I yelled out and stopped, panting heavily.

      “No.” I shook my head defiantly. “I can’t struggle. The only thing that ever works is the path of least resistance.”

      I had to constantly remind myself of that fact, something my parents had instilled in my brain from an early age, even if I had only had the luxury of being their daughter for seven years before I was torn away from them.

      I tried to relax and clear my head of all the murky sludge that was emotionally weighing me down. I took measured, even breaths. I heard the alarms ringing on the floors above the dungeons, announcing in a shrill tone that there was a slave on the loose.

      I couldn’t even begin to imagine what the slave would have in store for them if they were caught. If Thom or his guards recaptured him or her, then it wasn’t likely that they would live to see the light of another day.

      Slaves disappeared all the time. I knew what that meant. Thom had his guards kill off the unruly ones, or the ones that gave him too much grief. When Thom decided he was bored with a slave, then he got rid of them.

      In his mind, it was a simple explanation and action for decluttering his castle and making sure it didn’t get overcrowded.

      Most of the slaves in captivity here with me were too scared to do anything too rebellious. If you stayed under the radar, it usually meant you could prolong your life somewhat. I wished I had that option, but as Thom’s favorite pet, I was always at the top of his radar.

      I was beginning to over-psych myself, which suddenly summoned my wings, cloaking me on the bed. They had their sharpened tips, a defense mechanism. I had never shifted into them in front of Thom in a threatening manner, though. I wasn’t stupid enough to pull out a stunt like that. If I did, Thom would undoubtedly pull out the big guns on me. He would kill me himself with the entire brigade of guards and slaves watching if I ever tried to defile his dictator reputation like that.

      “Come on, Sophie,” I told myself again. “Think of something. Do something proactive.”

      Tears of frustration began to pool in the corners of my eyes. “Stop it,” I growled through clenched teeth. “You can’t show any weakness. Not here, not ever.”

      Another superficial pep talk I liked to give myself. More often than not, it worked, even if it was only for a few fleeting seconds.

      A few seconds later, I heard a noise coming from upstairs. I instantly froze. Every muscle in my body tensed up so dramatically that I began to ache all over.

      I held my breath. I wouldn’t allow myself to breathe again until I knew exactly who was descending the dungeon staircase. I heard the footsteps. They weren’t pounding and aggressive like the guards would be. They were timid and wary, soft and delicate.

      In fact, I had to crane my neck and pitch my ears to even hear the sound of the footsteps climbing down the stairs.

      In an instant, I saw a figure appear from the shadows and move in my direction. I winced and braced myself. I hated to immediately assume the worst, but I wasn’t exactly on cordial terms with the other people in this castle.

      Madeline, another slave, suddenly appeared in front of my face. Her gray-tinted and malnourished lips were spread into a pencil-thin line. Her eyes were large but otherwise didn’t exhibit any emotion.

      Her jet-black hair was stringy and unkempt. It hung in greasy strands around her face. Madeline rarely bathed, and she threw a fit whenever Thom ordered the guards to hose her down. She was wearing a tattered and fraying nightgown that resembled a potato sack more than an actual garment.

      Madeline’s feet were bare as usual and dirty. She had grime and grit under her fingernails. She stared at me as if she expected me to do something, me to free myself without the aid of another.

      “Madeline?” I whispered.

      My gaze darted with paranoia between her and the open door of the dungeon leading up the stairs. I licked my lips. My heart raced. “What are you doing down here?”

      It was pointless for me to even ask Madeline that question. I already knew she couldn’t talk.

      Madeline was mute. She had been for several years now. The poor girl was a few years younger than me.

      She wasn’t as strong as some of the other prisoners. The beatings and the sexual abuse had gotten to her and progressively taken a toll on her mental health. A few wires had come loose in her head and now she wouldn’t say a word to anyone. It was any wonder why Thom kept her around, especially since she was always caked in dirt.

      I tried to rear Madeline as best I could, to be a mentor or someone she could look up to or confide in, but it was difficult since Madeline couldn’t participate in conversations.

      “What happened, Madeline?” I tried to lean up, but my suspended arms made any sudden movements impossible. “What is going on upstairs?”

      I tried to read her eyes, but they just stared right through me, burning a hole. I had gotten used to Madeline’s quirks, but something about the way she was looking at me made me feel threatened.

      “Where is Thom?” I asked.

      Madeline slowly turned her raised arm in the direction of the stairs leading out of the dungeon. She pointed her index finger up with precise movement while keeping her eyes locked on mine.

      “He’s still upstairs looking for the prisoner on the loose?” I asked.

      Madeline gave me one slight nod. It was all I was going to get from her, and frankly, I had to count myself lucky to get that much from her at all.

      I wanted to help Madeline. I wanted to nurture her through her pain and suffering she felt inside and out so that we could get through the tough times together. She was the closest thing I had to a friend inside these castle walls, and that was saying something.

      When I locked onto Madeline’s gaze, I saw how traumatized she was. I saw the torture flickering in those orbs. I knew she wanted to help me, but she didn’t know how. I did my best to infiltrate her disturbed mind.

      “Madeline?” I asked. Since she had been giving me motions in response, I thought I might be able to get her to come to my rescue. It almost seemed too good to be true that she had stumble down here without a guard. “Is this a trap?”

      I was skeptical she could have come down here without the accompaniment of a guard, so I waited, unmoving. I would be able to read the truth in her eyes.

      Sometimes, not often, Thom allowed the captured swan shifters to roam free around the castle grounds inside and out, but only when each area of the castle was heavily secured. Right now wasn’t one of those times.

      Madeline shook her head once.

      No. The guards weren’t trying to bait me.

      I allowed my shoulders to slightly relax, but I still kept my wits about me. There was a practical reason for Madeline’s appearance. There was probably just too much chaos ensuing upstairs for anyone to pay attention to her. She was a wispy and mousy wallflower. She was easy to neglect.

      “Can you help me?” I cringed at the pleading turn my tone had taken.

      I watched Madeline’s eyes flicker in the direction of my rope-bound wrists.

      “Please?” I asked again. “These ropes are really burning my skin.”

      I was hoping that Madeline could empathize with me somewhat. She had been tied and bound many times. All slaves had to struggle with the pain.

      I looked at the ropes and concentrated on every woven fiber of them. My eyes locked in. I felt like I was having an out-of-body experience. It was surreal and unexplainable, just like the fire. I felt the same way inside, the same magnetic force driving me forward.

      I felt a pain in the side of my head and then the ropes around my wrists and ankles disintegrated, crumbling to the mattress. I blinked. Was I seeing things? Having visions? I moved my arms.

      Sure enough, I was able to draw them up to my chest. I rubbed the raw and swollen red areas of my skin where the ropes had rubbed against them.

      I lifted my chin and glanced at Madeline. She had a stunned expression on her face. Her mouth was formed into an O of shock.

      “Madeline…” I trailed off.

      I didn’t know how to explain to her what had just happened, how I had seemingly broken the rope into fragments using only the power of my mind. I couldn’t explain it to her. I had no idea how it happened myself.

      Madeline had been sitting beside me on the bed with her knees tucked under her. As soon as I spoke to her, she jumped off the bed as if I were a witch who was suddenly out to harm her. Obviously, that wasn’t the case, but Madeline’s delusional mind had weaknesses.

      “Where are you going?” I shouted. “Don’t go get the guards.”

      Shit.

      What if she fetched the guards, or worse, Thom himself? No. Impossible. Madeline was too afraid of Thom to approach him directly. She never would have the guts to do something that brave. Not to mention, she didn’t speak. If she couldn’t talk, she wouldn’t be able to capture their attention for long enough for them to remain interested.

      I sat there on the bed for several seconds before I retrieved my clothes from their crumpled heap on the floor and slipped them on. I debated whether to follow Madeline to make sure she wasn’t going to tattle on me, but I felt like I should give her the benefit of the doubt and trust her.

      After a few seconds, I quickly darted up the stairs and out of sight, breathing a sigh of relief when I was able to get back to my upstairs cell without detection.

      Since I was a favorite, I had the luxury of two cells, one upstairs and one down, which meant I didn’t have to stay cooped up in that dungeon all the time. Once I reached my upper cell, I settled in, frantically trying to figure out what to tell Thom. I would just have to do my best to convince him that he dreamed that he was dripping hot candle wax on me once everything had calmed down somewhat. I would insist that it hadn’t been real. It was the best solution to my problem, as long as I stayed put and out of trouble.

      Off the radar. That’s what a smart slave would do.

      In the meantime, I had to figure out how to build up this mind control thing. It would really enhance my likelihood of survival in this castle.

      Maybe if I allowed myself to dream, I’d find myself beyond these restrictive castle walls, in a world full of freedom.
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      I knew these village streets like the back of my hand.

      I had grown up in this quaint and charming small town, giving me the advantage against the guards who were unfamiliar with the side alleys and streets.

      I could navigate best when I was shifted into my jaguar form, and I was in the race of my life.

      I was also faster in this form, but the downside to that was that it wsa difficult to stop suddenly.

      As I sprinted, a vendor pushing a cart full of pretzels and other carbohydrate delicacies stepped into the intersection directly in my path.

      The pads of my paws ground against the pavement, but the impact was inevitable. Neither one of us was a match for the momentum of the situation.

      I slammed into the side of his cart and let out a guttural groan.

      I couldn’t stop.

      “Hey, watch it!” The red-faced vendor wagged his balled fist in the air as he hollered in anger aimed directly at me.

      I kept going. I had no choice. I felt terrible, of course, but I was being pursued by guards from the Master’s castle from where I had escaped several minutes ago, high up on the hill and adjacent to the snowcapped mountains.

      Luckily for me, it was summer. The warmer weather made me feel more limber when racing through the streets in my animal form.

      “You’ll pay for that, you know.” The vendor shook his head and crouched down to begin picking up the broken bits of dough and salt that had toppled onto the sidewalk below.

      I knew that he probably had little patience for shifters, me included. If I could have done anything to help him in the moment, I would have. Especially since I’d just damaged his cart, directly impacting his livelihood.

      Breathe in, breathe out. One paw in front of the other. I needed to watch where I was going so something like that didn’t happen again.

      Another crash would just slow me down. I risked a glance over my shoulder. The guards were faster than I had expected, and some of them were in cars.

      I continued to hurtle through the village, ducking and dodging through moving cars, pedestrians, and anything else that got in my way.

      Escape was the only thing on my mind. The will to survive and flee the area before the Master’s guards caught me was vital. If they captured me, I was as good as dead.

      I darted down an empty side street. An elderly woman wearing a white apron was slapping a small area rug against the brick steps of her apartment walk up.

      Billows of dust began to plume into the air. The woman sputtered and coughed against the direction of the dust that the wind was taking.

      I kept going, panting hard but not yet fatigued. I was surprised that the guards were still gaining on me. I guessed we both had specific motivations for continuing to press on, but for extremely different reasons.

      Who was I kidding, really? I knew that the village was too dicey a place to run in order to escape. There were too many obstacles in my way. It had nothing to do with not being fast enough. It was the fact that the Masters’ top lieutenants were chasing me were in cars.

      I was a jaguar, but it was difficult for me to outrun their cars because they were made for this shit. The engines were created for high speed chases.

      There were still some guards on foot, but they were trailing significantly behind by now, clutching the stitches in their sides and doubling over to catch their breath while holding their knees with their heads ducked down.

      I allowed a smirk to stretch across my snout, but at the same time, I knew that I couldn’t get too cocky about the gap I was building between me and them. Anything could change in an instant. I was just buying time, really.

      Every second counted, and every moment that I spent breathing the crisp valley air was precious. Hearing the hum of traffic and the occasional horn honking, listening to music pouring from pubs and restaurants, it was all valuable.

      It kept me going.

      I raced past a bakery and inhaled a glorious whiff of butter, sugar and, baked goods as I sped by. My mouth watered. Damn, how I missed delectable treats. I would kill for a chocolate cupcake with strawberry icing. I could practically taste the buttercream melting on my tongue like soft silk with a burst of strawberry flavor sending my taste buds on a wild ride.

      Freedom was essential. Being in the center of the town gave me the fuel I needed to charge forward no matter what. This wasn’t the first time I had escaped, but last time I had gotten caught.

      One would think I wouldn’t be stupid enough to make the same mistake twice. I had been sexually abused, whipped and beaten to a fucking bloody pulp, but I had survived. I was the Master’s favorite, which meant my life was spared. But it came at a price.

      Sometimes when I was locked away in the dungeons of the castle and forced to have painful sex, I wished for death.

      It was a pathetic existence when you would rather rot under the dirt than have a beating heart and air in your lungs. My mind kept ticking. I kept my pace.

      Now wasn’t one of those times for me to wallow in my own self-destructive pity. I craved the crisp air. I loved the sting of the radiant sunlight above and the cobalt blue sky that looked as vast as the world itself.

      I had to push through a little bit faster. Just a little while longer. I had this. I had learned from my mistakes from last time. I had grown wiser and mentally mapped out a route. But that was all just about the superficial planning.

      In the thick of it, when I was actually out there living it and racing away from the guards who wanted me dead, it wasn’t as easy as it looked in my vivid and elaborate imagination. The reality was brutally different.

      I didn’t need to rest. My legs didn’t throb. My lungs didn’t burn. I lived for this thrill. Freedom wasn’t so far away now. It was just on the brink of the horizon as I stared straight ahead, pursuing my dreams and living in the moment. It was the only way I knew how to be. It was ingrained into my mind and had been since I was a little kid. The hard part was the pursuit.

      I didn’t have a family anymore. I was alone in the world, aside from several bonded brothers I had in captivity with me. They hadn’t escaped with me this second time, but I had vowed to come back to them, come hell or high water…if I ended up really making it through this.

      I powered down another street, but the traffic at this particular intersection happened to be particularly heavy. Shit. What had I done? I had practiced this charge over and over again in my mind.

      How was it that when the moment came for me to pass through this intersection, it was congested with cars? I grumbled and growled, snarling at the guards as they caught up to me. I bared my teeth. Saliva dripped from my jowls and I narrowed my eyes. I was certain I appeared menacing enough to them that they would cower and reel back, but they didn’t.

      Their eyes were manic, devilish with a hunger to tame me no matter the cost, regardless of the risk to themselves. I had never killed anyone before, but if it came down to them or me, you could damn be certain that I would defend myself.

      I swallowed hard and tensed my muscles. I was in a pouncing position, but by some miracle from the gods above, the light switched to red. I barreled through the pedestrians, doing my best to pass through them without inflicting any harm, but it wasn’t easy.

      There was a woman pushing a stroller up ahead. I had to leap out of the way before plummeting into her and her bouncing bundle of blanketed joy at the very last second.

      I relaxed and breathed a sigh of relief as I finally maneuvered to the other side of the street, but I wasn’t in the clear yet. I hadn’t crossed the finish line into freedom, and honestly, I wasn’t sure I was going to make it.

      I glanced over my shoulder again. I had to know how far away the guards were.

      They were closing in at an uncomfortable rate. My eyes widened in horror at what I saw between their white-knuckled grips.

      They had dart guns aimed and ready to fire directly at me. I knew what these darts were. They were capsules with tranquilizers in the tips that were engineered to pop open and inject into the victim upon impact with skin.

      I may have been in animal form at the moment, but the guards were the true monsters here. They were hunting me as if I were their prey, and they would stop at nothing to make sure they won the battle against me.

      I had lost my bearings upon witnessing the gleaming darts targeted behind me. I stumbled over a bump in the sidewalk and nearly rolled over. I was able to recover at the last moment and keep going, but it was all in vain.

      I felt a searing pain in my hind leg. I wailed and jerked to a grinding halt.

      My jaw went slack.

      My eyes glazed over.

      My tail went limp and my knees buckled.

      It felt like one side of my body started drooping and I collapsed to the concrete with a thud.

      I blinked as I stared at the fuzzy whirlwind going on around me. I felt a net land over my body and when I glanced down, and I saw that I had shifted back into human form, an involuntary trigger set by pain. The guards knew that this would happen once they fired the dart at me.

      Everything felt numb and cloudy in my mind and in my body. The tranquilizer was kicking in, and there was nothing I could do about it. I felt helpless, powerless to control the situation any longer.

      I had fled for as long as I could. I had given it my all. Right before I passed out, a guard with a devious smile crouched over me.

      “You aren’t so fast now, are you, you little bastard?”

      The last thing I heard before I blacked out was the wicked peal of his laughter ringing shrilly through my ears.

      

      My eyes jolted open and I sat up in bed, dripping with cold sweat. My eyes darted suspiciously through the room, taking inventory. The covers had been thrashed off of my legs. I was panting as if my life depended on each gulp of breath that I swallowed down. My brothers were sleeping soundly in their bunks beside me. They weren’t my real brothers, but we had endured hell together and I considered them family.

      A warm fire crackled and popped in the hearth in the center of the room. I was safe, at least for now. I placed my flattened palm on my chest to soothe my pulsing heart.

      “You’re losing it, James,” I whispered to myself. “It was only a nightmare.”

      Only, it wasn’t a nightmare. It was reality. A memory. The images in my dream were so vivid because they had really happened to me, but as I glanced around the warm-toned and cozy room, I realized that I was luckier than most slaves still chained to Masters.

      I felt my shoulders relax. There were no Masters here in this underground bunker. This was my refuge. There were no guards whipping me while sadistically laughing about it with their friends.

      That life was behind me, a horrific part of my past, but the chapter had already been closed, never to be re-written or read again. I sagged back down onto my fluffy pillow, a material luxury I would never have been able to enjoy back in the Master’s dungeon.

      I closed my eyes. “It was all just a dream of the past,” I said one last time before drifting off into oblivion again, hopefully minus the terrifying flashbacks.

      One could try their best to forget the demons that haunted them, but was there ever a way of escaping them for good? If I ever found the answer, I would be home free.

      But for now, I was going to get a good night’s sleep in the security of my bunker.
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      There was a puddle of water on the outside of my cell door on the cold concrete floor.

      Drops of dank condensation lurked on the ceiling just outside of the iron bars that kept me locked in my bedroom that was only slightly bigger than a jail cell.

      The water droplets dripped down and made a plunking sound as they fell into the puddle below.

      All was quiet in Thom’s castle. Order had been restored. I assumed that the slave in question had been captured, because the alarm bells were no longer piercing through the air. I sat on the edge of my bed and did my best to swallow the growing lump in my throat.

      I was in for it for escaping Thom’s sexual, burning wax fantasy before the disturbance of the fugitive on the loose. I glanced at my bony knees. There was dirt caked in the crevices of my body.

      I didn’t get to bathe often. I ran a hand through my dark hair. I wasn’t able to enjoy the luxury of feeling sleek, silky locks on my fingertips. My hair was grimy and greasy in some areas and crusty at the tips.

      Thom made me shower with him most of the time. I assumed that was probably because he didn’t have showers or baths down in the dungeons, but I wasn’t in the dungeon tonight. I was in my separate cell, the one on the floor directly above the dungeons. It was where I had sought refuge during the tussle on the castle grounds.

      I had been waiting here for several excruciatingly anxious hours. There was no way to tell in advance what my fate might be, but I couldn’t exactly hope for the best. Thom’s rage got out of hand sometimes, and it would be even worse tonight.

      Thanks to the slave who had managed to get loose, Thom would be fraying at the edges. The fire of wrath and anger that resided in Thom would be out in full force tonight.

      I wrung my hands together nervously. My lips felt cracked, my eyes puffy and swollen. I glanced over my shoulder and assessed the tiny twin bed that I had to sleep on. It had a metal frame and a scratchy gray blanket that itched at my skin and made it raw in the morning when I woke up.

      I didn’t even have the luxury of a pillow. Thom didn’t want us to have them. He said our posture would be improved by the absence of a pillow. I sighed, feeling labored. It was as the energy in my body was being sucked out with each breath I exhaled.

      I glanced up at the tiny slit of a window above my bed. The window itself was impenetrable. It was a little less than a three-inch slit that brought in a sliver of natural light, but I couldn’t reach to even see outside because it was too high, even when I stood on the headboard railing of my bed.

      Thom may have been a monster, but he sure wasn’t stupid. He knew exactly how to keep his slaves locked away. Well, most of the time. The events of this evening had been an exception to the general rule. Regardless of the mishap, Thom still knew how to rule the slaves and guards under his watch with an iron fist.

      My gaze wandered absentmindedly across my room. I had a toilet and a bed and that was about it. I didn’t even have a mirror to see my reflection, but it wasn’t as if I actually wanted to see the gaunt and phantom-like face staring back at me. I was certain my appearance was probably worse for wear, and probably would be as long as I stayed stuck in this captivity.

      I didn’t know much about the world beyond these gray stone walls — only the things that resided in my memory, but even those didn’t seem to last, fading over time as if I were looking at them through a cloudy vase.

      I stared blankly at the wall. It was a coping mechanism that I had learned to use for recovery purposes, but also for when I knew a massive sexual beating or liaison was about to happen. It was only a matter of time before Thom made his appearance in my cell, demanding sex and whipping me “literally” into shape.

      I closed my eyes as I heard the thundering boom of footsteps crashing through the hallways. It was Thom. Who else would it be?

      I licked my lips. They felt dry and cracked. My entire body was robbed of proper care and nurture. It was a torturous life, but I had no idea how to save myself.

      “There you are.”

      I didn’t open my eyes when I heard the lashing tone of Thom’s voice bellowing through the air.

      “Look at me!” He roared. His bark wasn’t even half as horrifying as his bite.

      My eyes involuntarily bolted open. I glanced over at Thom. He was seething. His shoulders were huffing, moving violently up and down as he panted hard.

      “I’m sorry,” I croaked.

      “Sorry? You are sorry?” Thom mocked. His eyes were bloodshot.

      “Yes.” I nodded meekly.

      So much for him forgetting about the fact that he had tied me up in his special sexual hell dungeon room.

      Thom approached me where I was still sitting on the edge of my twin mattress that was so tired and old that it sagged in the middle.

      I dared to lift my chin and stare at him. He pursed his lips into a sneer and then drew his hand back. I held my breath and braced myself for the impact of the back of his hand against my cheek.

      Slap!

      The sound ricocheted off the walls. I instinctively clutched my stinging face. Thom swatted my hand away.

      “I’m not finished with you yet. This is only the beginning, you weird witch.”

      Thom grabbed a chunk of my jet-black hair into his fist and yanked me off the bed as hard as he could. I wailed under his power and the pain that seared through my scalp.

      “Naughty bitches have to pay for their sins,” he said in an icy tone that sent shivers electrifying up and down my spine.

      I was on my knees. I was in a groveling position, but I didn’t feel much like begging. It would only egg Thom on. The more his slave pleaded for mercy, the less he was likely to loosen the reigns.

      Thom’s fury was about to unleash itself on my body and there was nothing I could do to stop him. I had never felt so powerless in my entire life.

      “I won’t stand for rebels in my castle,” he whispered in my ear in a spiteful tone. “You all think you can make a fool of me, but I will have the last word.”

      His hot breath was on my neck. I was breathing fast now too. I set my jaw and waited for him to make his next move. If I just sat here and took his abuse, my chances of having it be over quicker would increase by twofold.

      “Stand up,” Thom demanded, towering over me with a sinister leer.

      I did as he said, scrambling to my feet in about a millisecond. My shoulders were wilting like a flower that didn’t get enough water or sunlight. How ironic ws it that I was so similar to those beautiful things found in nature when I didn’t feel beautiful at all?

      “Pull down your panties,” he instructed. His voice had calmed down somewhat. He was back in his sexual zone, which was unfortunate for me.

      Thom walked over to the bed and sat down on it. The mattress springs of the bed frame creaked.

      “What are you waiting on?” he asked with a domineering chuckle. “Get the fuck over here.”

      I gulped and began to warily walk over in Thom’s direction. My feet were barely shuffling along.

      “You aren’t going fast enough,” Thom spat. “Hurry it the hell up before you get yourself into even further trouble.”

      I didn’t want that at all. I nodded and was over by his side in an instant.

      He grabbed me by the arms and pushed me down so that I was laying across his lap, bare-assed and exposed.

      “That’s better.” Thom chuckled wickedly like a spoiled child finally being appeased with his own way.

      I knew what was coming. Thom was going to teach me a lesson by painting my ass cheeks raw and red with his opened palm. I would just have to bite down on my bottom lip to get through the pain until he was satisfied enough that he had hurt me to stop.

      The first slap didn’t hurt as much as I had expected it to, but by five or six times of Thom raising his hand over his head and then hitting it onto my bare skin, I was really starting to feel the effects. The sting felt like it was being buried underneath my skin. I knew I would have a bruise later.

      Tears stung in my eyes, but I had to choke them back. I didn’t want Thom to feel the vindication of seeing me cry over the pain and suffering that he had induced. He would get off on that revelation for sure.

      I was furious too. He was taking advantage of me and using my body for his own devious pleasure. How dare he? My body was my own property, not his. That was the way it should have been, but it wasn’t a fact in actuality.

      I had no rights. I was his slave, and if I wanted to live I would continue to let him torture me. But I couldn’t stand for it. I had to be stronger.

      Rage festered inside of my mind and spread like wildfire. It was a sensation that I couldn’t manage. It was something brewing inside of me that I couldn’t sustain. I was out of control.

      Before I knew what was happening or could concoct a way to suppress the rousing in my being, my wings unfurled and protected me. The tips were like daggers, pointing directly at Thom.

      He pushed me off of him and stumbled off the bed, instinctively reeling back to the corner where he protectively shielded his face and torso.

      “What in the hell are you doing?” He asked in a malicious tone. “What has gotten into you?”

      I stood there in the center of the room, breathing rapidly and staring at Thom as if I couldn’t drum up any kind of explanation either for what had just happened. As if reacting to my own surprise, my shocked wings disappeared again.

      I was horrified and humiliated. Nothing like that had ever happened in in front of Thom before. I wasn’t sure what to do or say, so I just stood there like an arrow poking straight out of the ground.

      Once Thom discovered that my wings had gone away again, his surge of confidence was back. He stood over me, making himself appear taller and more powerful as he hovered and forced me to meet his gaze.

      “Tomorrow,” he hissed. “You will perform at the Master Ceremonies. If you don’t, you can kiss your dancing days goodbye.”

      I nodded and flickered my gaze to the floor.

      Thom lifted my chin with his index finger and thumb. “Do you know why you will kiss your dancing days goodbye if you don’t go?”

      I shook my head but didn’t say anything.

      Thom let out a sardonic chuckle. There was devilishness in his laugh. “Because if you don’t do exactly what I say, you won’t have any legs left to dance on.”

      I knew he wasn’t bluffing. I had to take Thom seriously, especially after the little episode with the wings. My heart sank.

      I fell to my knees involuntarily. “Please,” I said and cupped my hands together. “I am so sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I—”

      “Save it,” Thom said and gave me a pitying glance. “It’s never happened before, so I will give you the benefit of the doubt this one time. Just don’t let it happen again.”

      “Okay.” I vigorously nodded and tried to give him a virtuous smile.

      “Now that you are down there…” Thom trailed off with a devious smile. He pushed my head in between his legs with one hand while he used the other to unbutton his pants. “You are going to suck me off to prove that you are a good girl after all.”

      I didn’t want to do it. Thom always made me deep throat him so harshly that sometimes I vomited after the act. My stomach began to churn nervously in anticipation, but I had no say in the matter.

      I nodded and stayed on my knees, where Thom told me I belonged.

      Thom held the back of my head and pushed my open mouth onto his hardened cock. It was pulsing on my tongue. He bobbed my head up and down rhythmically on his shaft. After several seconds, he began groaning and gently tugging on my hair.

      “You are the best slave at giving head,” he said in a dreamy voice.

      As much as I hated giving blow jobs to Thom, I relished the few scant minutes that he was pacified.

      “That’s right,” he groaned again, pumping his hips up and down. His thrusts became harder and faster as he rocked on me and held my head in place. “Keep it up. I’m going to cum soon, and I’m going to shoot my hot seed down your throat and make you guzzle down every drop.”

      I wanted to gag but I couldn’t. I had to keep going, dutifully doing my job.

      I knew that if I stopped before he got off, Thom would snap my neck like a twig.
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      I glanced over at Ayden. He was plucking juicy purple grapes from the vines outside of our underground bunker.

      “Dude,” I chuckled. “I think that’s enough, don’t you?”

      Ayden gave me a begrudging look. He looked like a real life fucking Ken doll.

      He had short golden hair and eyes the same color as the blue sky. He was a complete contrast to my jet-black hair and dark skin, but we had the same color eyes. It was unusual for a shifter with mocha colored skin to have blue eyes, but I was some kind of anomaly.

      In some ways, it bonded our brotherhood even more, aside from the fact that we had escaped the same master in the same village.

      Ayden flickered his gaze at me briefly and casually.

      “What?”

      He shrugged. I watched as the edges of his lips curled into a mischievous grin. “I like making wine. It calms me down.”

      I rolled my eyes and sighed. “You also love to drink the wine.”

      Ayden looked pained for a second as if my words had internally wounded him. “Everyone has a vice.”

      “I’m just messing with you, man,” I said and gave him a fond slap on the back. “Don’t be so intense.”

      “I’m not intense,” Ayden fired back defensively.

      “Well, come on,” I beckoned him with a little wave. I lifted my own case of grapes. It was getting heavier by the second. “Let’s put these cases back on the side of the bunker stairs and then we can move on to more exciting things.”

      That’s when I noticed the twinkle in Ayden’s eyes. Of course, he wanted to hunt. It was his favorite part when it was our turn to go looking for food.

      “You’re on.” He gave me a fist bump.

      “One with the most game wins?” I asked and pitched my eyebrow.

      “You know it, buddy.” Ayden let out a lighthearted chuckle as he lifted his own case of grapes and walked with me over to the bunker door that led to our underground refuge.

      We had lived in the bunker for a couple of years now. Life was good down there, but we still had to be on guard all of the time.

      We couldn’t afford to not sleep with one eye open or constantly look over our shoulders. There was always someone on the lookout, always at least two people who stood guard while the others slept in shifts.

      We had to constantly look out for each other too and watch each other’s backs. There wasn’t going to be anyone else to do it for us. We felt like we were always under the watchful eye of the Masters’ and their guards.

      I had already managed to escape twice. I wasn’t going to make the same mistakes again to get recaptured. We rarely left the woods. It was our safe haven, our habitat. We were used to being out in the wild. Of course, with me being a jaguar shifter and Ayden a lion shifter, we felt the most alive when we were out in the wild anyway. We weren’t made to spend our lives in the captivity of a Master’s dungeon cell.

      We also knew how to hunt, and we were damn good at it.

      I glanced up at the canopy of trees. A gentle breeze shuffled through the leaves and branches swayed as if coaxing us along and waving hello as we passed, going deeper into the thickness of the woods.

      A few birds cawed overhead, singing their songs of joy as they gleefully bounced from limb to limb.

      “It seems so quiet and calm out here today,” Ayden said.

      I glanced at him and nodded. “Yeah.” It was almost as if he had the ability to read my thoughts. I had just been thinking about how tranquil it was out here today as if it was the calm before a storm.

      I glanced up at the sky. It was radiantly blue. There wasn’t a cloud to be seen, but all that could change in an instant. The weather up in these mountains was unpredictable, to say the least.

      In a flash, we could be hit with cold rain, the kind that pelts your skin and soaks you to the bone in an instant.

      In the fall and winter months, the snow gently fell and cloaked the forest in a blanket of white that made hunting exceedingly difficult, which was why we normally preferred to stock up when we could.

      We stored the meat in the freezers to extend the supply once the deep freeze crawled across the forest floor.

      “Let’s not stray too far from the bunker or each other,” I suggested.

      Ayden scoffed and puffed out his chest. “Pussy.”

      “Are you going to call me that when you get captured?” I growled.

      Ayden’s eyes enlarged but I noticed him set his jaw. “That’s not going to happen.” His voice was intensely low.

      “We can never be too careful,” I reminded him.

      That was the problem with Ayden. His weakness was being too cocky, too self-assured about his own strength and capabilities. But when we were at the hands of a village Master, none of us were immune or too powerful to torture.

      The argument could be made that yes, we were in fact safer way up here in the mountains and far away from society in the village, but there was not much of a society left down there. It looked charming and cultured from the point of view of an outsider, but the arteries of the town were clogged with danger and darkness that lurked around every corner, sunny or not.

      Ayden laughed as he shifted into his lion body. His straw-colored fur gleamed gallantly under the rays of sun that beamed down from the cracks between the trees.

      I shifted too. I growled at him as he roared. Our male alter egos clashed on occasion, especially when we were in our animal forms. I was faster than Ayden, and he knew it, but he used his arrogance to try and dominate me because he was bigger than me in his lion body.

      We paced in a circular formation around each other for a few seconds before I noticed the charismatic mischief begin to gleam once again in Ayden’s eyes. He took off running on his padded, giant paws.

      I smirked and shook my snout. I could give the poor sap a head’s start. Why not? I was feeling generous this afternoon. I began to gallop on four legs, trotting along at a leisurely pace at first.

      Then, as the oxygen poured in my lungs and the crisp air began to sting my throat, I felt liberated. Free and alive. The blood pumped through my veins and my heart pounded with the thrill of being on the hunt in the wild.

      It was almost as if the damage of my past was undone when I was a jaguar, running and darting through the pines and firs. It was therapeutic to be out here where I belonged, and I never wanted to take a single second of my freedom for granted.

      I watched Ayden running along on the prowl and I knew that by his mannerisms, we were both on the same page. He too relished in the luxury of being out here untamed. That’s when I noticed that he had slowed to a crawl and begun stepping carefully around a clearing we had come across.

      I eyed him. Our only form of communication now was our expressions. Ayden nudged his furry neck in the southern direction. I glanced the way he was pointing with his bushy head. I noticed the animal at once.

      My jowls immediately began salivating. The hunger in my gut began to swirl and pang with longing. I edged closer to the deer drinking water from a translucent brook that was running down the edge of the mountain.

      I heard the sound of the water splashing up against pebbles and rocks as it flowed down with natural gravity. It was a serene setting. If I weren’t in my jaguar form, I might have thought twice about pouncing on the deer, but we were hungry, and we had a lot of mouths to feed.

      We knew that the deer couldn’t be another shifter. We tried our best to only hunt smaller game like deer, rabbits, and chipmunks. That way we were certain we wouldn’t be killing a fellow man on accident.

      Ayden glanced over at me as if he were waiting for me to give the green light. I nodded. Ayden pounced, but he missed, letting out a roar of frustration. I bolted from my position at the edge of the brook and jumped across the water. I was dangerously fast.

      The deer was no match for me. I closed my eyes as my teeth sank into its neck. I felt its body go limp. The job was finished.

      The taste of metal gushed into my mouth as I inadvertently swallowed down some of the deer’s blood. I was panting hard. The lifeless deer was laying on a bed of leaves as if it were almost a ceremonial death. At least it was quick, and it didn’t suffer.

      Ayden was behind me, watching. It took all my reserved energy to keep myself from sinking my teeth into the juicy meat of the deer and tearing it apart right then and there. That was the primal, animalistic side of me coming through. I had to resist the temptation because I couldn’t think only of myself.

      There were other shifters in hiding back at the bunker who needed to eat too. We would do this the right way, cooking the meat in the kitchen, and freezing whatever we didn’t use right then.

      I was proud of both of us on this hunting spree. We needed each other, it was true. Ayden had scoped the animal, and I had finished the job. But it wasn’t over yet. Now we had to bring the deer back to our bunker.

      I lifted the deer in my jaws and placed it gently on Ayden’s back, making sure it was sturdy enough for the trek home. Once I was certain that it wasn’t going to fall off during the walk home, I nodded to Ayden, who set off in front of me.

      The mood of the forest had become somber, almost as if the drooping branches of certain trees — and nature in general — were weeping for the loss of life. It just came with the territory, the food chain. We couldn’t starve out here, and we couldn’t go into the village and buy food either. We had no choice. I tried not to let the guilt overcome me because our options were limited.

      After about fifteen minutes of walking, we came to the door of the bunker. Our bushels of grapes were still sitting on the ground outside of the bunker door, untouched. I breathed a sigh of relief.

      Everyone in the bunker had a job to do. We each had to contribute to our own little private mini-society. If we didn’t, then shit would hit the fan. Keeping order was a priority, even though we didn’t necessarily have a hierarchy. We had endured enough of that shit back in the villages.

      We got shit done as a team. That was the way it had to be.

      I shifted into my human form first and then lifted the deer off of Ayden’s back so he could shift too.

      When he was back to normal, he was beaming and grinning from ear to ear.

      “We did it, man,” he exclaimed in a proud voice. He gave me a boastful high five.

      “Yes, it’s true.” I nodded with a chuckle. “The camp will eat well tonight.”

      “Thanks to us,” Ayden said.

      “Thanks to you for spotting the game.” I nudged my chin in the direction of the deceased deer.

      “Teamwork makes the dream work, am I right, buddy?” Ayden was all but jumping up and down with excitement.

      “I suppose you are,” I affirmed.

      I glanced over my shoulder. It was hard to believe that only a few seconds ago, I was whipping through the trees, knowing that I had the ability to run for sport and that we would get praise for our catch. I loved running for fun and not because guards were chasing me.

      I wanted to soak up every drop of freedom for all it was worth. After all, I had sacrificed so much over the years, and I had been through hell and back to get to where I was today.

      “Come on,” I said to Ayden. “Let’s take the deer down first.”

      “I can’t wait to see everyone’s faces when we walk through the door with it,” Ayden said.

      “Me too,” I said and grabbed the deer by its hind legs.

      It would be a glorifying moment, and we needed as many of those as we could get these days.

      Morale would be boosted, at least for a little while.
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      The next morning, I cracked one eye open and then the other.

      Sometimes I told myself that the unforgivable acts Thom made me do with him were just a dream. It was a way that I could make myself feel better, to brighten the early moments of my initial wakeup.

      If I tricked myself into believing a lie to benefit my mental stability, then so be it.

      I always tried to keep my thoughts at a plateau. I never wanted to stir up animosity and hurt. It was infectious, and it would spread through me like a sickness if I allowed it to conquer and trap me. I also never wanted to get my hopes up about anything. That way, I would never have to feel as if the world was a glass bottom that was shattering under my feet.

      Besides, if I lived with the mindset that I was a victim, then that was all I would ever be. I had to remain a fighter and stay stable against the odds.

      I sat up and stretched. My arms and legs felt stiff and my muscles protested when I went from a sitting to standing position. I cringed at the memory of my wings appearing last night with Thom in my cell.

      He had been livid. His cheeks were burning hot at the time. The visual was etched into my brain. He had been practically breathing smoke out of his nostrils, but he hadn’t killed me, so at least I had that going for me.

      It was another day in the castle, but the routine would be different. Last night, Thom had told me to wait in my cell once I woke up the next morning. He had told me that one of the guards would be along to fetch me from my chambers to bring me upstairs to the master quarters to get a full clean up revival. I was going to perform in the Master Ceremonies tonight.

      I didn’t know what to expect, or when the guards would come for me. I just knew that it would be a nightmare when it happened. Don’t get me wrong, I loved to get cleaned up. I felt refreshed every time I was allowed a shower, regardless of whether Thom was there with me or not.

      I sat on the edge of my bed and waited.

      And waited.

      And waited.

      It seemed like I had been there for an eternity. When the afternoon sun began to make its descent in the sky, to once again tuck itself behind the mountains to sleep, I began to get worried. My heart drummed anxiously in my chest. I hated living with a constant fear of the unknown.

      No one had come down to my cell to retrieve me at all today, which was highly unusual. No one had even come to get me to bring me to meals. I was starving. Hunger panged at my gut and stabbed me in the stomach.

      I was also parched. My lips were cracked and dry and my throat felt gritty. I wished I had something to drink. I debated a couple of times whether to stick my tongue out and lap up some of the water from the dirty puddles on the ground, but I hadn’t resorted to that level of desperation just yet.

      I knew in my heart that Thom would send a guard for me soon. After all, I had a monumental role to fulfill tonight. Thom wouldn’t go without me to the Master Ceremonies. He never did. I always went with him, no exceptions.

      It was probably due more to the fact that I could elegantly dance than the fact that he yearned for my company. No, I was more of a token for him to boast about in public. I hated being in the spotlight of his arrogance, but I didn’t mind it so much when he allowed me to dance, something that I loved to do.

      I was sitting on the edge of my bed. My shoulders were drooped, and my head was hanging in between my knees. I heard my cell door click open. I instantly sat up at attention and glanced at the door.

      A couple of stern-looking guards were giving me a glare.

      “Come on,” one of them grumbled and beckoned with an indifferent wave of his hand. “The master is ready for you to get your clean up.”

      I stood up and followed them upstairs to the master quarters. Most of the time, the slaves weren’t allowed to enter this part of the castle, but there were exceptions to the rule. I was one of those exceptions, but it still didn’t happen frequently.

      The first noticeable difference I always felt when going into Thom’s part of the castle was how exceptionally warmer and cozier it was than the dungeons and the cells. There were hardwood floors under my bare feet instead of cold, stained concrete.

      “Through here,” the guard said and quickly turned around a corner.

      I followed him into Thom’s private living quarters. He was sitting there on the edge of the bed with an eager grin on his face.

      “Welcome,” he said.

      There were several other female slaves standing around. They had their arms folded defensively over their chests and they wore cross expressions on their faces as they glowered at me.

      I already knew that all the other female slaves were extremely jealous of me. I didn’t understand why, aside from the fact that I seemed to be Thom’s favorite above all the rest. It wasn’t like I actually made any attempt whatsoever to please him, other than staying under the radar.

      However, there were still some girls who seemed to hold me in contempt for capturing Thom’s attention. It was morbid really. Why did they want his attention? He would just spend more time beating them and making them perform vile sexual acts. I just couldn’t understand it.

      “I can’t wait to see how they doll you up like a princess,” Thom said with an enthusiastic beam.

      Some of the other girls rolled their eyes and sighed. Thom backhanded a blonde girl who was sat beside him when she showed too much animosity for her role in this process.

      “If you aren’t happy with your job here, there are plenty of chores I can give you in the dungeon involving my cock,” Thom said with a sneer.

      The girl’s face quickly drained of color. She stared at her feet and rapidly shook her head.

      “Good.” Thom seemed pleased by her reaction. “Now then, shall we get on with the process of making this girl look presentable once again?”

      I walked into the bathroom that was attached to the master bedroom. It was elegant and filled with gold fixtures and a crystal chandelier overhead. I couldn’t help but think that it was Thom’s fault I looked so crestfallen and rough around the edges all the time. If he took the time to actually take care of us, then maybe he wouldn’t be so disgusted by our presence when we were at our filthiest.

      I almost gasped when I glanced at my reflection in the mirror. My cheekbones were gaunt. I looked like a skeleton. Of course, I hadn’t eaten all day. My eyes had dark circles under them and my hair was stringy and greasy, hanging off the sides of my face like limp and lifeless feathers that had been soaked in tar.

      I flicked my gaze away. I couldn’t bear to look at my reflection for another single second. It was torture to see the way I had become. I wanted to cry, but I didn’t dare show emotion. I set my jaw and took a deep breath.

      Two of the female slaves behind me snickered, giving each other eye bats and inspired high-fives. I didn’t know why they were so jovial at seeing me in this broken and weakened condition. It wasn’t like they were beauty queens either. They were still prisoners in the same hell I was in.

      “Make her look presentable,” Thom said. “No.” He placed his finger on his chin and tapped on it as he contemplated. “Make her look absolutely stunning.” He smiled at me through the reflection of the mirror and then lifted his gaze to the girls. “If you don’t succeed in your task at hand, you will be severely beaten later on by the guards. I’m sure they’ll get a kick out of it.” Thom smirked. “Pun intended.”

      The girls swallowed hard. Now it was my turn to internally gloat. They gave me wicked glares through the mirror as they began brushing my hair. They went through the motions more violently than was necessary.

      I bit my tongue to keep from crying out in pain. I didn’t want to give them the satisfaction of knowing that they were hurting me. It would just make things worse. They would just inflict even more damage on me if I gave them any kind of physical reaction.

      “Stay still,” one of the girls hissed as she aggressively held my shoulders in place. “Your hair is like a bird’s nest. It will take us forever to get these knots out.”

      “I don’t have all the time in the world,” Thom said in a condescending tone as he towered over us all. “Get it done in a timely fashion. I don’t care how you do it, just get it done.”

      The girls began to stroke my hair harder and faster than before. I felt like my scalp was being ripped up with every tear of their brush through the strands of jet black.

      Once they had gotten all the knots out, they ripped my clothes from my body and shoved me into a hot shower while Thom watched with a devilish gleam in his eye. He was making a groaning sound and I could see his massive hard on protruding through his pants.

      I did my best to ignore it as the girls washed me. It was the most humiliating thing to have to endure, standing there naked while other women washed me with scornful expressions on their faces. I was surprised that Thom didn’t get in the shower with me, but at the same time, it made me nervous.

      What else was he planning if he wasn’t jumping at the chance to get in the shower with me naked? I didn’t even want to imagine the possibilities.

      Thom unbuckled his belt. My heart sank into my gut. He was going to get under the water with me, I just knew it.

      “Crank up the heat,” he demanded of the girls. He was now standing there naked. His eyes were wide and wild as he began to touch himself, stroking his cock up and down slowly at first.

      I winced in pain as the burning water scorched my sensitive skin. My body was raw and red from head to toe from the brutal water relentlessly pelting me like fire.

      Thom roared with laughter as he continued to pump his fist up and down on his cock, jerking off to my pain. His eyes were full of sabotage and his lips were twisted into that antagonizing grin that I despised.

      “Alright, now rub her breasts with your hands,” Thom ordered one of the older girls.

      She gave him an appalled glance.

      “Do you want to receive a beating?” he asked her.

      She diligently shook her head. She lathered her hands with soap and rubbed her suds-soaked fingers across my bare breasts. I instinctively tensed up. I stared straight ahead, praying that Thom would get bored and the action would halt quickly.

      As if the universe were granting me one single wish for the night, Thom sat back and sighed.

      “That’s enough,” he ordered with a dismissive roll of his wrist.

      The girl immediately stopped rubbing my breasts with her hands. Her eyes flicked briefly to mine. I could tell that she was just as relieved as I was to be able to stop touching me like that.

      “Now, get her out and dry her off from head to toe. Then lotion her up.” Thom’s voice was shaky through his own sadistic pleasure.

      He watched as the girls held my arms down, giving me bruises and pulling my hair back into a bun after they vigorously dried me with the towel so abrasively that my skin throbbed with rug burn.

      They rubbed lotion onto my skin aggressively. None of them would look me in the eye, but I was just fine with that. It was an embarrassing situation to be in, and I couldn’t wait to get dressed.

      Thom was groaning hard now and panting. His face was red and blotchy, and beads of sweat had popped up on his forehead. His hard shaft was dripping with pre-cum. I grimaced and looked away quickly.

      Thom let out one last guttural groan and his cum went flying, splattering the walls and mirror with the milky, runny substance.

      “Ahhh…” he trailed off, sighing contentedly as he wilted into a chair. His shoulders were still rapidly rising and falling with every breath he took, and he wore a dreamy expression on his face. His eyes were clouded over with lust.

      “You girls don’t know how wonderfully you just satisfied me with that little exhibition. I loved that show, well done. Bravo.” He began to clap loudly with approval.

      The girls dressed me in a short dress with a tulle ballerina skirt. They put me in cream-colored tights with ballerina slippers on my. The tight bun made me feel like my eyes were being pulled towards my temples. I couldn’t tell them it hurt, because that would make them happy.

      They put makeup on my face, but Thom didn’t like it. “No,” he shook his head disapprovingly. “It’s too much. I want it to be subtle so that she looks like she’s a natural beauty.”

      His words stung at my heart. I was the ugly duckling that he was trying to get to shine up like Cinderella. He approached me once the girls were finished with me. I wasn’t sure if he was going to hit me or kiss me.

      He had an admiring expression on his face. “That’s much better.” He lifted his hand and I froze. He stroked my cheek. “You look like a beautiful princess.”

      He glanced over his shoulder. “You did good work tonight. You all earned yourself dessert.”

      The girls looked at each other with horrified expressions. Dessert didn’t mean ice cream or tiramisu. It meant they would have to go down on each other while he and his most valued guards watched.

      I wanted to feel bad for them, to empathize with their struggle, but they were so mean to me. I couldn’t manage a single emotion in their favor.

      Thom turned his attention back to me. “You will be the most gorgeous woman at the party tonight.”

      I managed a superficial smile. It wouldn’t last long, and I couldn’t count on Thom’s mood swings and fluctuating personality. By the time we got to the car, he could be hitting me and swearing at me again.

      Nothing lasted long with Thom. He moved too fast emotionally and physically. He was never satisfied long enough to sit still.

      I waited until Thom had exited the room with the other girls, barking instructions at them on what to do next. I had only a moment or two before a set of guards would come to retrieve me for the party.

      I turned my back and let my emotions show for a brief few seconds. I didn’t want Thom to see my eyes flood with tears. If only I wasn’t attending this ball as a prisoner. The shackles weren’t physically bound to my wrists or ankles, but the captivity was as real as the pain I felt inside.

      I glanced at my reflection in the mirror. Even though I had makeup on and was dressed to the nines with an impeccably neat hair bun, I still didn’t recognize myself or the woman I had become.

      Sometimes, I still felt like the trapped little girl under the table.
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      Dusk was setting in over our mountain-enveloped village. Pastel hues of lilac and auburn were painted across the canvas of the sky. The sun was hidden behind the towering mountains. As I climbed into the waiting car with Thom, a tear gleamed in my eye.

      Not from the constant abuse that Thom inflicted on me, or the berating of my spirit. Not from the embarrassment of having my fellow female slaves wash my naked body, but from the magnificent sight in front of my eyes.

      It was rare that I had the luxury of enjoying a beautiful sunset. I didn’t get to go outside very often, but when I did, I relished in the fresh air. I soaked in the sights and sounds of the village as a whole, just praying that Thom wouldn’t destroy what life there was still dwelling there down in the valleys.

      Of course, I knew that my hopes were in vain. They always were. Thom patted my knee. I internally cringed but I didn’t physically flinch. I knew better than to do that in front of him while he was touching me.

      “Are you excited?” He leaned in closer to me. I smelled the stink of his cologne as it filled my nostrils.

      I nodded. It was difficult to breathe. His scent was pungent.

      Had he doused himself in the entire bottle?

      “Answer me, girl,” he growled.

      “Yes,” I croaked. “I’m excited to dance.”

      Thom seemed satisfied. “Good. Just always remember who gives you these opportunities.”

      I glanced at him and a shiver went up and down my spine as he locked my gaze.

      “Me?” he said, as if that should be the obvious answer. “I’m the one who pampers you and allows you to attend these fancy shindigs with me. You should be groveling at my feet. All the other female slaves in the castle would kill to trade places with you.” He gave me a saucy wink that repulsed me.

      “Right.” I went through the motions of nodding my head as I pretended to agree with him, but my head felt too heavy and clouded on my shoulders.

      Thom raised his eyebrow as if my behavior was unconvincing. “You are grateful, aren’t you, you little wench?”

      “Yes.” I nodded more enthusiastically and swallowed hard.

      I glanced out the window and hoped that the exchange would end quickly. I didn’t want him to see me struggling to veil my contempt.

      “If you ever want to see the light of day, you will thank me,” Thom said in a scornful tone.

      I turned my head to face him. I put on a fresh smile and told myself that I needed to act as well as I danced. “Yes, Master.” I nodded humbly. “Thank you for the opportunity.”

      I held my breath, hoping that my voice wouldn’t come across as sounding to flat in Thom’s twisted point of view.

      “Good.” He seemed pleased. He leaned back in the seat and exhaled a contented sigh. He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. “Everyone is going to fawn all over you tonight.”

      But you won’t let them get too close, I thought privately.

      We were en route to a Master Ceremony. Each time a Master from a neighboring village went with his guards on a ‘raid’ of the communities down in the valleys below their castles, they would have a celebration afterwards.

      These celebrations were elegant balls at which Masters from neighboring villages would gather together with the most elite socialites and richest people in the surrounding area.

      The Master Ceremonies were elaborate, planned in advance and put together with the finest of details. The Masters in each village weren’t necessarily enemies, although some might be considered competitors, and they loved to band together to celebrate and party during these lavish festivities.

      Each master from another castle was allowed to bring one slave with him to the party as his ‘date’ for the evening. Thom always brought me. He told me that I was the most naturally skilled at performing something that would be worth contributing to society. He was, of course, referring to my dancing abilities.

      “Sir, we are here.”

      I was lost in the cloudy dissolution of my own thoughts, but the sound of the driver’s voice chiming in a ringing tone through the car ripped me back into the present.

      I glanced at Thom and inhaled sharply but I didn’t let the breath out just yet. I was waiting on him to make the first move. Thom placed his hand on my thigh once again, and once again, I internally recoiled at his cupped palm on my skin.

      Then, he gave me a sickeningly sweet smile. “Are you ready to go, darling?”

      Only if you promise never to call me by that affectionate pet name again.

      “Mm-hm.” I smiled as courageously as I could with clenched teeth and shaking hands.

      The driver opened the door on Thom’s cue and I exited the vehicle first. Thom kept his grip locked on me though, making sure that he had a good grasp of my arm in case I tried to run away. His fingernails dug into my skin, but I just had to breathe through the pain because if I said anything to him, he would hit me in my face right before we entered the party.

      I had been subjected to that kind of reaction from him before at these grandiose soirees and I didn’t want to face that kind of humiliation again.

      Everything was trial and error with Thom. As soon as one was smart enough to learn their lesson, they knew not to behave in a way that was prone to setting him off or making him feel like he wasn’t the supreme being. As long as Thom felt like everyone else was inferior to him, life was calmer all around.

      We entered the great hall of the castle where the party was taking place. It was in celebration of some Master named John Grant, who was taking the credit for a monumental raid on his village just the night before.

      I heard the whispers, the gossip, as we floated and drifted around the party saying hello to everyone. I was just an accessory for Thom to flaunt and show off to all of his friends and associates. Judging by the way people eyed me in awe as I passed them, it seemed I was a house favorite. The feeling was both exhilarating and overwhelmingly constrictive at the same time.

      We approached the horde around John Grant. He boisterously waved his arms through the air as he described the raid the night before and how many dozens of innocent lives he was able to turn upside down.

      John’s eyes were twinkling as he took pride in the fact that he had disrupted an entire community of hardworking people to make his slaves. It was sick and cruel. I had to swallow down spite and the resentment tasted bitter in my mouth.

      A band off to the side of the banquet hall’s stage began to play orchestra music at a soothing level, but it was loud enough to dissipate the hum of chatter drifting through the room. I got a good look at all the guests as they quieted down. Everyone was dressed exceptionally well. The women were in graceful evening gowns that shimmered under the lights of the chandeliers overhead. The men were handsome in their tuxedos with their hair slicked back to perfection.

      I was insanely jealous that I wasn’t among the elite one percent of the village’s richest. They were, as a general rule, immune to the savage overtaking of the Masters and their guards. Of course, it was because the Masters needed the rich and their money to function and keep up their own lifestyles.

      All of this phony behavior and ass kissing between the Masters and the rich people who paid them to not steal their children and make them their slaves made me queasy.

      There was nothing I could do about it. My parents hadn’t had the money to pay off the Masters and keep them away. Alas, here I was, under a microscope for every greedy Master’s inspection as Thom gloated and treated me like a show dog instead of a person.

      “I love this music,” he told me and gave me a nudge in the back. “I want you to go out on the dance floor and perform to it.”

      “Right now?” I asked, glancing at him over my shoulder.

      Thom’s features darkened, and his tongue was sharp. “Are you trying to defy me, girl?”

      “No.” I didn’t skip a beat in answering and shook my head vehemently.

      “Then you best do what I tell you to do,” he said, his narrowed eyes targeted in suspicion at me.

      I swallowed hard and nodded. “Yes, Master.” I tucked my chin down and stared at my ballet slipper-clad feet

      “Well?” Thom said in an exasperated tone. “What are you waiting for then?”

      He gave me another, slightly more aggressive nudge in the direction of the dance floor. The area was packed with people crowded together. I heard hushed whispering shift into an excited chant that flowed like a breeze through the room.

      Everyone’s eyes were on me. I did my best not to focus on the fact that I had captured the attention of all of these wealthy socialites. A spotlight hit me, the glow of the light white, soft, and warm.

      I felt a film of sweat on my skin. My stomach churned with nervousness. I only had one option. To dance like my life depended on it, because it did. I had to make the most of the situation.

      My eyes fluttered closed and I softly exhaled. I opened my heart and my mind and allowed the music to flow through me. The notes of the violin and the clarinet floated through my soul and pumped through my veins.

      My body began fine tuning itself to the rhythm of the music. My legs became independent, floating across the dance floor with grace and ease. I lifted my arms above my head and placed myself in an elegant stance.

      I danced and swayed as if the music carried me along like a current in the ocean. My eyes were still closed. I was drifting off to a safe place in my mind where I harbored enchanting and wonderful memories.

      My father used to read to me by the fire before bed. My belly would always be full of warm soup. I had that same contented and loved feeling surging through my body even in the present. Dancing triggered this joy and helped me to cope with all that I had lost over the years.

      I was captured by the moment and absorbed in my own thoughts. I was in my element, a zone where only dancing existed, and I had the freedom to glide wherever I pleased. For the first time in years, a smile cracked at the edges of my lips and spread across my face.

      I was positive that I looked like I was glowing in this gratifying moment. I was no longer timid, no longer scared to be out here on the dance floor. In a roundabout way, I was almost glad to be Thom’s favorite.

      None of the other slaves were here enjoying the dance floor. They were all stuck, locked away in their cells for the evening. At least I had the chance to get out and enjoy the world, even if it didn’t last for long.

      I would never be a true princess, but I could pretend for a little while that I belonged in this group of ladies and gentlemen. Even if their intentions were wicked and ugly, I could pretend that we were just a sleepy little mountain village with cozy charm around every corner. I could pretend, if only for a fleeting moment, that love was the heartbeat of this entire village.

      My soul felt fulfilled as I continued to spin and whirl across the dance floor. I saw my father’s infectious smile in my vision. I felt the warm embrace of my mother’s arms draped around me as she tucked me into bed at night and kissed my forehead. The visual was so real that a single tear slid down my cheek.

      I wished that I could go to a Master Ceremony every night if it meant that I could cling to this beautiful notion that all was not lost. As long as I had legs to dance on, I could continue to survive and hold onto the lingering hope that I wouldn’t allow to burn out in the fiery spirit of my soul.

      That’s when I felt something slimy and cold hit me in the arm. My eyes bolted open. At first, I kept dancing, but then I skidded and nearly slipped and fell on a piece of lettuce that had fallen on the dance floor.

      Why was that there?

      Another catapult of decadent food was hurled in my direction. What was happening? Mashed potatoes slammed into the side of my cheek and slid down to my shoulder, where they dripped to the floor below.

      I gasped and stopped dancing, frozen in absolute shock. I watched in horror as people began launching food off their plates directly at me.

      Why were they wasting their expensive dinners by pelting me with food that should never go wasted?

      I was only trying to perform for them and give them an ounce of entertainment. It had backfired on me tremendously. Had Thom known all along that this would happen?

      It had never happened before…

      Fury began to burrow beneath the surface of my mind. Rage burned my cheeks hot. I fisted my hands until my knuckles turned white. I was covered from head to toe in grease and grime. It was impossible for me to suppress the tears that flowed down my cheeks, but I managed to choke back a couple of massive sobs while I ran away from the dance floor in the direction of the doors.

      I heard the cackling of the Masters as they roared with laughter. I was almost to the door, racing along, when one of Thom’s guards slid in front of me with a sinister leer across his wicked face.

      “Not so fast,” he chuckled as he blocked my exit with his burly body. “I guess you are the ugly duckling after all, aren’t you?”

      He gripped me by the elbow and shoved me out the door, right into the waiting car that would inevitably lead me back to the prison of Thom’s castle, where punishment would undoubtedly awaited me.

      An ugly black swan was all I’d ever be.
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      Cameron was lying on the couch in the living room of our bunker.

      A blanket was strewn haphazardly across his lap. One arm and one leg dangled lazily off the edge of the leather sofa.

      “Cameron?” I asked. “Are you awake?”

      “Hmm?” Cameron smacked his lips and yawned. He stretched his long arms out behind his head and gave me a bleary-eyed look.

      “Are you coming with me?” I asked him, feeling the beginning stages of frustration start to build inside of me. Cameron, although one of my best friends, was flaky. I wasn’t sure if he had even remembered that we had made plans for this evening.

      “Coming with you where?” He sat up and tossed the blanket off of his waist and blinked up at me. He scratched at the top of his tousled chocolate-brown hair.

      I groaned and gazed up at the ceiling for several seconds. Cameron must have caught on to my impatience.

      “What is wrong with you?” he asked.

      “You don’t remember?” I stared at him.

      Cameron had a blank expression on his face. “I remember a lot of things, and I don’t remember a lot of things,” he said with a vague shrug.

      “You are impossible,” I said and ran a hand through my contrasting blond hair.

      Cameron chuckled as he watched me pace around the room. “Calm down, man. Just tell me where you want me to go with you.”

      “The village?” I asked in a mocking tone. “You don’t remember that conversation?”

      Cameron stood up. “Hardly,” he said with a lighthearted chuckle. “Yeah. That sounds interesting.” Then he glanced at the watch on his wrist and his eyes grew wary.

      “We will have time,” I told him with a sympathetic nod.

      Cameron cleared his throat and puffed out his chest with pride. “Sure. Yeah…um. Okay. I’m just going to go get ready.” He swiftly jogged up the stairs.

      Cameron was a shifter too, but his ability was cursed. At the stroke of midnight every night, he turned into an aggressive werewolf. He wasn’t able to shift at any time before that.

      His previous Master had placed the curse on him. Once the clock struck midnight and he began to turn into the aggressive beast, he wasn’t able to come inside the bunker. He was too wild and out of control.

      Cameron had never enjoyed the luxury of a peaceful and restful night’s sleep in an actual warm bed. I hated it for him. He could never go out to the center of town past midnight either, because he risked being in front of other people where he might instinctively claw them to shreds.

      He had to lurk in the shadows of the night back in the deep forest where we lived until the dawn of a new day cracked its first light against the sky and the curse lifted once more.

      A few minutes later, Cameron trotted back down the stairs looking slightly more confident. “Are you ready for this?” he asked.

      “Only if you are,” I told him gently.

      Cameron nodded.

      We told the others where we were going before we left. That way, if anything happened, they would know where to go looking for us. We had to wear hoodies and sunglasses to make ourselves look less conspicuous, on the off chance that one of the guards from our old keep recognized us. The likelihood was slim, but we still couldn’t take any chances. The risk was worth it, though, to go into village and figure out what the town gossip was all about every now and then. We had to be alert. We had to keep ourselves guarded, and knowledge was always power.

      Once we made it to the edge of the tree line, we both stopped walking and glanced around to get our bearings and make sure we weren’t being followed.

      “I don’t see anyone,” Cameron said as his eyes darted left and right with less suspicion than before.

      “Me either,” I affirmed with a shake of my head.

      A breeze whipped like a current through the trees, making it sound as if waves were crashing in the ocean behind us instead of deep woods crawling up to the mountaintops.

      “Let’s go,” Cameron said with a determined nod. “We’re wasting time just standing here looking around in the dark. We aren’t going to find much anyway, which hopefully will work to our advantage.”

      “I agree,” I said as we began to trudge forward.

      We walked side-by-side as we crossed the main road leading into the village. Quaint window shops were closed up for the night, but lanterns still flickered in sconces hanging up above the doors, lighting the path.

      The occasional restaurant or pub patron walked in or out of buildings, some arm-in-arm, some hand-in-hand. There were couples out on dates, but there were no children out at this hour.

      Children were prime meat for the Masters, and no one wanted their children being stripped from their hands at this late hour. Only the bravest would go outside after dark, myself and Cameron included.

      And we had been captured by the Masters before.

      We couldn’t take our freedom for granted.

      “Let’s go in here,” I suggested, as we wandered past a pub with live music streaming out to the sidewalk where we stood.

      “It looks crowded,” Cameron said with an approving nod.

      I knew exactly what he was thinking. We were less likely to be recognized in a packed bar.

      We grabbed a seat at a booth in the back of the tavern and ordered a couple of beers. Our attention was at a peak, it was as if we had internal antennas that were tuning in to the hum of conversation drifting through the room.

      “The uprisings are coming this way, I heard.” A man with a long, dark-colored beard and an oval face nodded to his friends as he took a swig of his beer at the table beside us.

      “Don’t you think those are just rumors?” His friend sitting beside him frowned with uncertainty.

      “No.” The bearded man shook his head confidently. “There are groups of militias going around to each village trying to recruit people. They originated in the mountains. No one knows for sure who the leader of the groups is, but they’re trying to get other shifters on board to overthrow the Masters in the castles.”

      Another man sitting at the table let out a cynical snort. “Fat chance of that happening. Have you seen those guards? They are as aggressive as they come.”

      “I’m not afraid of those men,” the second friend said with a defiant flicker in his eye.

      “Me either.” The man with a beard shook his head somberly and placed his beer on the table. “But if the rising army came to me and asked me to join, I’d hesitate.”

      His friends frowned with disapproval. “Why is that?” one of them pressed.

      The man shrugged. “I just think it’s best sometimes to not get involved. Safer that way.”

      His friends bellowed with laughter. “Are you saying you’re a pussy wimp who wouldn’t stand in the way of the Masters?”

      “I’m not saying that at all,” the bearded man argued. “I am just saying, I don’t want to be a part of a group.”

      “Well, I would jump at the chance to join,” a snaggle-toothed man at the table said with a gleam. “I’d be the first to try and take out those guards once and for all.”

      I exchanged a glance with Cameron. His expression reflected the same thing I felt inside. This was good news. The fact that enormous clusters of people and shifters were gathering together to destroy the Masters in the villages sent a bolt of hope radiating up and down my spine.

      “What do you think?” I asked in a whisper as I leaned across the table.

      “I think it’s promising,” Cameron said in an encouraging tone.

      “We should tell the others when we get back,” I said.

      “Agreed,” Cameron nodded. “They will be pleased.”

      “I heard the neighboring village has already been infiltrated by the growing militia,” another man — who’d been eavesdropping from an adjoining table — called out over his shoulder.

      The original men didn’t seem to be bothered by the fact that others had been listening to their conversation. On the other hand, it wasn’t as if they were making a point to be discreet anyway.

      “Masters are starting to get scared of their futures and their role as reigning dictators. Their control is beginning to bleed. Guards are leaving them when times get rough and the stress of the attacks is too much for them to bear.”

      “Wow,” I mouthed to Cameron, who seemed to be as stunned as I felt.

      I never could have imagined that those trained guards could be taken out by a group of ordinary men, but if there were shifters in the mix with magical abilities, it made sense. The guards were normally non-shifter, and so were the Masters. That’s why they were so inclined to keep a tight leash around the villages — because they were jealous of the shifters and their respective powers.

      After a time, listening to the exchanges between men, I glanced down at my watch and my eyes grew as huge as the mountains right outside the tavern windows.

      “Shit…” I trailed off, trying not to throw Cameron off with my demeanor.

      “What?” He sat up straight. Alarm washed over his features that were secluded in the shadows of his cloaked hoodie.

      I took the last sip from my bottle-necked beer. “It’s getting late.”

      “Damn.” Cameron looked at his own watch and leapt to a standing position.

      I held my breath and tensed my muscles, waiting to see if his reaction would gather any notice from the pub patrons. When I realized we were in the clear, I stood up too.

      “Let’s get out of here before I turn,” Cameron stated with a worried look blotching the completion of his cheeks.

      “Good idea.” I nodded swiftly as we placed some cash on the table for our beers and casually tried to remove ourselves from the bar without making a spectacle.

      I glanced over my shoulder. Cameron was visibly uncomfortable. He scratched at the collar of his hoodie and ran a shaky hand through his hair.

      “Pull it together,” I whispered in a collected tone.

      “I’m trying,” he hissed back. “I already feel myself changing though.”

      My heart pounded like a drum in my chest. If he shifted right here in public, we were in serious trouble. I hadn’t meant for us to cut it this close. I had lost track of time, listening to those men in the pub.

      I blamed myself. I couldn’t believe we were still in the center of town this near to midnight. Because the thing about Cameron was that once he was completely shifted, he became extremely violent.

      All bets were off. He had no control over his behavior whatsoever. The Master who had trapped him had another shifter cast the spell over Cameron while we all watched.

      It had been a gruesome ordeal. He had twisted and withered on the floor, convulsing in agony as the shifter had been forced to stand over him and chant the spell that would turn him into a violent werewolf unfit for society during the terrifying night hours.

      I swallowed hard and shot a nervous glance at Cameron. Fur was beginning to sprout on his hands and his arms. He continued to scratch at his neck uncomfortably as he turned. Midnight was only a few minutes away and we were too far into the town to race back without being spotted by someone.

      Cameron would have to run into the woods and disappear until sunrise. It would be up to me to hunker down in the bunker and make sure it was locked up tight so that Cameron wouldn’t be able to enter. It was gut-wrenching not being able to offer one of my best friends a safe haven for the night, but Cameron knew that he was a danger to all of us in his werewolf form.

      “I’m turning into a monster,” he said in a pained tone.

      I ached inside for him. He wasn’t my brother by blood, but he was as good as any brother I could have when he wasn’t in his werewolf form.

      “You’ll make it through,” I told him in a reassuring voice. “You always do.”

      Cameron roared as his entire body became covered with hair. His eyes glazed over with a film of black, and his fingernails became sharpened and jagged.

      He opened his mouth to cry out again and his razor sharp teeth glistened under the light of the moon. I winced and purposefully trailed behind him just in case things went south. I hated being afraid of him, but if worst came to worst, I could always shift to defend myself. But killing one of my brothers would never be in my life plan.

      Cameron hurtled ahead, speeding through the shadows and the alleys.

      “I hope you make it,” I whispered to him as I glanced down at my watch.

      It was officially midnight.
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      I glanced over my shoulder. I was already turning, my skin lined with fur from head to toe. Ayden was trailing behind significantly now, and rightfully so. I knew what he was doing. If he got too close to me, I might unintentionally rip him to shreds.

      I couldn’t stop myself. It was like a primal urgency, a hunger in my mind that spread throughout my body. The force of nature worked both for and against me when I was in my werewolf form.

      I clenched my jaw shut as I looked to my side and saw people tucked safely behind the glass windows of pubs and bars that were still open this time of night. I ducked and dodged down every darkened alleyway and side street, appreciating the lack of city lamps overhead. The shrouded streets were less likely to have a lot of foot traffic at this hour.

      My method was simple, really. In my brain, I knew it was wrong to seek out innocent people and kill them, but my wolf body had other ideas. I squeezed my eyes shut and groaned.

      Not here, not now. I will make it out of this village without attacking anyone.

      It was a vow I had made to myself a long time ago, and a promise I intended to keep. The villagers already had enough to be frightened over without me adding werewolf problems to the mix.

      “You’re almost there,” I told myself as I quickly hurtled across the street without looking at the cars waiting at the stoplight.

      “Don’t glance their way,” I reminded myself. “Don’t give in to the temptation or you will have blood on your hands, Cameron. Do you really want that?”

      Talking to myself and engaging in mental pep talks were the only ways I could slide through this mess and still come out the other side without having to do any damage control the next morning.

      It had all started with a curse from my old Master back at the castle in his village. He had despised me, and if I hadn’t been able to escape, he would have killed me eventually.

      My life had been a living nightmare in the dungeons of my particular Master’s castle. He would have his shifter slaves unleash their spells on me, one of which was, of course, the werewolf curse.

      My Master hadn’t been as clever as he had originally assumed, however. He didn’t realize the danger of turning me into a monster nightly, from midnight to daybreak. He didn’t expect my werewolf to be force to be reckoned with, a terror that couldn’t be tamed. My Master had inadvertently set in motion his own torture when he forced those other shifter slaves to curse me.

      The joke was on them, because that night, all of them died, including my Master. As soon as it was midnight and my animal form took over my body, I chewed through the lock on my cell door and let myself out. I roamed the hallways of the castle, taking out each of the men who had enchanted me. I didn’t feel any remorse at the time, and I had no regrets even to this day.

      I clawed their eyes out. I sank my teeth into their necks. I watched them bleed and scream. By the time I had reached the gates on the perimeter edges of the castle property, all the guards were shaking with fear at my very presence.

      I was able to run right out of there without a second glance. None of those guards wanted to chase after me, and I was certain that they were too stunned to react to what was unfolding in front of them.

      That was a couple of years ago, and here I was, still in captivity but in a different way. I was free, yes, from the burden of a Master who would beat me and dominate me every chance he got.

      But I was still locked into this curse every night. I couldn’t even sleep in a real bed like a normal person. Every night at ten until midnight, my friends brought me outside and locked me out of the bunker because I was unsafe even to them.

      It pained me to know that my friends viewed me as a threat to their lives, even though it wasn’t something I could change. I just learned to cope, night after night. If I ever met anyone who could reverse the curse, then it would be the best day of my life.

      I couldn’t get my hopes up. It was a pipe dream to ever assume that I would meet someone who could take this torment away, who could turn me back into someone wonderful and normal.

      My skin itched and burned as the hair began to sprout off of every surface of my body. My nails were as sharp as daggers. If any unfortunate soul were to cross paths with me now, when I was on a rampage in a hurricane of shifting, then it would be the end of them.

      I made it to the edge of the tree line. I stopped to take a few deep breaths, lungs heaving as I clutched the side of a tree and felt a stitch in my gut. I glanced over my shoulder again, feeling somewhat paranoid.

      Luckily, on this night when I had been so close inside the center of the village, I hadn’t bumped into any innocent bystanders or pedestrians.

      “Thank God,” I mouthed under my breath as I peered up at the yellow crescent moon that was playing hide and seek beneath the pine trees.

      “And at least Ayden knows better than to catch up with me.” I chuckled internally.

      If Ayden knew what was right for him, he would just stay in the village overnight where he knew it would be safe.

      Werewolves were rare, but even so, we were seen in a negative light because we inevitably wanted to kill anyone who came into view. I guessed that my idiot with mush for a brain Master hadn’t realized that when he thought he was doing something powerful by turning me on that fateful night.

      I was rabid in this physical state, but all wasn’t lost. There were some perks to being a werewolf during the night hours. I was able to spend most of the night patrolling the woods surrounding our bunker.

      I found it my personal duty to fulfill the role of watchman at night. I figured I might as well make myself useful, because all the shifter refugees in the bunker had jobs to do, myself included. They had lookout shifts inside the bunker too, but I loved knowing I was the reason they were sleeping snugly in their beds without harm.

      If I made everyone feel safer by being located outside of the bunker during sleeping hours, then so be it. I would show them that I could keep the terrors of the darkness away. I would make it my goal to ensure no guards or Masters approached anywhere near this bunker where we lived and worked.

      So far, we had been in the clear. We hadn’t seen any suspicious activity up here in these woods since we found the empty bunker and decided to make it our safe haven. We knew we weren’t safe, though, and danger always lurked around every corner. We just had to keep our bearings and wits about us and we would be just fine.

      I tromped through the woods, still thankful that I hadn’t encountered anyone on my breakaway through the village. I held onto the trees as my eyes attempted to adjust to the darkness swallowing in everything around me. The crescent moon wasn’t doing me any favors tonight. There was no path illuminated for me as I scurried further into the thickness of the forest.

      I trekked up the steep incline of the mountainside in the direction of the bunker that I knew I wouldn’t be able to enter until morning. My thighs ached in protest, but I kept going, further distancing myself from the village and the innocent people down below. I wasn’t cold, even though my breath was a thick fog in front of my face that plumed like smoke and then rapidly disappeared into the air again. I didn’t mind the frigid temperatures when they descended after dark. I had my fur to keep me warm, and I was always on the move anyway.

      I knew that the brisk weather was bound to keep me alert and awake, even though I did choose to rest occasionally throughout the night.

      I plopped down on a slick gray rock next to the river that flowed through the mountain and downward to form a reservoir in the valley down below. The water was moving violently fast tonight, making a rushing sound as gravity forced it down.

      On the surface of the flowing river, the faint shimmer of the moon made it appear as if the moon itself was running downstream and bouncing along the rocks as it went.

      I sighed and propped my back against the scratchy bark of a pine tree trunk behind me. I glanced up at the leaves on the branches that swayed delicately in the gentle breeze. I laughed ironically.

      “Who would have ever thought I would end up like this?”

      I was speaking to the wind of course. No one was there to respond to me. The breeze took the emptiness of my words and carried them away, as if trying to relieve me of my burdens, but it only helped a little.

      The close call in the village had left too much adrenaline pumping through my veins. Restless, I stood, following the river and its current. I walked along the edge of the water, making sure not to step into it because it would be like icicles of wrath stabbing at my skin through my fur.

      That water rarely got much above freezing, but when it did, my fellow bunkmates and I would sometimes come down here and splash around, me in my human form and them in their shifted, animal forms.

      We enjoyed carefree moments when we could, and we would absorb every enticing second of that happiness because it was always fleeting. There was too much responsibility and caution going around the bunker for anyone to be at ease all of the time.

      Aside from Ayden, maybe. He was the most laid back of all of us, the most confident. We always joked around with him and told him that if he didn’t stop looking in the mirror, then one day he might find himself staring straight into the face of an enemy behind him.

      Ayden had vanity, but he was a good soul at heart. I knew he would do anything for us if it came down to it. We liked to poke fun at each other lightheartedly. It was just how we managed to stay sane in such tight quarters.

      As my mind began to wander through the darkness, my thoughts also began to ambush me. It happened from time to time. Once a flashback started, there wasn’t much I could do to derail my mind into thinking about something else.

      My Master had placed this werewolf curse upon me because he wanted to punish me. He was insanely jealous of a relationship I had with another female prisoner in his castle, a foreign and mysterious woman named Amber.

      She had spoken with an accent, but she never would tell anyone where she had originally come from. Her chestnut hair had fallen in feathery waves halfway down her slender back and she had been one of the only companions I could trust and rely on during the time of my captivity.

      My Master was madly, desperately in love with her. It was hopeless, but he never gave up the fight. The more she resisted him, the harder he tried. The more ruthlessly he would beat her and force himself upon her.

      It enraged me to witness the brutal way he had physically and emotionally abused Amber, but we were all in the same boat. None of us were free from the anger and hostility of a frustrated Master not getting his way.

      Amber was just the one who had received the brunt force of his rage because she was his favorite. It seemed to be the way it always went, and I felt sorry for her. She would cry on my shoulder and I would rub her back and try to console her with gentle words.

      The words were all transparent, of course, because at the time I knew that we would never escape.

      But I did manage to escape, and I couldn’t believe I had been living in freedom, aside from the curse, for a little over two years now. I wished I knew what happened to Amber and how she was faring.

      It had all happened so fast. In my werewolf form, I knew that if I had gone to try and rescue her and set her free, that I would have ended up just massacring her. I didn’t want to maul someone I cared about so deeply.

      I pushed Amber to the back of my mind. I knew that it wasn’t meant to be because if it had, she’d be with me right now. Maybe there was someone else out there who was my soulmate above all the rest, who would take my flaws and turn them into something magically beautiful.

      I wanted someone who would see me for who I was and not view me as a monster. A gentle and compassionate woman who would never leave my side. That’s what I wanted.

      I kicked at a pebble and it went flying through the air and landed somewhere unknown in the shadows.

      I sighed profoundly, trying to lift the weight of the world off my shoulders as I roamed in solitude and tried to shuffle through my boredom. Out here in the wilderness, my thoughts were my own worst enemy.

      I had too much time on my hands to muddle through the woes of my past. There were mo distractions, just the occasional sound of the breeze floating through the air, an owl hooting in the distance, and the river streaming past.

      I envisioned the human me crouching down and taking a stick from atop a bed of soggy leaves. He’d begin drawing pictures of the sun and houses in the village into the soil with the stick.

      I imagined a better life out there for us all, without the rotting infiltration of the Masters and their guards. I attempted to remember a time when everyone lived carefree lives without glancing over their shoulders all the time or being afraid of their own shadows.

      Monsters lived among them, and it was time to take them out. It was time to slam the door shut on the enemies that creeped among us. The signs of the uprisings were good news, but it wasn’t promising enough to hold weight until I actually saw with my own eyes the raids happening in the castles.

      I smiled at the thought and drifted off to sleep. It wouldn’t last long, and I would soon awaken from being uncomfortable, but I needed to take a snooze when I could get one. I never stayed in the same place in the woods overnight for long. It was a rookie mistake, too dangerous. If someone was looking for me, I had to keep myself going to throw them off.

      A little while later, I knew that the sun would start to brighten the sky once more and replace the moon. I knew that I would be allowed back into the bunker to have a shower and breakfast in my belly. I just had to hold on for a little while longer.

      In this body of mine, patience was a virtue.
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      The ride back to the castle was mental torture. Thom hadn’t been in the car on the way back with me. He stayed to party with his elite friends and socialite acquaintances. I didn’t mind. It just meant that I had some time to stall before he got back to the castle and took his festering anger out on me.


      At the same time, I wanted to just get the abuse over with so that I could put it behind me for now and I wouldn’t have to sit in my cell fretting anxiously about what he was going to do to me later. I wrung my fingers together nervously and periodically wiped an anxious and clammy sweat from my palms.


      After what had seemed like not enough time for me to collect my fraying composure, the driver rolled up to the circular driveway of the castle on the hill.


      “Get out of the car,” one of Thom’s guards snapped at me as he jerked the back door open. He yanked me aggressively by the arm. “Move, now.”


      “I’m going as fast as I can,” I said.


      “What did you just say to me you little wench?” The guard gave me a sneer as he leaned down and inspected me. We were almost nose to nose.


      His breath was hot on my cheek and his eyes were cold and dark.


      “Nothing.” I swallowed hard and shook my head. “I didn’t say anything.”


      The guard chuckled mockingly. “That’s what I thought. Now come on, get moving like I told you before.”


      I took a deep breath as he nudged me in the back with his elbow. The guards were not supposed beat slaves unless Thom was present and able to watch in glee as the action unfolded.


      This guard was pushing his luck and he took it almost to the borderline, but he knew what was best for him. He knew that I would tell on him if he touched me out of turn, no matter how badly it was gnawing at him inside to do so.


      We made it inside the castle and I took the walk of shame back down the hallway into the bottom dungeon. The other slaves were locked away in their own cells. They glowered at me and hissed as I passed them by.


      I kept my head down and stared at the ground as I walked along with the guard behind me to keep me going at a pace he approved of.


      “What happened?” A male slave said as he craned his neck outside of his cell. “You weren’t the most beautiful princess at the gala after all?”


      A few other neighboring prisoners cackled in response.


      Hot tears stung my eyes, but I sniffed and kept moving, refusing to give the slave a reaction. I lifted my chin and squared my shoulders. I had control over my own mental anguish and they didn’t deserve to see any of it exposed.


      “All right,” the guard escorting me said with a bored sigh. “In you go.”


      I walked into my cell and stood at the door as I watched him lock me in.


      “I suggest you get some rest before the Master comes back,” he said with a bellowing laugh. Then, as he walked away, he called over his shoulder. “If you know what’s good for you, that is.”


      I balled my fists and clenched my jaw. I felt the tears spilling over my cheeks, but I made no effort to wipe them away. I just stood there in the shadows cast over my tiny room, staring at the darkened hallway until my legs were too tired to stand anymore.


      I walked over to the edge of my bed and plopped down, sagging into the mattress and holding my head in my hands.


      What was going to become of me? Surely nothing good.


      I stood, too antsy to stay still. I was a nervous wreck on the inside and it was showing by the way I paced in a circle around my tight quarters.


      “I’m going to be in for it with Thom,” I whispered to myself. “But I am a survivor. I always have been and always will be.”


      In my defense, I didn’t really have much of a choice at the time of the incident. It was only natural that my first instinct would be to flee the scene when people began to throw their food at me.


      I cringed and whimpered at the memory of the food hitting my exposed skin and dirtying my beautiful dress. It wasn’t often that I got a chance to get dolled up for a fancy party, and I couldn’t even enjoy the moment before I crashed down to reality once again.


      Thom hadn’t given me permission to exit the dance floor, which was why I was so worried about what my punishment was going to be. All the slaves, not just me, had to ask for permission to do anything and everything, practically breathe. If we didn’t, trouble and viciousness awaited us.


      “There’s nothing you can do about it now. It is what it is.” I attempted to calm myself down.


      I splashed cold water on my face from my rusty, leaky sink. I didn’t have a towel down here to pat myself dry, so I just stood there with my back against the wall as the water dripped down my temple and chin.


      There was going to be hell to pay, there was no denying it, even though men were throwing food at me.


      I began to quietly sob. My shoulders shook with the grief for the moment that could have been so spectacular for me. Dancing was my only escape from the problems of my daily life and even that had been harshly ripped away from me. I hung my head. I had been utterly humiliated and I was still reeling in the aftermath. My cheeks burned hot as the visions flashed through my mind.


      “Stay strong,” I told myself through clenched teeth. “He won’t kill you. You are too much of a trophy for him.”


      As much as I hated to admit that fact, it was true.


      My throat felt tight. My heart drummed nervously and there was no way for me to pacify it. I held my hand to my chest and took a few deep breaths with my eyes closed. It helped a little, but the effect didn’t linger for long.


      Why did you have to do something so foolish, Sophia? You already knew in your heart that you would have to pay for your sins. Think before you react next time. If Thom even gives you a next time.


      I curled up into a ball on my bed and rocked myself consolingly back and forth.


      Maybe he wouldn’t be as mad as I was anticipating. Perhaps the universe would throw me a bone tonight. There was still a chance that he would be riding the high of drinking and eating in merriment with his fellow Masters and wouldn’t even want to hurt me tonight.


      I did what I could to convince myself that I wasn’t in for a living nightmare of pure, tortured hell. I wished that I had a friend that I could talk to, someone, anyone, who would help me through this, stroke my hair and tell me everything was going to be all right.


      I squeezed my eyes shut again and thought about my father. He was so genuine and good-natured. He was taken before his prime, robbed of life and stripped of joy. Sometimes I wished that the guards had taken me out instead of my parents. It was cruel to go on living knowing that your family was gone. Even if I did ever manage to break out of here, I didn’t have anywhere to go. I had no money, no clothes, no food. I didn’t know anyone or have any connections to the outside world. All I had ever had were my parents.


      Even though the situation felt hopeless, I never let go of the dim light flickering inside of me, no matter how microscopic it got. No matter how broken down and beaten I felt on the inside and the outside, I still clung to the slice of hope that there was a different path out there for me if I just stayed patient.


      I lay down on my bed and stared up at the ceiling. I didn’t necessarily want to put myself in a vulnerably relaxed position, but my back ached and my mind was tired. My head throbbed, and I just wanted to wallow in self-pity for a few seconds.


      My eyes were closed, but I saw a brightness suddenly come into view behind my lids. I sat up straight, eyes open, paralyzed in fear. The glowing light from the hallway revealed the stalking shadow of a male figure. I swallowed hard. The silhouette of Thom became larger as his shoes made an ominous pounding on the concrete floor.


      As he walked past, the other prisoners in their row of cells lining the tunnel began hollering with excitement and banging on the bars of their doors. A few of them whistled with anticipation.


      “Are you going to kill her once and for all tonight?” one male slave asked sharply.


      I was appalled. Thom stopped in his tracks and glared at the slave. Then he raised his hand and swung it down as he backhanded the slave for speaking out of turn.


      “Mind your own fucking business, you shit stain,” Thom hissed.


      I jumped off my bed and cowered in a corner.


      “No, no, no.” I shook my head and prayed that he wasn’t heading straight for me, even though I already knew there was a slim to none chance of that happening.


      Thom hadn’t confirmed nor denied whether he was going to kill me, and the suspense hung in the air like stale cigar smoke.


      It was a morbid situation all around, and sometimes I couldn’t believe that this was actually my life. I wished I had been born at another time, on a different part of the planet — or a different planet altogether.


      If Thom fucked me right here in this prison cell, the other prisoners would enjoy it. They practically got off on seeing me go through pain. I crouched down on the ground and instinctively curled my legs up to my chest. I didn’t know what else to do. I was simply buying time before all hell broke loose in the wrath and fury of Thom’s deranged mind.


      “There you are, you defiant bitch.” Thom’s voice was a growl as he approached the door of my cell.


      I heard the sound of the key rattling in the lock, then it clanked open with a sinister whine. I held my breath. My wings spanned open, a defensive reaction that I wasn’t expecting as I attempted in vain to shield myself.


      Thom let out a bitter laugh that made the blood in my veins run cold. “Oh, no,” he said. “Not today, bitch. I am not going to put up with your shit another single second.”


      What did that mean? Was he going to get rid of me once and for all?


      Then I felt searing pain in my head as Thom lifted me up by my hair. My scalp was on fire. I screamed, but I didn’t recognize the sound of my own cries for help. It didn’t matter.


      No one was coming to save me anyway.


      My eyes fluttered closed and a vivid memory flashed through my mind of when Thom had picked me up by my hair and dragged me from under the refuge of my parents’ kitchen table all those years ago.


      I had only been a child back then, but even now as an adult I felt powerless to stop the frenzy of abuse swirling around me. Just as I had done as a child, I scraped my nails across the concrete floor and kicked at Thom as he huffed and attempted to drag me from my cell. Nothing had changed, and at this point I wasn’t sure if it ever would. One thing was certain.


      I didn’t want to die at the hands of this monster.
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      Thom was raging mad. Furiously, dangerously, life-threatening and mind-blowing angry.

      I clutched his hands and raked my nails across his skin in an attempt to get him to loosen his grip on my hair, but it was no use. Thom was in his element and he was practically breathing fire. He wasn’t going to let go of me, no matter what.

      I knew I was inflicting pain on him too. He swatted at my hand with his free one. “Stop it, you bitch.”

      “Please,” I begged. “You are hurting me.”

      He tugged harder. I gave him fuel. I should have known better, but I was in a frenzy of panic. I heard the laughter and chortles of the other slaves as he dragged me out of my cell and down the hallway.

      “I will do anything,” I pleaded as tears rolled down my cheeks and the occasional sob choked out of me. “Just don’t kill me.”

      Thom glanced over his shoulders and gave me a withering look. His eyes were blazing with a combination of wrath and mocking.

      “Do you really think that I am going to kill you, dumb bitch? No. That would be too easy. If you don’t feel the pain, then you won’t know the consequences and you’ll never learn your lesson.”

      He grunted as he continued to pull me along.

      “I’ll walk with you if you just let go of my hair,” I suggested as a compromise. “I won’t run away.” My wings had gone away again. My mental state was too weakened to defend myself properly at the moment.

      Thom roared with laughter. “You won’t run away? You mean exactly what you did back at my fellow Master’s castle?” He glared at me. “You have no idea how much you embarrassed me, you filthy little cunt.”

      I managed to suppress another sob and it came out as a whimper instead.

      I cringed at the words he used to describe me, but then I set my jaw and determined that I had to persevere, no matter what torture awaited me.

      “I will not be made a fool of, you stupid girl,” he spat. “You are going to pay for your sins. You will be severely punished.”

      His voice was like a slithering snake ready to pounce on its victim from an attack stance in the grass. I was struggling to breathe now through the panic and anxiety wreaking havoc on my mind.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I didn’t mean to...its just—”

      I was getting ready to tell him about how the food was hitting me from all angles as people tossed it at me when Thom brazenly interrupted me.

      “Oh, save it for someone who cares, you fucking idiot,” he hissed.

      I clamped my mouth shut and didn’t say another word. It was time for me to put up the protective barriers in my mind and shield myself with emotional walls to get through the next bit.

      I was Thom’s victim, his prized prey. He was the hunter and I was the hunted, an animal in the middle of the field who was his main target.

      I didn’t stand a chance. I might as well suck it up and endure it.

      At least there was a light at the end of the tunnel, no matter how dim it was. Thom would eventually get tired and pass out. He was human, after all. He couldn’t go all night. I knew that my punishment would have an end, I just didn’t know when it was yet.

      “Get up the stairs, bitch,” Thom fired at me as he tossed me in front of him. He kicked me in the back as I stumbled up the stairs one at a time. “Move!” he yelled. If he’d had a whip to crack on my back, I was certain that he would have.

      At least he had let go of my hair, but my scalp still burned in the aftermath of his tight grip.

      “How dare you run away from me when I didn’t give you permission to leave the dance floor,” Thom growled and gave me a menacing look as he pushed me into his master bedroom and slammed the door shut behind us.

      “I’m…sorry,” I attempted again, but Thom’s fury was wild in his eyes.

      There was no turning back now. Even though he had proclaimed that he wasn’t going to kill me, I was having doubts about that promise now.

      There was madness in his features that I had never seen before and it terrified me. My bones were practically shaking. I wished I could summon up my wings again, but I knew that my mental block would prevent it. I didn’t have the courage at the moment.

      Thom was the type of Master who had to dominate anyone who made him feel like he was a subordinate or threatened his power, even if it was only in his mind.

      “Get on your knees,” he growled.

      I fell to my knees, collapsing in a heap as I lay there, vulnerable and exposed to his torture. Thom had a grizzly look in his eye as he raised his hand and smacked it against my cheek.

      “You are a naughty bitch and I am going to fuck you until you can’t breathe.”

      I already couldn’t breathe, but I didn’t say that. I just sat there on my knees and waited for the next batch of berating to begin. Thom unlatched his belt. He gave me a wicked smile as he loomed over me.

      I watched in horror as he un-looped his belt from his pants. He extended it. “This is Mr. Sorry. Do you know what he does?”

      “No,” I said meekly and shook my head. Tears were still rolling down my face as if it were a race, the edge of my chin the finish line.

      “Mr. Sorry is going to beat you until you really are sorry.” Thom sneered.

      “I am sorry,” I said and began to pant violently. “I don’t need your belt to tell you that.”

      “Yeah, well,” Thom grumbled and raised the belt like a whip. “I need the proof.”

      He slapped the belt across my bottom. I wailed as searing pain surged through my body as if I had just been struck by lightning. I shouted out instinctively and arched my back.

      “That wasn’t as fun as I thought it would be,” Thom said almost casually. “Take off your clothes. I want to smack your ass with the belt while you are naked.”

      I nodded and swallowed hard. I might as well do what he told me before I made it even worse for myself. I slowly peeled off my clothes, but I was only buying myself a few extra seconds.

      “Do it faster,” Thom demanded. “You are taking too long. I want to see you naked.”

      Thom had seen me naked a million times, but each time was as if he was looking at me in my exposed state for the first time.

      As soon as I was naked and stood in front of him, he groaned and his eyes rolled back in his head. He had a euphoric smile on his face.

      “That’s better,” he said in calmer tone than before.

      I allowed myself to slightly relax, but the effect didn’t last for long. That twisted look of sadism began to shadow and darken Thom’s face once again. He raised his belt high over his head.

      “Bend over,” he whispered, sweat gleaming on his forehead.

      “What?” I stuttered.

      “Bend over,” he stated again in an aggressive tone.

      I gulped and did as he said. I braced myself and bit my bottom lip until I tasted blood. Maybe the pain on my mouth would help counteract some of the pain that I was about to feel in my rear.

      Thom cracked the belt against my bare skin. I wailed in pain and fell over.

      Thom was there in an instant to pick me up. He dropped the belt and lifted, carrying me over to the bed.

      “See now?” He gently stroked my cheek as if he wanted to switch gears and comfort me. “That’s what happens when you are not a good girl.”

      “Okay.” I sniffed and wiped the tears from my cheeks.

      “Are you going to behave better from now on?” he asked, leaning in toward me.

      “Yes.” I nodded and hoped that I looked and sounded convincing to him.

      “Good.” He appeared to be satisfied with my answer, at least for now.

      “Now, let’s get started.” He clapped his hands together enthusiastically as if he was about to begin an inspiring project.

      I held my breath and waited, knowing there was more hell in store for me. Thom was like a light switch. He could flip on or off at the most mundane things. His demeanor fluctuated more than the weather in the spring.

      “Get on all fours,” he told me in a coaxing tone.

      I did as instructed, crawling atop the bed in the stance that he had requested.

      “Oh, fuck yeah,” Thom groaned with drippy, erotic satisfaction laced in his voice. “You look fucking good.”

      I didn’t say anything in response. I just stared straight ahead at the wall and focused on a fly that was buzzing around near the window as if it was trying to escape.

      I had never related to another single living thing more than I did to that fly in that very moment. We were both trying to survive at all costs while we searched for freedom that was right at the edge of our fingertips.

      Thom violently yanked on my hair. “Did you hear what I said to you, girl?” His breath was hot on my neck.

      “Yes,” I whispered, trying to keep myself composed, though I was as delicate as a glass vase that teetering on the edge of counter and ready to shatter.

      “I just gave you a fucking compliment. Praise me for it,” Thom barked.

      “Okay,” I said. “Thank you.”

      “Next time show some sincerity,” Thom said as if I had offended him.

      “I didn’t mean to insult you,” I quickly added, hoping that would earn me brownie points.

      Thom grunted and mumbled something inaudible under his breath. I saw him out of my peripheral vision. He was undressing.

      Now came the sex part. Thom never had protected sex with me, but he always blew his load of hot cum all over my face. It was degrading and vile, but he loved it and always laughed hysterically, making me lick it from my lips and cheeks before wiping the rest off with a towel. He was a creature of habit, and I had no reason to assume that tonight would be any different.

      Thom approached me from behind. I felt the tip of his giant cock as it throbbed against my ass cheeks. He mounted me and entered my pussy from behind. It wasn’t slick with desire, so the initial pain knocked the wind out of me.

      He grabbed my shoulders as he pushed himself inside of me, burrowing into my hole with a grunt.

      “Why aren’t you excited, you dumb bitch?” he asked, as if he were offended that I wasn’t turned on without any foreplay whatsoever.

      “I’m sorry,” I said but my voice sounded hollow and flat.

      “I’ll give you something to be sorry about,” Thom groaned as he began to pump more vigorously inside of me.

      His balls were slapping up against my swollen pussy lips. It was a painful experience, but at the same time, as much as I hated to admit it, there was some masked pleasure in there for me too.

      I mean, it was still sex after all, and naturally, sex had the element of pleasure linked to it no matter what was happening. There was a little bit of friction involved as Thom pushed himself inside of me.

      Even through the raw pain, at the angle, there was a tiny sliver of pleasure as he hit the right places inside of me. It wasn’t going to be enough to bring me to orgasm, but I tried to focus on that element so that I wouldn’t go crazy emotionally at how Thom was defiling me.

      Thom grabbed my hips with a death grip as he groaned and continued to thrust and pump a little too harshly. I clutched the sheets and balled them in my fists. During sex with Thom, I always tried to focus my energy elsewhere until the ordeal was over.

      “You are a dirty bitch,” Thom said. “I’m making sure you stay that way, you naughty slut.”

      I choked back another whimpering cry as I stared blankly at the wall, trying to find the fly again but I couldn’t see it anywhere. Suddenly, my eyes filled with tears.

      Where had the fly gone? I had to know what happened to it…

      Then in an instant, Thom jerked me to my feet and pinned me up against the wall. There was malice gleaming in his eyes. He opened his mouth and clenched his teeth into a grimace. His throbbing cock was pulsing up against my bare thigh. We were nose to nose, chest to chest.

      I stood there, suspended and unable to move as Thom continued to stare a hole right through my soul.

      He wrapped one arm around my neck and pressed. I gasped for air. My eyes widened, and I stared at him in horror. There was shame in his eyes, which confused me.

      He continued to hold pressure on my windpipe, as if he might strangle me right there, crushing my throat in his giant hand. I was at his mercy. I couldn’t breathe or speak.

      “You better show more emotion during sex from now on, woman,” he growled at me. “Do you know what I will do to you if you don’t?”

      I couldn’t shake my head or respond because he was choking me, but he answered for me. He laughed wickedly.

      “If you don’t give me a little something in return for all my sexual favors, I’m going to keep fucking you all night until you finally open up. You should count yourself lucky you get any at all.”

      He behaved as if he was doing me a favor. He slacked his grip on my throat. I gasped for air and instinctively pulled my hands up to my neck to protect myself.

      “What are you doing?” he asked as I tried to squirm away. He held me in place. We were both panting hard from the resistance.

      He wanted emotion, he was going to get it. I slapped at him and kicked him in the shin. He bit me in the shoulder and chuckled with passion.

      “Oh…” he trailed off mischievously. His shimmering eyes were glazed over with lust. “That’s what I’m talking about. Finally, some spark and spirit in you.”

      I wasn’t being vibrant on purpose, but I knew that unless I fed him some enthusiasm, the night would be long and full of horror for me.

      When I was with Thom, I needed to remind myself to play the part, and that acting to fulfill the role he wanted was what was going to keep me alive in the end.

      The role of a slave, trapped in a lifetime of torture.
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      I knew I was dreaming. I knew that it couldn’t be reality because I was filled with euphoria. I was back with my parents, in our cozy little house nestled in the heart of the village.

      My father had given me a jewelry box. I peered up at him with curiosity. His eyes gleamed with excitement and a smile curled at the edges of his lips.

      “It’s a jewelry box,” he whispered, “but it’s so much more inside.”

      I was sitting on my bed with my legs crossed and my hands folded in my lap. I gazed up at my father with fondness while he sat at the edge of my bed. I cocked my head to the side and gave him a look of wonderment. “So much more?”

      “Yes.” He nodded and opened the box as if he would burst with glee if he had to wait another single second.

      My heart pounded with intrigue as I waited patiently, yet expectantly, to see what would be revealed inside of the box.

      “Look inside, my sweet Sophie.” My father’s eyes danced with love.

      I gasped when I saw a perfect ballerina spinning in the box. It was like magic. I glanced up at my father. “How did you do that? Where did the ballerina come from?”

      My father stroked my cheek. The ballerina figurine twirled around and around, wearing a beautiful pink leotard with a white tulle skirt. Her dainty slippers fluttered while her arms swirled above her head like a swan.

      “When the box door closes, she enfolds. Then when you open the box back up, she pops out again,” my father explained.

      My eyes filled with tears of joy. It was the best gift I had ever received. “It’s so beautiful. Thank you, Daddy, I love it.”

      “A beautiful gift for my beautiful, sweet Sophie,” my father said and wrapped his arms around me in a hug. He patted my back with fatherly affection.

      I savored his embrace. I clung to that feeling of security.

      The warmth of a father’s love could never be replaced or replicated. I nestled myself in his arms and listened to the tinkling hum of the ballerina’s song as she spun around and around in my jewelry box.

      And then it was over.

      Like a fog lifting, or a memory fading into smoke behind the window of my soul, my father vanished into thin air.

      I gasped for air. I clutched my throat and my eyes bolted open. My hands flailed in front of me as if I were still trying to grasp onto his shirt and hold tight to something that was no longer there, and in this present hell, never had been.

      It had only been a dream. I felt crestfallen and heartbroken.

      I glanced around the room. I was still in my cell, sleeping in a ball on my tiny mattress that was so thin that I woke up every day with a backache.

      I shivered as a chill swept through the room. My arms and legs prickled with goose bumps.

      Then, a deafening explosion erupted through my ear drums and rattled through my bones. I heard a bone-tingling shattering sound. I stood up in a hurry and instinctively backed myself into a corner.

      My breath came in panicked, quickened gulps, heaving my chest up and down. My shoulders were rising and falling in violent movements. My heart drummed in my chest. I was suddenly sweating with anxiety.

      “What…is happening?” I called out as another explosion shook the dungeon.

      My eyes darted left and right as paranoia swam in my brain, drowning my thoughts with a fresh batch of hysteria.

      A crashing sound thundered overhead. I screamed out, instinctively. I didn’t recognize the sound of my own voice as the cry for help escaped my lungs and burst off my tongue.

      I clutched the sides of my head, forming a protective barrier to shield myself. I rushed up to the door of my cell.

      “Help!” I shouted. “Somebody, please! Help me!” I was manic.

      I craned my neck to get a better view of the shadow-shrouded hallway. I saw the occasional arms flailing from various other cells belonging to fellow captives.

      “What’s happening?” I asked, calling out into the darkness and praying for a light to illuminate this living nightmare.

      I banged on the door to my cell. “Let me out!”

      I winced in pain and reeled back as my body reminded me that I was still bruised and sore from the abuse that I’d endured from Thom a couple of nights before, after the Master Ceremony.

      Of course, that was really nothing new, but in this dire time of survival, it wasn’t convenient to be injured.

      Panic continued to make me feel like I was drowning. My throat felt like it was swelling closed and I knew I was having a borderline panic attack. I hurtled myself back towards the door, ignoring the pain and the black and blue bruises that dotted across my arms and legs.

      Chunks of the ceiling began to fall and crumble to the ground beneath my feet. I watched the faces of fellow prisoners as their eyes widened in horror and fear. They were just as clueless about the situation as I was.

      It was like going from zero to one hundred and eighty in a split second. Only a few minutes before, I had been enveloped in a glorious dream where my father’s arms protectively snaked around me and I had no cares in the world.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and wished that I could go back to that simple time, but there was no way to rewind the clock. The wonderful memories I had with my parents were frozen in time and there was no way to bring them back to life. They dwelled in my heart and were unearthed on occasion, but even that was both too often and not enough. It was a painful paradox.

      I yelled out again and ducked as another concrete piece of the ceiling fell to the ground and shattered right beside me. I had gotten out of the way just in the nick of time.

      The window above my bed exploded and tiny shards of glass rained through the air. I grabbed my head again and curled up into a little ball beside my cell door to prevent my face from being hammered by the broken window fragments.

      I had no idea what had happened, but I knew that the castle was under some kind of attack. I didn’t want to die down here. I pushed myself back up into a standing position. I was determined to stay alive against the odds. I didn’t know if it was even worse upstairs, but I was willing to take my chances.

      “Is anyone out there with a key?” I called out down the hallway. My voice was full of crippling despair.

      “We are waiting for the guards,” another female shifter slave chimed back.

      “If you think they are going to risk their own asses to come and save us, then you have another think coming,” a male slave responded.

      My heartbeat pulsed noisily through my ears. I had never wanted to see a guard or Thom more in my life. For once, I actually wanted them to appear and rescue me.

      I tried to use mind control to get them down here. It was a long shot, but it was better than nothing and I didn’t exactly have anything else to go on.

      I thought the times when I started the fire and made the ropes fall off my arms. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, trying to concentrate.

      I pictured the lock to my cell door, vividly in my mind. I did my best to summon up the ability to unlock it, but no matter how hard I pushed myself, I wasn’t able to get it to unlatch. There was too much distracting chaos around me.

      I banged on the cell door again and pushed my hands through the iron bars. “Hello!”

      My voice echoed down the chambers. I trembled with fright. There was no way out, and the ceiling continued to cave in around us. Soon, there would be no way in or out. I tried not to despair, but it was a lost cause. I was in full panic mode.

      Then suddenly out of nowhere, I heard the sound of muffled voices. There were still loud explosions taking place overhead. Was I just hearing things? Was it not really voices but the walls crumbling around me instead?

      I heard several guards yelling. I knew I wasn’t imagining that. The sounds of their voices were raised with alarm and sheer terror. This realization sent my mind hurtling over the edge with dread.

      Guards never got scared, of anything.

      They were always calm and poised because that was how they were trained to be. They were burly and tough, and nothing stood in their way. But the wrath of fire and flame and explosion was a different story and was enough to send anyone, even the strongest of people, into a tailspin.

      The concrete floor began to crack around me as if there was an earthquake rippling through the ground. I jumped out of the way as the crack spread like blood rushing through veins, holes spiderwebbing across the floor.

      “I’m in here,” I called out. I felt the veins in my neck bulge and I screamed so loudly that I knew I would be hoarse later, if I survived at all. “Please, unlock the door. I don’t want to die in here.”

      I imagined freedom. I saw myself bursting down the hallways, darting away from the debris that continued to fly from the collapsing ceiling.

      Soon, it would be too late for me. Time was running out. I didn’t want any of the other slaves down here to perish either, but unless I was unlocked soon, I was powerless to do anything.

      I glanced down the hallway again, hearing mass hysteria unfold around me. There were shouts, screams, and bangs. The ceiling was caving in, and so were my hopes of getting rescued. Dust plumed just outside of my cell door. I coughed and sputtered, waving my hand in front of my face to prevent myself from breathing it in.

      That’s when I heard the sound of footsteps rushing down the hallway. It was too dusty and smoky for me to see more than a couple of inches in front of my face, but it sounded like the footsteps were hasty and nearing my cell door.

      “Who is out there?” I clutched the bars of my cell door until my knuckles turned white. “Hello, can you come unlock me?”

      There was no audible answer, but the footsteps were edging closer and closer. My nerves were fraying, but I held my breath, closed my eyes, and waited. If it was meant to be, I would survive.

      Fate held the key.
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      Silhouettes of men began hurtling closer to my cell door with the pounding footsteps drawing nearer.

      “Unlock it. Unlock her cell door and let her out.”

      I instantly recognized the sound of Thom’s voice ringing with terror through the chaos encircling us.

      “I’m in here,” I called out so that they could find me better as they navigated through piles of concrete and stone rubble and a thick smog of dust and dirt that had caked in the air.

      “Right here,” I shouted again as the figures of the men rushed closer. I banged my fists against the iron bars of my cell.

      My heart pounded. I was so close to freedom, but what would happen once they unlocked my cell door? I knew I wasn’t entirely free, but at least I wouldn’t have to die in this dungeon once the fires spread and the walls collapsed completely.

      One of the guards raced up to my cell, the first to arrive from the cluster. He swooped the keys from his back pocket. With shaking hands, he dug the key into the lock and began frantically twisting it back and forth. In his panicked state of mind, his hands fumbled with the key ring and it fell with a clatter to the ground at his feet.

      “Pick them up, you idiot,” Thom hissed, now standing behind the guard. “We are running out of time and I don’t want to die down here. We must take her with us.” Thom nudged his chin in my general direction, although he didn’t make eye contact with me.

      I didn’t want to die down here either.

      It might have been the only thing Thom and I agreed on. My heart stopped as I watched and waited with bated breath to see if the guard would be able to snatch the keys back up and get the job done in a hurry.

      The burly guard with the stubby fingers stood up and began fumbling with the lock once again. I noticed in horror that his hands and fingers were wet with blood. I didn’t know whether it came from his own injuries or if it was someone else’s blood, but I didn’t have time to mull over the subject. It didn’t matter anymore anyway.

      At this point, it was every man and woman for themselves.

      The guard once again buried the key into the lock. This time, his scurried efforts were successful. I nearly cried with joy when the lock popped, and the door swung open with a creaky hitch.

      “Thank goodness,” I mumbled under my breath.

      I shimmied out of the cell door and Thom grabbed me by the arm. “Not so fast,” he growled. “I am saving you, but you are still mine.”

      I had no choice to relent if I didn’t want to be crushed by the crumbling debris still shattering from the ceilings and falling below.

      I nodded and let him take me by the hand as we continued to maneuver around the rubble. It wasn’t as if I had a choice in the matter anyway, but he was gripping me so forcefully that his fingernails began to embed a red indentation into my skin.

      “This way,” he hissed as he held his free arm in front of his face protectively, the guards forming a barrier around us for added security.

      “What happened?” I asked as we made a break for it down the hallway. “Who attacked the castle?”

      I assumed it was an attack, although I couldn’t exactly be certain of that fact. Thom and his guards sure seemed blindsided. I’d never seen them appear so rattled before. They all wore stunned expressions on their faces and their eyes were bloodshot with fear.

      I wasn’t really expecting an answer from Thom, but to my surprise he opened his mouth. Before he got a single word out, there was another bellowing boom as a thunderous crash erupted above our heads. Another explosion penetrated the walls of the castle and it shook on its hinges as if it were a dollhouse being smashed to bits.

      I screamed, and my black wings instantaneously shrouded my body, preventing me from being impaled by any of the falling chunks of stone.

      “What the fuck?” Thom roared and that was when I mustered the courage to lift my chin and peer out with my eyes half open to determine what was going on.

      Thom was standing in front of me, looming there with a domineering expression on his face.

      “I thought I told you not to summon those fucking wings of yours,” he shouted.

      “I’m…sorry,” I muttered as I clambered back to a standing position. “I didn’t mean to do it. It was just a natural response to the explosion—”

      “Well, get rid of them,” Thom interjected before I could finish. “I can’t reach through them to grab you.”

      “I…what?” I asked and inspected my wings. Sure enough, I realized then that Thom was telling the truth.

      From the inside, I touched the tip of my wing at the bottom. It had hardened on the surface as if I had my own armor wrapped around my body. It was a magnificent sight to witness. I lightly rapped my knuckles against the stiff exterior of my wings.

      I stood there with my mouth agape as I realized that the dynamic of my wings had changed. As they were cloaked around me, I realized that I had a particular ability to harden them like a shell to protect myself. I knew I could use this to my advantage, especially if I was going to survive after this night.

      “Shift back!” Thom yelled at me.

      The veins in his neck bulged blue, protruding slightly. There was no doubt about it, he was as angry as the fires spreading around beloved castle. The flames of his fury licked and sprayed at me in the form of harsh words and a violent temper.

      My wings vanished after that. I knew that it was time to get to a safer location, and I wouldn’t be able to rush along with my wings attached.

      “Okay,” I nodded. “I’m ready to go.”

      “You are damn right you’re ready, you stupid little bitch,” Thom grumbled under his breath and clutched me to his side once again. “I’m not dying for your silly little tricks.”

      I noticed that a guard was smirking at me as if he were relishing in the fact that I was getting lectured by Thom. I had to bite my tongue to prevent my own rage about situation from spreading.

      I had lived with Thom a long time. In some ways, that worked to my advantage because I knew what things set him off, and I also knew that sometimes saying nothing at all was the best way to get on his good side.

      Thom was the type of man who needed constant attention and reassurance from all of his slaves and his guards as well. If the people in his life were not groveling at his feet or pleading for his mercy, then Thom felt out of his element and would do whatever he could to make sure the tables turned in his favor once again.

      After Thom freed the slaves from their cells along the way, we trekked back up the stairs in a frenzy, a herd on the loose just trying to survive against the odds. He told the ones he favored most to come and follow us. The rest were on their own. I wasn’t sure whether to envy them or pity them.

      Once we made it to the landing on the main floor, Thom yanked me towards the front foyer. “Come on,” he grumbled. “And try to keep up. There’s nothing to see here.”

      Curiosity got the better of me as we raced for our lives towards the set of double doors leading to the world beyond the castle walls. My eyes darted around with dread as I observed the horror unfolding around us.

      There were a handful of guards on the floor. Some were dead already, while others were bleeding and writhing around in pain as they attempted to crawl or scrape their dragging bodies across the floor.

      There were slaves who had shifted and were trying to escape in the best way they knew how. Their wings were spread in grandiose spans. I wished I could do the same, but if it happened again Thom would have my head on a stick.

      “Just close your eyes,” he barked at me. “I have your hand. Just follow me and you will be safe.”

      I had no choice but to believe him, and I was wondering where he came up with the spontaneous idea for me to close my eyes. It seemed like too gentle of a gesture for him to suggest. I wondered if it was a trap and whether he would lure me somewhere that he could inflict more harm and pain on me as soon as I closed my lids.

      I was still trying to recover from how he had beaten and forced rough intercourse on me a few days ago, and I didn’t want to be on his bad side. Nor did I want to be set up, so I decided to narrow my eyelids into slits, so I was still able to see where we were going as we jogged along.

      Thom’s guards rushed in front of me as we approached the set of double doors leading out of the castle.

      “Move out of the way,” they told me in urgent, gruff voices.

      I jumped away as they instructed and watched as they burst the doors open. Thom and I breezed through first. The chilly night air slammed into my face. I inhaled sharply before the cold took my breath away.

      “Get in this carriage,” Thom ordered.

      I glanced behind me, over my shoulder. I didn’t know why, but I felt wary about this.

      “What are you doing, foolish girl?” Thom’s voice sounded exasperated. “Get in the fucking carriage now before I leave your ass behind.”

      I stumbled into the carriage, wondering why we weren’t taking a car, because it would have been faster. At the same time, I saw other carriages leading away from the castle. Perhaps Thom’s heart wasn’t as black as I had assumed all these years. It appeared as if he was using the carriages as a method of removing his horses from the stables on the castle property in an effort to also lead them to safety.

      Then as soon as he spoke again, he snapped me back to reality of how vicious he really was underneath the surface.

      “Scoot over so I have room,” he yelled into my ear, shoving me across the seat.

      I fell over and quickly regained my balance to slide towards the far edge of the carriage window.

      Once we were safely inside, I took a moment to stare in awe at the orange flames as they danced towards the black sky. The entire castle was engulfed in lashing fires. I glanced at Thom. His jaw was set firm and there was a flare of fury blazing in his eyes that was as bright as the flames swelling over his house.

      I even noticed a tiny flicker of tears shimmer in his eyes. I took a deep breath. I couldn’t feel sorry for a monster. Whatever happened to his house was his problem. He had made his own bed.

      His hostile reputation had finally come back to bite him in the ass. Everyone said karma was a real thing, and I had no doubt about that proclamation as I watched his castle collapsing under the pressure of the fire.

      The blaze was already spreading across the lawn. There was not going to be anything salvageable about that castle in any capacity. He would have to rebuild it from the ground up after the ashes were scooped away. That seemed far away into the future, and I hoped that I would be long gone and away from his stone grip by then.

      The driver of the carriage took off with a galloping horse in the front, pulling us along and in the direction of the wooded forests off toward the mountains to the north.

      I wanted to ask where we were going but at the same time, I didn’t want to receive the back end of Thom’s hand slamming into my cheek.

      So, I kept my mouth shut and decided that I would probably learn more by just keeping quiet and listening to Thom discuss the events with his guards. Maybe if I got lucky, they would forget that I was there with them at all.

      Now was my opportunity to blend in like a wallflower.

      “I think the rumors are true now, Master,” one of the guards said with a timid tone.

      He wiped the sweat from his brow. He was panting hard and he had a thick neck. I looked at him and then flicked my gaze quickly away so that he wouldn’t notice me eyeing him.

      “Are you just coming to that conclusion, you fucking moron?” Thom spat in response.

      The guard looked offended as he peered out the window and uncomfortably tried to pretend like the exchange hadn’t occurred.

      “The uprising is here.” Another crestfallen-looking guard hung his head in shame. “I wish we could have had time to prepare so that we would have been ready for them when they arrived.”

      “You fools are afraid of your own shadows,” Thom said in a mocking tone. “You couldn’t be prepared for an attack of this magnitude if you tried.”

      The guards exchanged a glance with one another. They appeared bitter, but they were smarter than they looked because they too kept their mouths shut in order to keep a gap between Thom’s wrath and their lives.

      Needless to say, my head was now swimming with the information about the uprisings. I wanted to know more. I wanted to know who was behind the uprising, and what kind of shifters might have banded together to take out the Masters and their guards.

      Masters couldn’t shift. They had no magical abilities, which made them extremely jealous of the shifters who could.

      That was why they were trying to take over the villages and make the shifters their slaves. They enlisted guards who also didn’t have magical abilities. It was almost as if the world we lived in now consisted of a constant battle between shifters and humans.

      As if reading my thoughts, Thom spoke again. “As if the uprising militia thinks that they can really overthrow all the Masters.”

      There was animosity in his tone, but I also noticed a tiny hint of fear and doubt as if he was afraid for the future. I had never witnessed that side of Thom before.

      It was both unnerving and amazing all at once to see such a powerful man caving under the pressure of the world.

      His enemies were literally knocking at his door.

      I kept my gaze on the window and continued to stare outside. I didn’t want to engage the men in this carriage in any kind of lasting conversation, but then again, it wasn’t as if I would be invited to do so in the first place.

      The burning castle was now a part of my past. Going deep into the woods might be my future. No matter what, I needed to be prepared for the unexpected.

      Anything could happen up in those mountains. I had heard rumors of what lived up there in the wilderness and I didn’t want to face any of those dangers.

      Thom and his guards might not be ready for the obstacles up ahead, but I had to be prepared for anything. As far as I was concerned, I had already been to hell and back in that castle dungeon.

      If I could survive that torture, I could survive anything.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    








            Sophia

          

        

      

    

    
      I was in my tent.

      We had set up camp in the wilderness where we had already been trekking through the mountains for one full day.

      The elements were harsh. The wind was severely brutal and every time I had to leave my tent, it lashed at my cheeks like a stinging whip.

      I was trembling from head to toe, but not from the elements. I saw the shadowed silhouette of Thom’s body directly outside of the enclosed tent that could only protect me for so long.

      As soon as he unzipped the opening, then there was nothing I could do to prevent his sexual frenzy from unleashing itself onto me and the other slaves.

      I glanced over at another slave named Mia. Her eyes were wide and full of dread. She had her sleeping bag tucked all the way up to her chin.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I told her, but my voice sounded hollow and flat.

      There was no merit to my words because we both knew that, in fact, things were not going to be okay at all. I was simply trying to make her feel better for a microscopic moment in time.

      I could hear Thom’s hushed voice as it carried on the breeze outside the tent. He was discussing something with the guards, but I had no idea what it was. One thing was for certain, it wasn’t politics or a course of action for the long run. Thom’s mood was all about sexual domination, and I knew that we were going to get a pounding tonight.

      “Hey,” I whispered to Mia, who was still staring at the shadowy figure of Thom’s body outside of our moving tent walls. “You need to be strong.”

      Mia slowly turned her head to look at me. “What’s the point?”

      I licked my lips and sat up in my own sleeping bag. “What’s the point?” I responded in a squeaky voice. “To survive? To overcome the things in our lives that bring us pain and suffering?”

      Mia tucked her head down and I watched as a tiny translucent tear began to trickle down her chin. Tears marked defeat and I wouldn’t let her quit on me. Not tonight, not ever.

      We didn’t owe our souls to the monsters who tried to rip us apart.

      I was frustrated with her, but I was even angrier at Thom for not protecting our psyches better. We had already been through more than enough.

      “Who knew,” I chuckled, aiming to make a little joke to lighten the mood, “that sleeping in a tent would turn out to be worse than sleeping in a cold and moldy cell?”

      Mia glanced over at me and I noticed that a trace of a smile began to crack at the edges of her lips.

      “Yeah,” she breathed out with her arms still nestled cozily into the sleeping bag. “I guess you are right about that one.”

      Deep inside, I was a breaking dam. I didn’t know how much longer I could hold up this emotional wall of strength. I was losing it, but I didn’t want to let on to Mia that I was letting any of these  events crawl under my skin.

      Thom’s figure moved closer to our tent. There was another slightly lankier figure beside him. I held my breath and waited, while Mia panted raspingly beside me as if her heart was going to explode from sheer fear of the unexpected.

      “Hey,” I whispered again and slid my hand out of my sleeping bag. I extended it to her. “Whatever happens, I’m here for you.”

      “Thanks.” There were tears gleaming in Mia’s eyes.

      She was a couple of years younger than me and not as good at keeping her protective barriers up. She wore her heart on her sleeve.

      My muscles tensed as soon as I saw Thom crouch down on the ground. Then, with excruciatingly slow movement, he began to peel back the closed zipper of the orange tent that sheltered Mia and me not only from the elements outside but also the wickedness that lurked out there.

      Mia whimpered beside me.

      I gave her one last encouraging look. “Don’t show your fear to him,” I said. “It will only make things worse for both of us, but especially you.” I hoped my hasty pep talk would resonate with her.

      Mia nodded but her eyes were puffy, red, and swollen. Our fate was already sealed.

      Thom was dragging the zipper up in a precise, sluggish motion. He was doing it on purpose. I clenched my jaw in anger and balled my fists. How dare he try to fuck with our mental stability like this when we didn’t even have a real home anymore?

      We were destitute, struggling as it was. We were nomads just shuffling through the forest with no real sense of direction. Anything or anyone could come out of nowhere and attack us at any time. Thom didn’t seem to care about any of it. He just wanted to get off. His orgasms were more important than his own life, but if he wasn’t careful, he wouldn’t have a life anymore, and neither would any of the slaves and guards marching in our troop of lowly and defeated souls.

      Once Thom had officially unwrapped the entire slit in the tent to expose us to the outside world, and to him, he viciously grinned from ear to ear. His eyes gleamed with mischief that made my skin crawl.

      I gulped and tossed a subtle glance over at Mia. She was ashen and paralyzed with fear.

      “Well, well, well,” Thom dripped in a hungry voice. “What do we have here? Two beautiful girls who are all alone and look like they are in need of company from a pair of men.”

      I didn’t respond, nor did Mia.

      Thom climbed into the tent, but he wasn’t alone. He had another slave with him. It was Justin. Justin had freckles peppering his entire body and bushy, fiery red hair. He had the greenest eyes I’d ever seen.

      “Well, get in here, you idiot,” Thom said, glancing over his shoulder at Justin. “You would have to be a fool to pass this up. It’s not every day that your Master invites you to share his gold.”

      I knew what he meant by gold. He was, of course, referring to me and Mia.

      I clamped my hands under my thighs to keep them from shaking off my body. The tension was rising. Justin looked like a deer caught in headlights as if he had no idea how to react or behave without setting Thom off. We all knew what that was like. We all had to walk on eggshells in Thom’s company.

      “Come on,” Thom growled impatiently. “I haven’t got all day. I have other things to do, you know.”

      Thom gave Justin a superior glance before turning his attention back to where Mia and I sat huddled together under our sleeping bags. The hair on the back of my neck stood at attention. I felt a prickling shiver run like ice up and down my spine.

      Thom sat down next to me with a grunt. “You are looking stunning today.”

      I couldn’t understand how he came to that conclusion. My hair was askew and in a messy bun. I had dark circles under my eyes. I hadn’t bathed in a couple of days. From my own perspective, I looked and felt like shit. But from Thom’s view point, I was his magnificent black swan, his unique prize that he could toy with and abuse to his own glorious delight.

      I swallowed down a sob. There was no one to turn to, no one to hear my cry for help.

      “Now get down here,” Thom ordered and snapped his fingers toward the empty space next to Mia. He glanced up at Justin, who appeared to be shuddering as much as Mia and I were.

      “What are you waiting for?” Thom asked, his voice thick with venomous impatience.

      Justin’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down, clearly gulping with dread as he stared between Thom and me, then his eyes reverted back to Mia.

      “You want me to sit down here?” he asked in a rattled tone as he pointed to the space next to Mia’s sleeping bag.

      “That’s right,” Thom confirmed. “And be quick about it.

      Suddenly I felt queasy. My stomach churned in a sea of nervous nausea. The room started spinning and my hands became clammy. My hair stuck to the back of my neck as a film of sweat beaded on the surface of my skin.

      “Now.” Thom’s eyes gleamed wildly as he zipped the tent back up. “Take off her shirt.”

      “Whose…sh-shirt?” Justin stammered.

      “Mia’s shirt,” Thom emphasized through clenched teeth.

      Justin gave Mia and apologetic look. She nodded as nobly as she could. “It’s okay,” she whimpered. “I’ll do it.”

      Thom didn’t stop her. In fact, he seemed pleased with the way the events were unfolding now. He still wore that atrociously giddy expression that made my stomach roll in the most unpleasant way possible.

      Thom’s voracity electrified the room. I held my breath as Thom instructed Justin to begin performing sexual acts on Mia. I squeezed my eyes shut as Justin reluctantly opened Mia’s legs and pushed himself inside of her.

      “Look,” Thom demanded and slapped my face. “I want you to see.”

      I flinched as Thom took my chin in his hands and forced me to look at my friend being fucked by a very hesitant Justin.

      But after a while, I could tell that Justin was starting to enjoy it. Thom continued to coax them along. “That’s right,” he groaned. “Fuck her hard. I can tell she’s starting to smile. She must like it.”

      I wasn’t sure whether Mia was actually enjoying herself or whether she was pretending for the sake of getting it over with quickly.

      After several more minutes of watching them have sex, Thom turned his attention to me. “Take off your shirt,” he instructed.

      I didn’t hesitate. I didn’t protest. I already knew the drill. If I just appeased him, it would make the act easier to endure.

      I stripped off my clothes and laid flat on my back as I felt Thom’s pulsing snake throbbing against my bare inner thigh. I inhaled sharply as he pushed his way inside of me, groaning and making all kinds of sexually euphoric sounds as he pumped enthusiastically in and out of me while watching Justin and Mia too.

      “Don’t cum before I do,” Thom instructed Justin.

      Justin whimpered as if he was close and might not be able to contain the eruption of an orgasm before Thom did. If he knew what was good for him, he would suppress it for as long as possible to avoid receiving a severe beating from the guards afterwards.

      “Look at me while I’m fucking you,” Thom grunted.

      He was looming over me, thrusting in and out. “I told you to show more emotion, did I not?”

      The truth was, there was still an element of sex that thrilled me and turned me on, even if Thom wasn’t the most enticing lover in the world and the sex wasn’t consensual. Even when he rubbed my clit the right way or hit my g-spot at the perfect angle, I didn’t want to show him my pleasure zones had been hit. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. He was already atrocious to deal with as it was.

      I felt Thom tense up after several more minutes. He cupped his hands over my breasts and squeezed them. Then he flicked my nipples with his thumb and forefinger after twisting and yanking on them.

      Finally, he exploded his hot load of cum all over my bare belly. He collapsed beside me, panting and breathing hard. I didn’t look, but I heard Justin unload his own seed onto Mia beside me.

      The ordeal was over, at least for now. My own pussy lips tingled. I had to close my eyes and pretend that it was someone else, a lover of my choice who had just fucked me and made me wet. A girl could certainly dream. It was one of the only private things I could do in my mind to keep me going.

      Thom and Justin put their clothes back on and ordered Mia and I to do the same. “Come on,” Thom nudged with a grumble. “Let’s go get some lunch.”

      I exchanged a glance with Mia as we exited the tent.

      “Are you okay?” I whispered to her so that Thom couldn’t hear.

      “Yeah.” She nodded and put on a brave face. “It didn’t hurt as much as I thought it would.”

      “You’re lucky you got Justin,” I said. “He’s one of the good guys.”

      Mia smiled. “Thanks for trying to make me feel better.”

      I patted her back. “It’s no trouble at all.”

      In reality, Mia and I were bonded for life after what we had just endured together.

      As we walked out to the campfire, we saw several slaves and guards standing around. The tension was rising. I could feel it in the air. You could slice through the discomfort with a knife, but Thon seemed to be oblivious to the fact that heated animosity was growing his own little private army of followers.

      Everyone was glaring at him as he emerged from my tent like a pompous king. The amount of entitlement that Thom’s aura carried made my blood boil.

      “Do you feel that?” Mia asked as she shivered and whispered in my ear.

      “Yeah.” I nodded and felt the wind flutter against my cheek.

      I pushed a few strands of my hair behind my ear. Mia’s question needed no explanation. I knew exactly what she was referring to. There was something shifting in the demeanor of the group of slaves with us.

      Thom’s dictatorship was going to come crashing and burning to the ground soon. There was an end in sight to all of this, especially with the uprisings taking place in the villages down below. Apparently, it hadn’t only been Thom’s castle that had been affected by the fires.

      Something violent was going to happen soon, and I needed to be prepared to survive it once the bottom fell out.
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      After dinner around the campfire that night, tensions were still running high.

      “Let’s go to sleep,” I told Mia, who was still holding onto her somber expression and had barely picked at her food.

      “Okay,” she said and gave me a blank look as if she had already checked out emotionally.

      I didn’t press her. I understood where she was coming from. Sometimes, I just needed time to be alone with my own thoughts too. It was a coping mechanism. We slipped away, back into our tent as Thom busied his attention with some of the other slaves.

      “Look at the bright side,” I told her. “At least we already got the sex part over with. We can have a good night’s rest knowing that he’ll be focusing his time and energy elsewhere.”

      There was a glimmer of solace that flickered through Mia’s eyes and she managed a sliver of a smile.

      “I guess so,” she said.

      We climbed into our tent and zipped it up behind us, sealing ourselves into safety for the night. I wrapped myself into the cocoon of my sleeping bag and sighed with relief that the ordeal with Thom was over, at least for tonight. After only a few minutes, my heavy eyelids fluttered closed.

      Sleep came easily for me that night. I had to count my blessings when I could, because they were few and far between.

      The next morning, I woke up to see the light of day cracking through the folds in the tent. I yawned and stretched and glanced beside me. Mia was still sleeping soundly. I didn’t know what time it was, but my heart dropped when I heard the sound of muffled voices and people shuffling around outside.

      “Mia?” I croaked and hastily stood up. I got myself dressed as quickly as I could. “Mia?”

      She groaned and stirred beside me. When she realized that I was already up and awake, getting dressed, and that it was daylight outside, her eyes widened with dread.

      “Shit!” she exclaimed and threw the sleeping bag off herself.

      “It might be okay,” I tried to reassure her. “Maybe Thom isn’t awake yet if no guard has come banging on our tent door.”

      Mia seemed doubtful and discouraged as she fumbled to get herself dressed too.

      “Are you ready?” I asked after a few moments.

      Mia nodded and took a deep breath to prepare herself to go out there in the world once again. We never stayed in the same camp more than one day at a time. Thom kept us on the move. We were paranoid, but we weren’t the only ones. We could see the skittish expressions on Thom’s and his guards’ faces every time we took off in a caravan of uncertainty.

      I shimmied the zipper down, struggling as it caught in the fabric for a few seconds before maneuvering it loose again toward the bottom.

      We stepped out and noticed that the sky was overcast, cloaking the forest with damp dew and dreary gray. It was fitting, given the mood of the camp. Everyone appeared to be groggy and out of sorts as they sleepily prepared the horses and the carriages to keep moving.

      “I finally understand why Thom didn’t want to use cars to leave the castle,” Mia said.

      “Yeah,” I nodded in agreement and glanced around. “At first, I assumed that it was because he wanted to save the animals from the fire, but now I know that wasn’t the case. He knew a car wouldn’t make it up these tiny mountain trails.”

      Mia looked pensive as she poured herself some oatmeal that was hanging from a cast iron circular bowl over the crackling fire that the guards had left glowing overnight.

      “Where do you think we will go today?” Mia asked me.

      “Honestly, I don’t know,” I told her with chagrin. I was only certain of one thing. I yearned for freedom, but that longing didn’t separate me much from the other slaves who were wishing for the same thing.

      “We are leaving in ten minutes,” one of the lieutenants announced gruffly to the group. “Master Thom wants to get an early start.”

      Each set of slaves were responsible for breaking down and setting up their own tents. The guards had been scurrying around the night of the fires trying to throw the supplies into carriages that Thom had wisely set aside in a barn on the property in the event that there was ever an ambush or attack.

      He was smarter than I gave him credit for. I wondered how many other Masters out there had thought of the same strategy ahead of time. Only the strongest would survive. Unfortunately for me, Thom was one of them.

      But then again, if he hadn’t been so quick on his feet and prepared for an event like this, I would probably be dead right now. It was an internal struggle for my psyche to both despise Thom and feel gratitude to him in the same breath.

      “Come on,” I said to Mia after breakfast. “Let’s tear down our tent so that we can be ahead of the game.”

      “Good idea,” Mia said with an enthusiastic nod.

      “At least we’re outside,” I said as we began unlatching hooks and poles from the tent. “I mean it’s chilly and kind of gray out here today, but it’s better than being locked in a cold, dark cell.”

      Mia smiled. “I wholeheartedly concur with that statement.”

      Once we had disassembled the tent, the same guard told everyone to hurry up and get moving towards their assigned seats on the carriages. There were dozens of guards everywhere, watching everyone’s moves.

      We couldn’t even go to the bathroom without a guard looming nearby. Thom was extremely anxious about his slaves making a run for it. He knew how to keep a tight grip on us, and he used his guards to terrorize every move we made. The guards knew exactly how to unnerve us, lurking from the shadows.

      We were afraid to make any moves toward freedom. As soon as we had entered the forest, Thom had given a speech to us that if we ever did attempt to escape, we would be shot by a firing squad, execution-style. It was enough to keep us all in line, at least for the time being.

      After a while, we took off in the carriages again. I was near the front of the line with Thom and a couple of the other male slaves. I drifted off into a light sleep listening to the lulling hum of the horses, hooves clomping against the dirt on the trail path.

      “Stop the caravan,” Thom shouted, jolting me back awake after a time.

      “Hmm?” I blinked and yawned.

      “Get up,” Thom said and gave me a look of annoyance. “You shouldn’t be asleep on the trek anyway. If I had been paying attention, I would have slapped you back awake.”

      I sat up straight at attention and shuddered. I had no doubt that Thom wasn’t exaggerating in his statement.

      “I’m…sorry,” I stammered. I was flustered and angry at myself for getting too relaxed in the moment.

      Under the watchful eye of the guards, the slaves were allowed to get out of the carriages and stretch their legs or have a bathroom break in the woods. We never stopped to rest for very long. Thom wanted to reign everyone in and he always made sure no one ventured too far from our group.

      I climbed out of the carriage and walked over to the edge of a cliff where we were parked. It was a beautifully rustic scene, really. I heard the sound of birds chirping. The sound of the river flowing below was pacifying. The warm sun was soothing as it hit the back of my neck and shoulders in beams that cracked through slivers in the tree branches.

      I was so entranced by the spectacular scene that I forgot about what was going on in my surroundings. I stared at the water flowing down below, rushing along as if it were racing to the finish line in another location. I wondered where the river emptied, if it was an ocean somewhere. I wanted to see the world. I was so exhausted from being a prisoner. There was too much of the world to explore.

      At least you aren’t in your cell, I reminded myself. The militia uprising out there had done me a favor. I wasn’t a free woman yet, but I was one step closer. I needed to brainstorm a way out of this group, but the guards were always hanging around.

      “Don’t get too close,” one of the guards told me from behind.

      I jumped slightly and cringed, temporarily startled. I didn’t turn around and give him the satisfaction of acknowledging his demand. I couldn’t bear to see the smug expression on his face.

      I continued to stand there like a statue.

      “Are you going to take a piss or what, lady?” the guard asked impatiently.

      I knew I would need to answer him if I didn’t want to start a war. I glanced at him briefly over my shoulder.

      “No.”

      “Then what the fuck are you doing?” Irritation laced his voice. “Thom doesn’t have all day to watch his slaves stare into space. It’s time to get going. Now move.”

      I sighed and turned around to walk back towards the carriages. The moment of peace had been brilliant while it lasted. I would just have to find a way to manage until the next break.

      “Get going,” the guard berated me. “You are moving too slow.”

      Of course, I was deliberately sluggish. Whenever I was able to take the opportunity to get under the skin of the guards, I took it. I didn’t carry it too far or anything. It wasn’t my goal to make them irate, just to bug them a little. It was my own method of taking some control in the situation, even if the act or exchange was so entirely subtle that it blew right over the guards’ heads.

      But halfway back to the trail, we heard the sounds of raised voices. There were men shouting at each other. When we made our way back to the carriages, I stopped in my tracks, stunned to witness that the argument that had broken out was between two slaves, and not between a guard and a slave or two guards.

      The slaves were locked together. One of them had the other in a headlock. Their faces were red and puffy as they grunted and attempted to clock each other with their balled fists. The guards next to them were attempting to break up the fight, but a dramatic wind was beginning to fiercely swirl around us as if were in the center of a hurricane.

      Thom was shouting expletives at both the guards and the slaves that were locked in a heated battle against each other. The wind storm continued to rise, seemingly out of nowhere.  The strangest part was that the storm was only swirling around us.

      I glanced up and inspected the area of the woods where we were located. A few yards in front of us, there wasn’t a single tree limb or a leaf blowing out of place. It was calm and still all around us, as if we were trapped in bubble of wind chaos that encircled our caravan and nothing else.

      That’s when I realized that the wind was being brewed by the taller of the male captives that was aggressively fighting his fellow prisoner. He was somehow subconsciously summoning the wind storm and it was wreaking havoc on the group.

      The wind was blowing so ferociously at this point that I had to grab onto the nearest tree trunk beside me and root my feet to the ground to prevent myself from toppling over. The guard who had been keeping a watchful eye over me seemed distressed about the situation. His eyes darted between Thom and the prisoners as if he didn’t know what to do or how to react. He just stood there, mouth agape and looking generally dumbfounded.

      There was a carriage parked directly in front of me. It began to sway in the heavy breeze. It was top heavy and looked as if it were teetering on the edge of crashing over to the side with a giant thud.

      I tried to get out of the way, but everything was happening so fast. It was madness. Thunder crashed overhead as an angry sea of blackened and blue clouds churned above our heads, adding lashing rain to the mix.

      “Make them stop!” Thom roared. The veins in his neck bulged.

      The guards looked powerless, as if they didn’t want to get involved and become the victim in the attacks going between the pair of slaves.

      I knew something was going to happen. I just had felt the energy of the group growing with tension and I just knew it was like a rubber band that was going to eventually snap after it had stretched too thin.

      The carriage began to tilt to the side, but I wasn’t paying attention to it. I was watching the fight as it continued to escalate.

      “Watch out!” One of the guards shouted in my direction and began jogging my way.

      It was too late. I was either going to have to jump to safety or be crushed by the carriage that had no chance of survival in the fury of the windstorm. I stumbled over a tree root and lost my balance.

      Then everything happened in a blur.

      My body fell over the side of the cliff.

      I began tumbling down toward the river, my legs sprawled out unnaturally. I tried to place myself in a protective ball, but it was no match for the impact of the hill I was rolling down.

      I was like a human snowball falling in an avalanche of mud and dirt down the cliff. I seemed to fall forever, like I was tumbling into oblivion. I squeezed my eyes shut and just prayed that I would hit the bottom soon and that it would all be over.

      I had no idea whether I would live or die.

      I landed in the icy water with a splash. It was so bone-numbingly cold that I gasped and then the very breath in my lungs suspended. I was frozen instantly from head to toe.

      My legs!

      Oh no, my legs. My one lifeline, my beloved dancing legs. I couldn’t feel them. I couldn’t swim with them or move them in any capacity. My body began to involuntarily shake in the frigid water. My teeth were chattering, and the tips of my fingers began to turn blueish-purple.

      Somehow, I managed to keep my head above water, but I was barely treading along because I couldn’t move my legs and I desperately needed to be able to use them if I was going to stay afloat.

      I gasped for air and paddled my arms above the water. I couldn’t die here. I couldn’t drown in this icy water. The river was moving just as intensely as the winds above had been. It was swirling like a whirlpool and rushing past me. The force of the current kept pulling me under.

      I was trying not to panic but it was extremely difficult. My entire body from the waist down felt numb and tingly. Was I paralyzed? I had no way of knowing, but I could still feel every part of my body from the waist up. I was disoriented and couldn’t get my bearings.

      Everything had happened so fast. I attempted to summon my wings, but they wouldn’t come. My body was too shocked and stressed to protect itself. I continued to struggle against the current, but to no avail. The water yanked me under again, trying to claim me as one of its own. I felt a stabbing pain in the side of my head as I slammed into a cluster of rocks.

      Then everything went dark.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            16

          

          

      

    

    








            Blaze

          

        

      

    

    
      I squinted and shielded my eyes from the brightness of the sun penetrating the clouds. I glanced up at the sky, which threatened rain.

      I could smell the impending rain in the dampness of the air. The wind had picked up too. The thunder clouds were heavy and dark, ready to empty their downpour onto the atmosphere.

      The sun was no longer playing hide and seek. It was all but disappearing at this point beneath the blanket of deep purple clouds.

      “Well, shit,” I muttered.

      A rainstorm hadn’t exactly been in my plans this morning, but the weather up here in these mountains was unpredictable to say the very least.

      “Just hold out for a little while longer for me, will you, nature?”

      I glanced up at the skies, trying to barter with rain when I knew it was a hopeless cause. The bottom was only seconds away from falling out. I ran a hand through my jet-black hair. I was slightly annoyed, but I was used to being in the wild. I was a bear shifter. I could handle a little forest thunderstorm. I’d survived far worse in my days.

      I had been living up here in the mountainous woods for a couple of years now in the safe seclusion of a bunker. The bunker provided refuge for other former shifter slaves who had been fortunate enough to escape their Masters

      I was happy to be living in freedom, but I always slept with one eye open. I always found myself glancing over my shoulder. I was paranoid and rightly so. Most of my childhood and teenage years had his slaves were living in a state of constant fear.

      I refused to be crippled by the emotional demons of my past. I knew that in order to survive, I would need to live each moment to the fullest, as cliché as that sounded. It was important for me to count each second as if it were my last, because I had been through the ringer and I knew what it felt like to be so encompassed in dread that death seemed like the only viable solution to my problems.

      I lifted my gaze to the sky again. The angry clouds swelled around me in a churning sea of uncertainty. It was a mirror of the hauntings of my past. I set my jaw and turned my gaze back to the water as perseverance pumped along with adrenaline through my veins.

      Every waking second was a constant reminder that I had survived the emotional and physical abuse and it hadn’t taken me over completely. Sure, the injustice had taken its toll, but I was coping with the shit that tried to suck me down like quicksand.

      “It’s time to focus on the task at hand and why you are here,” I reminded myself with a deep sigh that felt heavy as it lifted from my lungs.

      I didn’t shift into a bear much these days. I had been beaten down by my Master for so long that I only shifted now when I felt like my life was threatened. I didn’t like shifting anyway. I was a danger to those around me, because I became extremely aggressive. I wanted to protect those I cared about and loved, those who were still around.

      I closed my eyes and saw a picture-perfect scene of my mother and my brothers with my father. We had lived in these very same mountains in a cozy cabin nestled in between the firs and pines, but when my father got a job in town, we had to move to the neighboring village.

      That was when my world came crashing down and all hell had broken loose. The Masters had killed my mother. They had tried to take my three brothers and I, but my father had stepped into the line of fire.

      He shifted and took us, his little cubs, and tried to flee into the woods. But his noble and brave efforts had backfired.

      The guards working under my particular Master snatched me right off my father’s back. In the chaos of trying to scramble to safety, my father hadn’t even realized that he had lost the weight of his fourth baby cub from his back as the Masters muzzled me and stripped me away from my family.

      Back in the present, I opened my eyes and inhaled the crisp mountain air that was beginning to get misty. The rain was coming soon. I had no doubt in my mind that I would be reunited with my father and brothers one of these days. They were out there, I was certain. I just didn’t know where to find them yet. I was still trying to process the atrocities of my past. Once I had come full circle and healed, I knew that my heart would open up the doors to the answers I needed.

      I cast my fishing line into the river. I was at the crest at the river basin where all the water collected and ended up. I usually had better luck fishing here because the water was more stagnant. It was easier to catch fish when the water wasn’t moving along at a rapid speed.

      Sure, I could shift and hunt for the fish in my bear form, but I was having difficulties lately with being able to bubble up enough heated aura to do so. I felt fat droplets of cold water begin to plunk onto my skin.

      I glanced up again.

      “Great,” I sighed. “Here we go. Right when I cast my line in is when the rain decides to pelt from the sky.”

      I planted my feet on the ground. I would stay rooted there, determined not to go back to the bunker where I lived without a bucket of fish. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I saw their disappointed faces.

      People were looking to me to help provide dinner. Everyone had a job in the bunker, everyone had a purpose. We worked individually to make a whole unit. It had worked so far, and everyone knew their role.

      I was annoyed with the rain as it began to flow in a steady stream from the emptying clouds above. Before long, it was a torrential downpour that soaked me to the bone. My clothes stuck to my skin. I would have to peel them off later.

      I wouldn’t give up. I wouldn’t stop fishing until I had trout or sea bass or something to bring back to the hungry ex-slaves I lived with. I stared straight ahead at the water, trying to concentrate all my efforts into the fishing wire.

      “Come on,” I gritted my teeth and muttered. “Something in that water, please take the bait.”

      The weather wasn’t helping my success rate at being able to lure in a fish, but I was still determined given the circumstances.

      My mind was so occupied that at first, I thought I was hearing the sound of an animal wailing through the trees.

      I let the sound go in one ear and out the other, but when it became louder, shriller tone, and ever closer by the second, it captured my attention.

      It was a female voice. I was sure of that much. My ears pitched. My senses went on high alert. The hairs on the back of my neck began to prickle and stand at attention. I kept the fishing rod in my grip, but it was getting more difficult to remember that it was there. The sound of the female voice in severe angst and panic was ringing through the air and cutting it with sheer terror.

      I just happened to glance at the water at the exact right and fateful moment. I saw a woman with her head bobbing along on the surface like a cork. The rest of her body was still completely submerged into the water.

      I threw my fishing rod on the ground, abandoning it in an instant as I dove into the water in a flash to attempt to rescue the woman. Her arms extended over her head and she struggled weakly to wave them in my direction.

      I saw that she had matted, broken black wings on her back. She was a swan shifter. My heart dropped from my chest and into my stomach. I had to save her. She could barely keep her head above water. Her hair was a soggy mess that was sticking to her cheeks and forehead.

      She continued to sputter and gasp with eyes widened in what I could only imagine to be paralyzing fear.

      I slid off the slippery rocks and into the water. The very breath in my lungs became suspended as the cold ripped through me like a thousand volts of electricity. It was several seconds before I was able to move again.

      This woman in the water must be in agonizing pain. I had only been in the water for seconds and my legs and arms were already turning red in reaction to the icy cold. I could barely manage to maneuver closer to her. My legs and feet felt numb. It was brutal torture being in that water.

      “I’m coming,” I shouted above the rain and the lashing wind. “Just hold on, I will be there in a second.” I didn’t believe my declaration any more than the woman probably did, but I could see the relief flood her face as soon as she realized I was there.

      She opened her mouth to cry for help, but she couldn’t. She needed to conserve all the air in her lungs for breathing.

      I swam over to her side. The current was working in our favor and pushing her towards the embankment in my direction. I reached out with a grunt to grab onto her. At first, my wet fingers were not able to catch a tight grip around her slender arm and I lost grasp of her.

      “Arrgh,” I groaned in frustration and pushed myself forward with my arms working as propellers to guide me through the water’s current.

      It was so damn cold that I could barely feel any of my extremities. How was this girl still alive? I couldn’t answer that, but I was certain that if I ever got her out of this water that she would go into severe hypothermic shock.

      “I’ve almost got you,” I said and extended my arms once again to try to reel her in.

      This time I got her by her long hair. I hated to yank her and hurt her, but if she wanted to live she would just have to take the apology from me that would come later when we were back safely on land.

      I snatched her forward and as soon as she was close enough to reach, I grabbed her around her waist and swam with her towards the lining of the river.

      “This way,” I panted. “I’ve got you.”

      The woman was shivering from head to toe. Her body was violently jerking, and her muscles were clearly involuntarily spasming. Her teeth were chattering so loudly that I was worried for a few seconds that her jaw might come unhinged.

      She had the most magnificent bone structure. She was like a porcelain doll of perfection. Her creamy skin tone was a breathtaking contrast to her ink colored hair. She had the most magnificent eyes I had ever seen and staring into them was like being locked forever in a rainbow.

      I pulled her out of the water and gently laid her down on the ground beside me. She was still convulsing. “Hang on,” I told her. “I have a blanket in my backpack.”

      I jogged over to retrieve the blanket, thankful that I had spontaneously decided to bring it in case I needed it for something. I had no idea how accurate my own intuition would turn out to be.

      I ran back to her side where she was still trembling around on the ground. Her wilted wings looked like a set of tangled black roses that had been water logged and soaked to death.

      “Here,” I whispered as soothingly as I could as I draped the blanket across her ballerina body. “You should warm up in no time.”

      I was only trying to coax her into feeling slightly better. I knew that I would probably have to bring her indoors in order to help her regulate her body temperature. She might need medical attention from our medic team in the bunker. I didn’t know how well received it would be to bring her back with me, but for now I didn’t care. I just wanted to make sure she didn’t die right here on this river embankment.

      I rubbed her body with my hands over the blanket. “It’s going to be okay,” I reassured her. “You are safe now.” My goal was to create friction with her skin and the blanket to even out her body heat.

      Her eyelids drooped and fluttered shut. Her mouth hung open and she stopped breathing.

      “No!” I cried.

      Shit. What was I going to do?

      I tried to remember how to do the resuscitation drills that I had learned from my time in the bunker so far. We each had to go through a series of tests in order to keep our physical stamina and lifesaving skills up to par.

      I pinched her wet nose and pulled her drenched hair off her face and neck. I lifted her chin and began doing mouth to mouth. I was afraid to do the chest compressions and was hoping that she would come to again without them.

      Slowly but surely, I began to breathe oxygen into her lungs, filling her to total capacity. I leaned back and waited, panting hard. Sure enough, she instantaneously began to hack. She coughed, gurgled, and began to choke.

      I lifted her from the small of her back and placed her on her side so that she could spit the water out of her lungs. I was terrified that she was going to asphyxiate.

      “There, there,” I said and patted her on the back as she continued to cough up half the river.

      I was flooded with relief that she was alive, not to mention instantly attracted to her beauty and mystery. I had no idea what she was doing in such a violently churning river. I hoped she would oblige me with the answers but for now, I would let her rest. I glanced up at the sky. Miraculously, the clouds were starting to part and a sliver of blue could be seen trying to crack its way through the grayness.

      I propped her up against the side of a pine tree and studied her features. She was radiant, even in distress. Where had she come from? How had she ended up in the river? I wanted to know, but I didn’t want to bombard her with a million questions. She already looked overwhelmed enough.

      I decided that the best tactic to try and pull information from her was to lay on the charm, which in the company of this gorgeous beauty wouldn’t be a far stretch.

      From there I would find out what I could about her, but I knew it was probably best to start with introductions.

      She made my heart drum like a pack of wild horses in my chest, but I would keep that tidbit of information to myself until we were comfortable with each other.
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      I attempted to focus on the blurry face that was looming over me.

      I felt like my lungs were on both waterlogged and on fire, but beyond that, I couldn’t feel any part of my body.

      I attempted to sit up. I was positioned against a tree. The figure helped maneuver me and held onto my back. Was this person Thom or one of the guards? The man wasn’t dressed like them, but I was frightened to my core because I was still trying to remember what had happened.

      The last thing I could recall before this blurry shadow of a figure emerged over me was watching the wind back at the slave camp with Thom. The wind had been fierce and had blown the wagon over that we had been riding in as we wandered along on the trails that seemed to go on forever through the mountainous woods.

      I didn’t remember falling into the frigid, churning river. The last thing I could recall was flailing my arms and struggling to keep my head afloat. I felt the heaviness of my wings on my back; they were saturated with water too.

      I blinked and my vision began to clear. I found myself staring at a beautiful stranger with dark hair and piercing blue eyes that were as stunning as the shimmering river under the light of the sun.

      But it wasn’t sunny now, and a steady rain was drenching me even further than I already was. I was soaked to the bone and shivering involuntarily. Every muscle in my body twitched and convulsed as hypothermia threatened to ravage me.

      The man with the gorgeous eyes and the muscular body continued to inspect me with curiosity and concern etched onto his features. He narrowed his eyes and crouched down to my level. He was gigantic, taller than any other man — or person, for that matter — that I had ever encountered back in the village.

      He draped a blanket over me and began rubbing my arms to create friction. Inside of my mind, I was screaming. I knew that I should try to run away because I didn’t know who this man was or what he was capable of. But I was too weak and freezing to move a single muscle in my frozen body. My arms and legs were red and raw from the bitter cold of the river, and my fingers and toes were purple. I was afraid that I was going to go into hypothermic shock.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he whispered softly.

      My teeth chattered violently. I couldn’t feel my lips. My hair felt cold and matted to my neck and cheeks.

      “Who are you?” he asked after several minutes.

      I was still in recovery mode, trying to make sense of what had happened and gather my bearings.

      I met his gaze. He didn’t appear to be angry or territorial. I didn’t want to tell him who I was yet because I was still trying to decide whether or not I could trust him. It was a difficult decision to make in such a short amount of time, but I had to say something.

      I had to give this man a reasonable explanation as to why I was drowning in the river when there was seemingly no one else around me at the time. I knew that it looked suspicious, but I couldn’t help what had happened to me, so I decided in that moment to give him a sliver of truth.

      “I lost my footing and slipped into the water,” I told him. It wasn’t exactly a lie, but it was just vague enough that I hoped it would get me off the hook.

      That’s when I remembered the wind again. It had been summoned by one of the other slaves. It had swelled around us in a thunderstorm borne of hate and rage.

      The man’s blue eyes continued to stare a hole right through me. “You lost your footing and fell in?”

      He cocked one eyebrow as if he were doubtful of that chain of events, but at the same time found it somewhat plausible given the circumstances. Up until a few moments ago, there had been torrential rain through the forest.

      “That’s right.”

      I nodded as I continued to compulsively tremble with the deep cold burrowing beneath my bones.

      The man glanced around him as if he were paranoid that someone might be watching us. He seemed protective of the area. I could tell that he was harboring a secret as deep and thick as these woods around us and that he didn’t want me to know what it was.

      I could respect that. It made two of us, actually.

      But wait a minute, what hell was I doing? I had a chance to be free, at least for a little while. Why wasn’t I pleading with this man and trying to convince him to help me? Fear held me back. I didn’t know who I could trust. I couldn’t be hasty just because I was desperate.

      I didn’t want to dig an even deeper hole for myself. I was already in enough trouble as it was. I couldn’t believe that I had survived both the fall and the near-drowning. A part of me wished that the water had won in its quest to pull me under and make me a part of it. But there was still a survival flame beating in my heart and I knew I had to keep going even if the odds were increasingly stacked against me.

      “Why are you here?” he asked. “What were you doing before you fell into the river?”

      I searched his eyes and I knew in that moment that my boundaries were cracking. He probably saw the torment and the torture shimmering in my eyes.

      My lips, fingertips, and toes were burning as my body desperately attempted to warm itself from the inside out. I wondered if the tingling was the first sign of frostbite. I already knew that the danger I was in was far from over.

      “I…um…” I trailed off as I attempted to drum up an excuse on the spot.

      Why was I so afraid to tell him the truth? This meeting could be fate. This man might hold the key to my safety and refuge, but I was to wary. I was too scared of what he might be hiding to trust him. I had viewed the entire world and all the people in it as a trap for as long as I could remember.

      “What?” He craned his neck and leaned in closer in order to hear me.

      His features were expectant. I had to give him something — a compromise, especially since he appeared to be extremely protective over this land for some reason. Maybe he was the owner. Or maybe he was also a slave on the run.

      I had no idea, but there wasn’t time for an interrogation, because I heard the sound of footsteps tromping behind us and they were edging ever closer by the second.

      As I glanced over the man’s shoulder to see who was charging toward us, my heart dropped into my stomach with a wave of terror. Thom and three guards were pounding their boots to the dirt as they belligerently ran in my direction.

      I glanced at the river. Part of me wondered if I was better off jumping in and plunging my head under the water, submerging myself intentionally until all the breath left my body. Would it be better than going back with Thom as his slave?

      There was a furious expression on Thom’s face and his eyes sparked with anger. His jaw was visibly clenched, and he had balled his hands into fists. Those fists were weapons that I wanted to stay clear of because I knew of their ability to inflict harm.

      “There you are,” Thom huffed.

      “I fell into the river,” I blurted out.

      Thom’s guards looked more dangerous than ever. They looked as if they were hunting to kill.

      I screamed. The man who had been crouching down beside me immediately stood up and went into defensive mode.

      I watched as jet-black fur began to pop and prickle all over his body. It took me several seconds to realize what he was doing. He was a shifter too: an enormous black bear.

      His eyes turned as black as coal and he bared his teeth threateningly. Now the hunters became the hunted. I was still propped up against the side of the pine tree, unable to move from the mixture of shock and weakness from my plunge into the river.

      I didn’t know how to react as my mind raced a million miles a minute. Was he going to kill me? It didn’t appear that was going to be the case. He turned his gigantic back to me, facing in the direction of Thom and his guards.

      His teeth were razor sharp as he growled aggressively at Thom. He was on his hind legs, looming at least several feet above them.

      Thom stumbled backwards and fell over a log, losing his balance as he dropped into the dirt, still wet from the lingering puddles left after the rain. Thom was caked in mud and grime. His eyes were wide and full of fear. He was muttering something inaudible under his breath as if he were frightened. His body language was full of dread as he continued to try and maneuver himself back to a standing, protected position.

      “Please…don’t…” Thom trailed off in a stutter.

      His arms and hands were shielded protectively over his head and face. He winced as he tried to duck and dodge swift blows from the paw of the man-turned-bear.

      The bear roared. The bellow echoed through the woodlands and bounced off the trees. The bear’s voice was so violent that it made me cower, and I wasn’t even the one being backed into a corner. I tucked my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around my legs with the blanket still cloaked over the top of my body like a mushroom cap.

      The bear lunged closer to Thom and his guards, who were starting to scatter like mice as they attempted to scurry through the woods and leave Thom behind.

      “Okay,” Thom squeaked.

      There were tears shimmering in his eyes that I was certain would brim over and spill down his cheeks. “You win. I won’t hurt her. Just please. Don’t kill me.” Thom was trying to bargain with the bear, and I wasn’t sure if his reasoning would be enough to spare his life.

      I just sat there as still as a statue, trying to blend in with nature and stay off the radar. If I could have made myself disappear in that moment, I would have.

      I tried to summon my wings again, but my condition hadn’t improved enough to do the trick. The bear continued to stalk circles around Thom. Thom was whimpering and crouched into a protective ball. I had never seen him in such a state of panic before.

      The guards had no choice but to back off. They were breathing hard and giving the bear hostile glares, but they wouldn’t approach it any closer.

      The bear turned its head and glanced at me over its shoulder. Its black snout was sniffing the air as if expecting the wind to shift and bring a new outcome to this situation with it.

      I met the bear’s gaze and there was a reflection of kindness and passion shimmering there that filled me with a sense of calm I hadn’t been expecting. In that moment, I knew that the bear was not going to harm me.

      It let out another roar and began jogging towards Thom and his guards.

      “Shit,” Thom wailed. “Run for your lives.”

      The last thing I saw was the back of Thom’s head as he dashed away in a frenzy with his guards in tow. I was safe for the time being, but I wouldn’t hold my breath that someone as stubborn and prideful as Thom wouldn’t come searching for me again later.

      Once Thom and the others were out of sight, the bear shifted back to the handsome and muscular man with the slick black hair.

      He began walking, approaching me with a twinkle glimmering in his ocean-blue eyes. I felt a current of spontaneous attraction for him that I couldn’t explain. It was like a pull of chemistry that was binding us together.

      He stood over me and extended his hand. I reached up for it without thinking.

      “Come on,” he told me as he helped me to my feet.

      My knees buckled but I managed to regain balance. “Sorry,” I chuckled sheepishly. “I’m still a little wobbly.”

      “Take your time,” he said in a patient and soothing voice.

      “Thanks.” I gave him a friendly smile. “Also, thanks for saving me from…them.”

      “No problem at all.” He looked humble. “It’s my job to make sure no monsters enter these woods. Sometimes they sneak through, but they don’t stay for long.”

      A slight dimple emerged in his left cheek when he gave me a handsome smile. My heart fluttered.

      As soon as I tried to stand up on my full weight, I heard the crack and crunch sound that I had dreaded and feared for my entire life.

      “Oh no!” I cried and glanced down. I fell to the ground once again in a heap of despair.

      My legs were broken. I couldn’t walk. The most beloved part of my body had been injured and totally compromised. I wasn’t sure whether it had happened in the fall down the embankment or whether it had been the river and the current itself that had taken me down.

      I couldn’t suppress the sobs, but I didn’t care anymore, about anything really, except for my hurt legs.

      “Don’t worry,” the man said in a gentle whisper. He cupped his hand over my shoulder. He appeared sympathetic. “I can carry you.”

      I lifted my chin and met his gaze. I hated to be a burden to him, but I had no choice but to take his offering. I wasn’t going to be able to make it ten feet in this condition. If I didn’t go with him, Thom would be back. He was probably hiding behind a tree just waiting for me to be alone again so he could pounce. I couldn’t let that happen. I had to protect my body, even the uninjured parts of it.

      I gave him a subtle nod. “Okay, if you don’t mind carrying me?”

      “Of course not.” The man gave me a warm smile and scooped me up in his arms, but his demeanor quickly shifted into paranoia once again. “We have to hurry. We can’t stay here any longer.”

      I completely agreed with him. I snaked my arms around his neck as he jogged with me in his arms through the woods. I ducked my head down and never looked back.
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      I moved as swiftly through the forest as I could, back in the direction of the bunker. The river ran alongside the bunker, but I had drifted significantly farther away than I had initially realized while I was attempting to fish. That all changed in an instant when the black swan shifter crashed into my life, literally like a hurricane.

      I suddenly remembered that in the tussle and frenzy of the attempted ambush by the Master and guards in the woods, I had completely forgotten about my fishing gear.

      Oh, well. I would just have to go back for it later, unless that Master and his guards snatched it. In that case, I would be fuming mad, but we had extra equipment down in the supply room of the bunker. I couldn’t focus on that problem right now.

      I had a bigger worry to deal with. I glanced down at the girl, who was still wrapped in my arms with a look of terror in her eyes.

      “My name is Blaze,” I panted. “What’s yours?”

      I figured we might as well learn each other’s names before we made it back to the bunker.

      There was a flicker of hesitancy in her eyes as she met my gaze. She paused briefly. “Sophia.”

      “Your name is Sophia?” I asked.

      “Yes.” She nodded.

      “That’s pretty,” I told her.

      Her cheeks blushed a rosy pink and she looked down at her hands. “Thank you.”

      I continued to run as fast as I could, holding her as tightly as I could. “If you feel like you’re slipping at any point, just tell me.”

      It was hard for me to gauge how much control I had over her body in my arms, but I was struggling against the weight. She was petite and slender, but it was a lot to carry and run at the same time.

      “Okay,” she said and gave me a sheepish smile. “Sorry.”

      “For what?” I asked and heaved a deep breath. I felt the saturation of both rain and sweat as it clung to my shirtless back.

      “For getting you mixed up in this mess…” she trailed off and her voice cracked. Her eyes were red and bloodshot as if she was on the brink of crying.

      “None of this is your fault,” I reassured her. “Those men were after you. I was just glad to be in the right place at the right time to protect you.”

      Sophia exhaled a heavy sigh of relief. “Me too. You have no idea.”

      “I do have some idea,” I told her. “I used to be a slave too.”

      Sophia gave me a puzzled glance. “You were?”

      “Yes,” I told her with a nod.

      She seemed to doubt my declaration. “You escaped?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Where are we going?” she asked. “I mean, if you don’t mind me asking?” There was at hint of curiosity in her voice.

      “The bunker,” I told her.

      “The bunker?”

      I knew she wanted me to elaborate, but I was too wary. I needed to discuss the matter at hand with my friends back at the bunker.

      “Yes,” I told her and then went silent.

      Much to my relief, she took the hint. I glanced down at her after a few minutes. She was still staring at her hands cradled in her lap. She looked somewhat crestfallen.

      “We’re almost there,” I told her.

      She looked at the horizon mapped out in front of us. “Okay.”

      The bunker was underground, but there was a door covered by ivy and overgrowth that kept it hidden from the rest of the world. Only the people who lived in the bunker knew where it was.

      A few minutes later, as we approached it, I set her down gently next to a large pine tree. I walked around in a small circle for several seconds in order to catch my breath.

      Sophia was inspecting her broken leg with gut-wrenching despair. I wanted to encourage her that not all hope was lost, but I had a few items to cross off of my to-do list first.

      “Just stay there for a few seconds,” I told her and planted a hand on my hip as I continued to walk around.

      I ran a hand through my black hair. I noticed that she was staring at my naked chest. It didn’t make me feel exposed. It made the blood rush to the flesh between my legs and it pulsed with desire that I was foolishly feeling in that moment. I couldn’t afford to take the risk of letting my guard down.

      “It’s not like I can go anywhere,” Sophia said. She gave me an adorable, yet pitiful smile that made my heart melt. There was something pure about here that I couldn’t ignore. On the surface at least, she appeared genuine, and I tried to take a deep breath and trust my instinct to bring her here.

      “I need you to do something for me,” I told her.

      She wrinkled her forehead. “What?”

      “Can you…can you close your eyes for me?” I was pacing now, shifting my weight from one foot to the next.

      Sophia appeared calm, other than the fact that her leg was broken. She didn’t seem to be the least bit fazed by my hyper energy. I wasn’t sure how to process that, or whether or not I should be skeptical about her behavior. I decided that I was just overthinking things and that I should try to calm down and be rational.

      Now, the expression on Sophia’s face changed. The color drained from her face. She had a look of dread mixed with panic swimming in her wide eyes, but she was still enticingly beautiful. Part of me wished that she would summon her wings again. She was so gorgeous with her wings, even though they were black and had been matted and waterlogged before. There was something beautiful about a person who was broken, even if they couldn’t see themselves that way.

      “Why do you want me to close my eyes?” she asked in a tone dripping with paranoia.

      “Well,” I began with a chuckle and licked my lips. “We are at the bunker.”

      Sophia’s eyes combed across the landscape and then she frowned. “I don’t see any bunker here.”

      “The entrance is hidden,” I explained. “Since you are not a resident of the bunker, I need you to close your eyes while I open the door. Then, I’m going to come back and pick you up. I’m going to bring you into the stairwell from there and then I’m going to seal the door shut again behind us.”

      I was hoping that she would appreciate my honesty and oblige me. To my relief, she said okay. She took a deep breath. “Just know, I can protect myself if you try anything funny.”

      There was a somber tone in her voice. I smiled. “I have no doubt about it,” I said.

      I began to walk backwards so that I could keep my gaze locked in on her. If she opened her eyes again, even for an instant, I’d be the first to notice.

      When I arrived at the bunker door, I swung it open and held it in place with a little rock that we always used for that purpose. I jogged back to Sophia’s side.

      “Keep your eyes closed,” I told her. “I’m going to pick you up now.”

      I noticed how her muscles visibly tensed, but she nodded her head. “Okay. I’m ready.”

      I scooped her back up into my arms and took her inside. I placed her gently on the ground again.

      “Sorry,” I apologized. “I know the concrete floor is cold, but I can’t bring you inside just yet.”

      “Aren’t we already inside?” Sophia asked as she gazed at the staircase leading down into the main quarters of the bunker. Her eyebrows wrinkled in confusion.

      “Not all the way.” I shook my head.

      I closed the door behind us just as I had told her in advance that I was going to do. It was never a good idea to leave the bunker door open for too long. There were too many threats in the outside world that we didn’t want to bring into our safe haven. I was a man of my word and I wasn’t going to do anything to compromise her trust in me.

      “You need to wait right here,” I told her, knowing that her leg was too injured for her to maneuver down the stairs. I felt confident that she would stay put.

      “Where are you going?” Her eyes looked panicked again.

      “I have to go get something,” I told her.

      “Okay.” Sophia appeared cautious. “How long will you be gone?”

      “Not long,” I said. I hated that I had to be so ambiguous, but there were other lives at stake here. “I promise. Just stay right here.”

      My heart was pounding with ferocious anxiety as I jogged down the stairs in an attempt to fetch my friends Cameron, James, and Ayden. I needed them to see Sophia for themselves. I needed their advice on what to do next. I couldn’t make a decision this enormous by myself.

      I was grateful when I found them in the kitchen. “There you are,” I said, out of breath.

      “Are you already back from fishing?” Ayden asked with surprise.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Then where is our dinner?” James asked playfully.

      “Forget about the dinner.” I waved my hand dismissively. “I need to show you something.”

      The guys gave each other serious glances and then looked back to me. “What is it?”

      “Just follow me up to the staircase landing,” I told them.

      They hesitated a moment or two and then finally agreed. We raced back up the stairs and as soon as they laid eyes on Sophia, they stopped dead in their tracks, mouths hanging open sheer shock.

      “Who is she?” Cameron asked. His eyes were twinkling with both trepidation and awe.

      “She says her name is Sophia,” I said. “She fell into the river and broke her leg.”

      “What is she doing here?” James frowned and scratched his head. “Why did you bring her here?”

      “She needs our help,” I said somewhat defensively. “I made her close her eyes while I opened the bunker door if that’s what you are worried about.”

      My friends exchanged a look of doom with one another.

      Sophia apparently caught onto their reluctance to welcome her with open arms. That’s when I realized that we were talking about her in the third person while she was right there with us.

      “Please,” she begged. “I need help. My Master’s name is Thom. He and his guards are searching the woods for me right now. There was a violent wind and one of our carriages got knocked on its side. I was standing right next to it. In order to avoid being crushed, I moved to the side and didn’t realize I was so close to the cliff. I tumbled below and fell into the river. That’s when Blaze here saw me and jumped in the water to save me.”

      Sophia’s words were heartwarming, a tale of heroism that was aimed at me, but I didn’t feel like I deserved it. Her eyes darted between us, pleading wordlessly for mercy and compassion.

      “What were you and your Master doing up here in the mountains?” James asked, pitching a curious eyebrow.

      “Thom’s castle was destroyed,” Sophia said. “He took his favorite slaves and guards and forced us to follow him. We took horse carriages into the woods.”

      Cameron and Ayden exchanged a knowing look with one another. “Uprisings,” Ayden said as if he believed what Sophia was saying to be true.

      Cameron gave him a nod of approval. He pointed to Sophia’s leg. “That looks pretty bad.”

      “It hurts,” Sophia whimpered.

      “We could give her medical attention at least. Bring her to the medical unit?” I hoped my suggestion would be well received.

      My three friends sighed in unison and crossed their arms over their chests as I watched them internally debate the situation. My heart pounded and I couldn’t imagine the fear that Sophia must have been feeling.

      “We did all vow together that we would take in any refugee in trouble. This girl clearly fits that description,” Cameron said.

      “Right,” James agreed. “Pick her up. We’ll go with you to the medical unit.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief and watched the same emotion flood Sophia’s features. I was getting a migraine from all this stress.

      “Come on,” I said as I lifted her. “Let’s go get you checked out.”

      Sophia relaxed in my arms as I carried her downstairs with the guys in tow. She gave them each an apprehensive gaze, but she said nothing.

      “In here,” I told her as James and Cameron entered the examination room first.

      Drake and Brooks were on the medical team. We had been fortunate to gain them because before they had been slaves, they were doctors back in the villages. It had been an exceptional day when we found them fleeing through the forest, broken down and dirty. It was vital that we had their help whenever someone in the bunker fell ill or became injured.

      “Who is this girl?” Brooks asked as he moved aside to let me place her on the examination bed.

      “Her name is Sophia,” I said. “She broke her leg by falling into the river when fleeing from her Master.”

      Brooks and Drake glanced at each other. “You want us to fix her leg?”

      Sophia was softly crying now. “Can you?” She peered up at Brooks and Drake with desperation shimmering in her wet eyes. “Will I ever dance again?”

      Drake took a slightly gentler approach with Sophia. “Are you a dancer?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she nodded. Her shoulders shook as she attempted to choke back sobs of both physical and emotional agony.

      Drake glanced down at the wound and began to examine it. “We will place a cast on your leg to mend the broken bones.”

      “Really?” I asked. I stood up straight, getting excited now. I had already invested so much time and energy into Sophia that it was only natural that I wanted her to heal and succeed.

      Drake gave me a professional nod and glanced over his shoulder at his Brooks. “We’ll treat her and let her rest in the sick bay while she recovers.”

      I smiled and leaned down to whisper in Sophia’s ear. “Any slave seeking refuge here gets their own room while they heal,” I told her.

      Sophia’s face brightened for the first time since I had met her. My heart galloped in my chest with new affection.

      “It will take some time to mend,” Brooks said with a sobering glance at Sophia. “It’ll be a while until you are back on your feet.”

      “Okay.” Sophia wiped the tears from her eyes and glanced between Drake and Brooks. “Just as long as I have even a slim hope of dancing again one day.”

      “We can’t make any promises,” Brooks said, “but we will do our best. We don’t have an X-ray machine down here, although we are working to try and obtain one. I can tell by the way your leg is twisted that the break is probably in your femur. We will cast it accordingly.”

      Sophia smiled. “Thank you. I really appreciate all your hospitality. If not for you, I would be at the mercy of my Master again.”

      Brooks attempted to smile at Sophia, but I could tell that it was forced, and he didn’t actually feel the same level of empathy for her that I did. “We’ve all been there,” he said.

      I delicately touched the small of her back, assuming that she would flinch and shy away, but she didn’t. She just gazed up at me with gorgeous, piercing eyes with a smile that was trying not to appear intimidated.

      “It’s okay, Sophia,” I told her in the kindest voice I could manage. “You don’t have to be afraid anymore.”

      Her body language was wilted and defeated. I didn’t want her to feel scared around us, but we certainly had a lot to prove to her. I also knew that the others in the bunker might not welcome her, so that was another challenge we were going to have to face together.

      My new goal was going to be convincing her that she was safe with us, and I hoped my best friends would be along for the ride with me.
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      In the fully functioning and operating world of the bunker, which I quickly learned harbored slave refugees who had escaped and were on the run, things worked much differently than they did in the Masters’ castles.

      For one thing, they called doctors ‘menders’ instead of doctors. My menders were named Drake and Brooks. Drake had a kinder demeanor than Brooks. It was almost as if Brooks didn’t trust me and wanted to keep me at bay, so his reaction was to behave abrasively toward me.

      Blaze told me that Brooks ‘had a stick up his ass so far that it would never come out.’ It made me smile.

      On the day that Blaze brought me to the underground bunker where he lived, he introduced me to his best friends Ayden, James and Cameron. They seemed nice enough, but I was still a little wary of them.

      It would take a while for the trust to build. I only hoped that I would be able to stay here with them for long enough for that to happen.

      “Okay, we are going to use a series of steps to bind your fractured bones together before we place the cast on your leg,” Brooks explained in a professional voice. I wasn’t sure why they were waiting so long to cast me, but it could have been due to the difficulty to find menders.

      I glanced up at Blaze, who nodded in approval. Then I looked back at Brooks and Drake. “All right.”

      Brooks raised his hands over my leg and closed his eyes as if he were gearing up to concentrate. I assumed at that point that he was going to use some kind of shifter magic on me.

      “Wait,” I stopped him.

      He opened his eyes and gave me an impatient look. “What is it?”

      “Will it hurt?” I was already wincing.

      Brooks exhaled sharply and looked at Drake. Then he focused his attention back at me.

      “I don’t want to lie to you. It won’t hurt, per se, but it will probably be uncomfortable for several minutes.”

      I gave Blaze and the others an apprehensive glance. My heart was pounding, and I felt like I was going to vomit.

      “I can hold your hand if you want me to,” Blaze suggested.

      I sighed with relief. “Yes, thank you. That would actually be wonderful.”

      Blaze seemed encouraged as he gave me a beaming smile and reached for my hand. He squeezed it tight. I instantly felt better as a surge of strength and endurance rippled through me. I didn’t know if that was some of Blaze’s own shifter magic seeping into me, but I welcomed the sensation.

      “You’re going to be fine,” Cameron mentioned from behind Blaze. He gave me a wink and a thumbs up.

      “Thanks,” I said and managed to give him a chagrinned smile.

      It wasn’t the best situation to be in, but I knew that I was better off with these guys than back in the talons of Thom and his guards. I couldn’t imagine what they would do to me if they knew I had a broken leg. They probably would have killed me just so they wouldn’t have to deal with it.

      “I’ve had a broken wrist before,” Ayden said as if to reassure me. “These guys did amazing work at getting me going again in no time.”

      “That’s good to know.” I gave Ayden a grateful nod and a smile, which seemed to give him a sense of pride.

      “Are we finally ready?” Brooks took a moment to look at everyone in the room. He still had an element of irritation flickering in his eyes.

      “I’m ready,” I said. I took a deep breath and held it as I squeezed my eyes as tightly shut as they would go.

      I didn’t want to see what Brooks was doing. I was going to feel it, but I could get through the pain. A few seconds later, I began to feel like my leg was being twisted off my body. Tears slid out of my closed eyelids and dribbled down my chin.

      “Ouch,” I said with a cringe, attempting to breathe through the pain.

      “It’s okay,” I heard Blaze whisper softly beside me. “You are doing great.”

      His encouragement helped, but only a little. The sensation of my bones moving into place felt like an elephant sitting on my leg. The pain wasn’t excruciating, but it was exceptionally uncomfortable just as Brooks had warned me it would be. I had to admire his honesty, at least.

      After a few more seconds, the pain eased up slightly. “Okay,” Brooks said. “We can get you in a brace now.”

      “I thought I would need a cast?” I asked and opened my eyes. I looked down at my leg. It wasn’t as bended as before, but it was badly bruised.

      “Your break wasn’t as severe as we initially assumed,” Drake said.

      “Oh, that’s fantastic news,” I breathed out, and then frowned up at them. “Right?”

      “It could be,” Drake said with a shrug. “You will still need the brace. We used magical components to move the bones. Once they are back in place, the force retracts, almost like two batteries that are bouncing against each other and repelling as opposites. That’s how we know that the bones are in place without the use of an x-ray machine.”

      “Hmm,” I said. “That’s interesting. Thanks for describing it that way.”

      Drake gave me a friendly smile. “Anything that helps.”

      They set me in the brace and gave me a pair of crutches to use after I refused the use of a wheelchair.

      “Stay off of that leg,” Brooks told me in an authoritative way. “You need to rest it. We will give you ice periodically to put on it as well.”

      I smiled at him. “Thank you.”

      “Come on,” Blaze said. “I’ll take you to the sick bay.”

      “Thanks,” I said, absorbing and appreciating his gentle kindness.

      I followed him down a hallway, hobbling along. He stopped in front of a doorway on the left side of corridor.

      “All right, here we are,” he said with a charming smile and a twinkle in his eye.

      It was almost as if he enjoyed the fact that he had found me and was the one to bring me here. His instant acceptance of me brought an enormous amount of relief over the situation, making me feel better even though I had a broken leg.

      I couldn’t stand being debilitated and helpless. “I hope that you all don’t think I’m a burden,” I said and glanced behind me, noticing that Blaze’s friends had also joined us in the hallway.

      “Not at all,” Ayden said. He had a handsome face with stunning blue eyes and blond hair. His skin was as golden bronzed as the sun.

      “We’re just happy that you are safe and out of the arms of your Master,” Blaze said with a warmhearted smile.

      “You and me both,” I chuckled and then craned my neck to peek with curiosity into the sick bay.

      I was relieved to be getting my own room, at least for a little while, as I got to know some of the other shifter refugees.

      “I’ll help you get comfortable,” Blaze said as he noticed me scoping the place out.

      I looked at the group of guys, grateful for their company. I didn’t know how I was ever going to pay them back for the hospitality.

      “I’m sorry I was crying back there in the medical unit. It’s just…I love to dance, and my legs were the only thing that kept me going, the only solace I felt at Thom’s castle.”

      Each of the guys gave me empathetic looks. “We know what it’s like to feel trapped. We hope that you will be up and moving again in no time,” James said.

      “That means a lot to me,” I said.

      “As long as you follow the menders’ instructions to rest and stay off that leg, you’ll improve your chances of a quick recovery,” Ayden mentioned.

      I nodded. “You are probably right.” I let out a deep sigh. “I’m getting really sleepy.” My eyelids felt heavy and my body was tired all over.

      “We’ll let you get some sleep now,” James said.

      He had the most incredible smooth-as-chocolate-looking skin. I had to resist the temptation to reach out and envelop him in a hug. I couldn’t do that, of course. I didn’t know him, or any of them well enough yet.

      “Thank you,” I said with a gracious smile. “I don’t think I will need anything else tonight, except maybe some water.”

      “There are beverages and snacks in the sick bay rooms. There are televisions in the rooms too,” Blaze said proudly. “And tablets. You can keep up with the events going on or you can play games. We also have a pretty substantial library downstairs in the common area. If you want me to bring you something to read, I’ll be happy to.”

      “That sounds good,” I said. “But for now, I think I will just rest and recover and count my blessings that I’m still alive.”

      Blaze and the others nodded.

      “Sounds good to us. Have a good rest,” Ayden said and cast me a little wave.

      I gave him a subtle wave back and tottered into the room with Blaze following behind me.

      “Once you get to a regular room, you’ll have a fireplace with a nice brick hearth,” he explained to me. “It’s extremely cozy.”

      I smiled and sat down on the edge of the little twin mattress that was covered with a star-patterned quilt. “Anything is better than a cell in a dungeon.”

      “That’s a good point,” Blaze said with a chuckle.

      There was an awkward pause between us. I wasn’t sure if it was sexual tension or something else that was burning a hole through me and making my heart pound, but it was making my senses tingle. Blaze was exceptionally attractive. He still wasn’t wearing a shirt, revealing toned muscles all over his body. He looked like he was well equipped to win a fight against a guard even without having a bear shifter advantage.

      “Do you mind if I sit down on the bed next to you?” Blaze asked. I could tell that all the hope dwelling inside of him hung on what my response would be.

      “Of course,” I said and patted the empty spot next to me.

      He plopped down with a fatigued sigh. His knee rubbed up against mine and made me quiver. There was a current of sexual energy flowing between us. I knew that he could feel it too based on the hazy way he looked at me.

      I cleared my throat and attempted to clear some of the thick air. “If it wasn’t for you, I would probably be floating and dead, face down in that angry, churning river right now.”

      Blaze flinched and made a puckering sour face. “Let’s not even think about how that could have turned out.”

      “You’re right.” I looked down at my hands cradled in my lap.

      “It was my obligation to save you,” Blaze said. His expression was so earnest that I felt like I could just melt into a puddle right in front of him.

      “I really appreciate your bravery,” I whispered to him softly.

      Blaze met my gaze with a smolder. “Life is too precious in the terrible times we live in. Every life is just as valuable as the next.”

      I placed my hand over his thigh. A shiver of pleasure surged through me. “Every life except for the Masters and their guards.”

      Blaze chuckled and that beloved dimple I had become so fond of was back. “You are right about that one.”

      A sparkling connection sizzled between us, and he leaned in, never breaking eye contact. Before I knew what was happening, his lips were pressed to mine. A flame ignited in my soul. I held my breath and then released it with a contented sigh.

      Blaze let out a whimpering groan of pleasure in response and ran a hand through my hair. After a few seconds, I pulled away to catch my breath, but the lingering effect of his lips pressed to mine was still as fierce as the sun.

      I was panting hard. I felt raw and sensual. My heart was pulsing violently, threatening to beat right out of my chest.

      I suddenly felt as if I were being flooded with a million different emotions clashing against each other at once.

      “I’ve been through hell,” I said and internally cringed at the sound of my voice cracking again.

      “I’m so sorry.” Blaze’s expression was empathetic.

      “You can’t even imagine the torture and sexual abuse I’ve endured throughout the years,” I admitted.

      “I also went through some violent abuse with my master before I escaped,” Blaze said.

      I looked up at him and his eyes were radiant. “Maybe we can help each other cope.”

      Blaze smiled and touched the small of my back. He made me feel safe and perfect inside. I had never had this type of reaction to any other male before. It was both incredible and daunting.

      “What was it like for you?” I wiped my eyes and looked at him. “I mean, if you are willing to—”

      “It’s fine,” Blaze said. “I’ve put that portion of my life behind me, so I don’t mind discussing it every now and then.”

      “That’s good,” I said with a nod. I wasn’t there yet. My wounds were still fresh. I just needed to hear some reassurance that I wasn’t the only one who had to deal with the battle scars of my past.

      Blaze sighed and gazed up at the ceiling. “The Master in my castle would make me watch him have violent sex with some of his favorite female prisoners,” he admitted.

      “That sounds horrible,” I said. I had experienced the same thing and it was always terrifying.

      “It was. The Master would also make me have violent sex with the women while he watched and got himself off.”

      “Just terrible.” I shook my head in disgust.

      “For that reason, I have some issues with sex,” he said and hung his head as if he were ashamed. “I love violence and domination in the bedroom.”

      I stroked his thigh. “You can always overcome the things in your life that cause you pain and suffering,” I reminded him gently. There was always room to climb over a challenging obstacle.

      He gave me a curious glance. “How can someone who has only just escaped their Master be so calm and wise on such a brutal subject?”

      I chuckled and shrugged. “I don’t know, really. I just try to center myself and keep my mind in a tranquil state no matter what is going on around me. My Master used to get angry with me and tell me I never showed enough emotion.”

      Blaze stroked my back, instantly relaxing me. “That’s a good way to live, closing off the bad energy in the world. Perhaps we can learn from each other. I find myself overreacting too much sometimes to the things happening around me.”

      I touched his bare chest. I couldn’t help myself. He was irresistible. I grazed my fingertips across his navel and swirled it in a circle. He let out a soft sigh, coaxing me on further. My heart raced and I felt my cheeks grow hot. There was a pulsing between my legs that began to throb with lust.

      Blaze leaned in and kissed me again. I was absorbed into his embrace. We couldn’t keep our hands off of each other any longer. I had never experienced consensual sex before and there was no turning back now.

      I was so enthralled with him in the moment that the rest of the world fused together under the umbrella of our molten attraction.
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      Sophia’s breath was an amazing blend of warm and icy hot on my cheek, on my neck, on my skin.

      Her frantic hands fluttered and grazed over my bare chest. I groaned as I tore her shirt off. I was trying not to be rough with her, but unfortunately fierce sex was all I knew. As soon as I got her shirt off, I stared at her bruises in horror.

      “My Master did this to me,” she said in a whisper. Her eyes were almost apologetic, which made my heart break for her.

      “I’m so sorry.” I had forgotten she was injured, lost in the moment of passion.

      Here we were in the sick bay in her medical resting room and she had a broken leg in a cast and purple circles and welts on her body.

      “He beat you a lot, huh?” I asked as I gently stroked her cheek with the back of my finger.

      “Yes.” She nodded and glanced down at her hands.

      “I can take your pain away,” I promised her.

      She met my gaze. Her eyes were intense and incredibly beautiful. I wanted her. I had to have her. Every ounce of my body craved her. I wanted to see her naked. I knew I had to take it slow with her, but it was going to be difficult for me because my nature was to be grizzly and assertive as I dominated in the bedroom. She was going to have to show me the way.

      We had a lot to learn from one another. I knew that things were moving at warp speed with her, but something just felt right with Sophia as if we were long lost lovers who had just reconnected.

      I couldn’t deny that I was nervous for what was about to happen. Not only was I a bear shifter, so I had that natural instinct to be aggressive, but my Master had been a monster who encouraged and demanded violent sex nearly all of the time between himself and his slaves.

      I took a deep breath and laid her down gently on the bed. I loved the way her damp hair feathered over the pillow.

      “You are really gorgeous,” I told her as I trailed my fingertips from the area between her breasts to her navel.

      I swirled my index finger in a circle around her belly button. She grinned and nibbled on her bottom lip. She looked incredibly sexy.

      “You’re handsome,” she said, returning the compliment.

      “Are you okay with all this?” I asked.

      She took a deep breath and gazed up at the ceiling before locking eyes with me again. “I want this.”

      “You do?” I raised my eyebrows. After all, we had only just met, but chemistry blazed through the room and between us. My desire was spreading like wildfire inside of me.

      I saw and recognized the same spark of attraction flickering in her eyes.

      “There is something about you that I trust,” she said. “I can feel it, deep in my bones. If it weren’t for you, I’d be dead, floating in the river somewhere downstream by now.”

      “But you aren’t,” I reminded her. “I just did what I had to do. I was in the right place at the right time.”

      “Thank God for that.” Sophia looked at me and her smile was vulnerable and amazing.

      I unhooked her bra and slid it off of her arms. She kept her eyes on me as if she wanted to watch my reaction.

      Her breasts were ample and full with two a tiny pink nipple in the center of each. They looked perky and kissable. I squeezed and tugged on them until she cried out.

      “Sorry,” I said with a wince. “I’m not used to being gentle, but I promise you that I am trying.”

      Sophia sat up and smiled as she leaned in to plant her lips on mine. The warmth of her skin- to-skin contact and her mouth connecting to mine was nearly enough to send me over the edge.

      “It’s okay,” she breathed into my ear as she began to shower my neck with kisses. “We have a lot to learn from each other. We might as well start here.”

      I gave her an eager grin. She was radiantly beautiful, beaming there like some kind of incredible angel.

      She stroked my bare back by grazing her fingernails against my skin. It felt incredible. I was over the moon with pleasure. I groaned and my eyes rolled back in my head. I took her by the hips and slid her on top of me, but I did it in a jerky movement that I was afraid might have hurt her.

      “Are you okay?” I asked and nudged my chin in the direction of her broken leg.

      “I’m fine,” she said and smiled. “Don’t worry about me. I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself. I’ve never had consensual sex before.”

      I pondered her statement. “Me either.” It was a magnificent rush to know that we were doing this of our own accord and not because someone was forcing us into it.

      My heart pounded at the prospect of being in a room alone with a woman like Sophia and having privacy as we made love in an intimate setting where neither one of us were being watched or screamed at or to meet the demands of another’s pleasure over our own.

      It was a wonderful feeling that I wanted to embrace and never let go. I began trailing gentle kisses from her neck down to her breasts. I took the squeezable flesh in my hands and cupped them as I sucked on her erect nipples.

      She moaned in response. I was elated that she seemed to be enjoying herself. Sophia had been through hell, but I could relate. I had been brutally abused by my Master too. I felt that in some ways, our connection was profoundly deeper because of that unique bond we shared.

      We could feed off of each other’s pain, or we could make something beautiful out of it and that was exactly what I intended to do with her.

      I edged my head closer to the magical blossom between her legs. Her breathing quickened. I glanced up at her and noticed that her cheeks were rosy with desire. Her eyes were desperately flickering with longing and lust.

      “Is this okay?” I asked her again. I didn’t want to hurt her any more than she was already injured. I had to try and be careful, but it was going to be a challenge.

      My cock throbbed between my legs. My shaft rubbed up against her inner thigh and she opened her mouth to exhale a delicate sigh of ecstasy.

      “Don’t stop,” she panted. She opened her legs, ripening for me.

      I stared at the swollen, juicy pink slit between her legs. I was desperate to feel her there, to touch her there, to fuck her.

      “I want to taste you,” I told her.

      She nodded. Her chest rose and fell rapidly. Her legs were quivering as she raised her knees and opened her legs wider in order to grant me the access I manically craved.

      I pushed my head between her legs. As soon as my mouth made contact with the engorged lips between her legs, she moaned out with sensual bliss. She squeezed her inner thighs around my head.

      She tugged on my hair as I swirled my tongue around on her clit. I had to be careful not to bite her. I couldn’t get enough. She tasted so sweet, like honey. I could drink in her delicious nectar forever and I still would thirst for her.

      Her body was my playground and my hunger for her was insatiable. Now that I had tasted her, I would always want more. I could feel her clitoris throbbing as I grazed my tongue softly across the sensitive, pulsing flesh.

      Her moans were more intense now. Her body was clammy, sweaty in the spicy, electric heat between us. I wanted to bridge the gap and fill the void caused by all the suffering she had ever endured. I wanted her to forget all her problems and all the pain she felt inside and out.

      I wanted to kiss all her bruises away. My tongue furiously slid in and out of her warm pussy. She was soaking wet. There was a puddle between her legs that was drenching the bedsheets. My heart galloped in my chest. I couldn’t believe I was the one bringing her so much intense pleasure.

      When she began to tremble and tighten her legs around my ears and my temples, I knew that she was close to climax. She dug her nails into my back and burrowed her heels into my torso. She screamed with ecstasy and arched her back. The pressure was building. The steam had to be released.

      I continued to vigorously lick and suck on her clitoris and nibble on her swollen pussy lips. I drank in every last drop of her juicy goodness, and when she came, I held her tightly in place as she trembled in my arms. She was at my sexual mercy. She caved into her own pleasure.

      Once she was finished, I sat up straight and stared deep into her beautiful eyes. We were both panting hard.

      “Did you like it?” I asked, even though I could tell by the blissful gleam in her eye that she had immensely enjoyed the oral sex I had just performed on her.

      “It was amazing,” she sighed with a look of serenity on her face.

      Her cheeks were still flushed in the aftermath of her orgasm. Her hair fell over her face, cascading it in a mysterious shadow that filled me with wonderment. She gazed down at my hard cock. It was like a rocket, ready for blast off.

      “I have a condom,” I said as I watched her staring at my pulsing rod. I wanted to make sure she felt comfortable with me.

      “That’s great,” she said with a beaming smile.

      That response was all the encouragement I needed from her to be ready to go. I reached with shaking hands into my jeans pocket and pulled out a condom. She helped me sheath it on. She looked erotically charged once again.

      I groaned as I pushed myself inside of her. Her throbbing, pink flesh grazed pressed my shaft. There was no friction. She was as wet as a geyser. My manhood slid right inside of her with graceful ease.

      I pushed myself farther inside of her with a grunt. I wanted to bury my pleasure snake deep inside her. Sophia draped her arms around my neck. “You can try to go gentlier,” she reminded me.

      I nodded. “I’ll do the best I can,” I said in a trembly voice that was laced with passion.

      I used slow and rhythmic thrusts at first, but after several minutes, I couldn’t help myself. I slammed into her soaking pussy. She was glistening. She kept her legs wrapped around my waist and ran her hands through my hair.

      I got lost in the moment. I forgot all my cares. The whole world melted away as I got lost in naked, sweaty unison with Sophia. We were two bodies intertwined in sexual euphoria. The best part was that no one was around to watch us or tell us what to do. We were in control of our own bodies and we had full charge over the dials of pleasure. We could tone it down or wind it up. The choice was up to us and us alone.

      Sophia was moaning loudly in response to the girth of my hardened cock. She gasped as I pushed myself back and forth. She rocked in unison with me. I clamped my hands over her waist and pounded into her.

      I noticed after a few minutes that she looked like she might be in pain, so I did my best to slow down and start grinding against her with less powerful motions. She seemed to respond better to that.

      I knew I wouldn’t be able to contain my load for much longer. I was close to the finish line. The tingle was increasing, running up and down my spine. My bones felt wavy. The meter of pleasure and passion was at max capacity throughout my body.

      I groaned and grabbed her hair and tugged on it as I came. I slapped her breasts and watched as she cried out with her own sexual euphoria. I exploded my hot seed deep inside of her, filling the condom to the brim.

      I couldn’t move after I came. I felt wobbly. My arms and legs might as well have been made out of jelly.

      I collapsed beside her on the tiny twin mattress. She ran her hands through my hair and whispered softly to me.

      “That was wonderful.”

      I studied her. I frowned.

      “What’s the matter?” Her feminine voice was like a gentle breeze tickling my soul.

      “I feel like I hurt you,” I said.

      “You didn’t hurt me.” She shook her head in denial. “I enjoyed it.”

      “I will try to get better about being so aggressive during sex,” I said.

      “Cut yourself some slack,” she told me tenderly.

      She leaned down and gave me a kiss that awakened my senses.

      “Thank you for giving me a chance,” I said.

      “It was wonderful,” she admitted. “Now let’s just sit back and relax. I’ll probably fall asleep any minute.”

      I chuckled. We had provided each other with stress relief, and I was grateful for that. “Sounds good to me,” I said. “If you want, I can stay here with you until you fall asleep since you are in a new place. I don’t want you to feel afraid or uncomfortable anymore.”

      Sophia gave me a smile brimming with appreciation. “I would like that very much.”

      She rested her head on my chest. I knew she was listening to my heartbeat. It was an amazing feeling to have a warm body to lie next to after so many years of destructive loneliness. Maybe Sophia had been placed into our lives for a bigger purpose than we could understand right now. I was going to take this opportunity to start healing myself from the inside out.

      I wouldn’t waste a single moment of freedom with her. I couldn’t wait to show her how incredible being a shifter in the wild could be. Her Master would never lay a single finger on her again.

      If he tried, he would have to go through me first.
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      The morning after Sophia came into our lives like a hurricane, I was sitting at the breakfast table in the bunker with James and Cameron when Blaze and Sophia came walking through the door.

      Sophia was maneuvering along with a cane, and also a little extra assistance from Blaze, her leg still in a brace. The first thing I noticed about Blaze was that there was a pep in his step and a little ring to his voice. His eyes were flickering with delight. I made a mental note to ask him what was behind the vibrant joy this early in the morning.

      Sophia was beautiful. I could tell that she had taken a shower and cleaned herself up a bit. Her hair was no longer matted and stringy. It was lively and soft and bouncy, slickly jet black like the river without the moon.

      There was even a little rosy tint to her cheeks that added to her vitality.

      “You look like a fresh shower and a good night of sleep have made you feel better,” I told her with a smile.

      She beamed. “Yes, I suppose you are right about that.” She flickered her gaze down at her lap. “I can’t even remember the last time I got a refreshing night of sleep.”

      “There is plenty more where that came from,” I told her with a smile and took a sip of coffee.

      I slid across the bench to allow her to sit down next to me. She glanced around the room. It seemed like all eyes were on her.

      “Don’t worry about the stares,” I reassured her. “They’ll get used to you.”

      “You were voted in last night,” Blaze explained to her. “Due to your circumstances, the residents of the bunker are going to allow you to stay here and recover for as long as you like.”

      I watched as Sophia’s facial features instantly flooded with relief. “Thank you so much. All of you. She clamped her hands together as if getting ready to pray. “I don’t know how I will ever repay you.”

      “You don’t need to repay us,” Cameron said. “You’ve been through enough already. Don’t let the guilt overcome you. It’s just a terrible emotion that the Masters try to ingrain into their slaves. You are past that part of your life now.”

      Sophia gave him a timid smile as if she wanted to believe him but that the emotional wounds were still too open and raw. It was going to take some time. We had all been there and we were all in a mode of recovery, even a couple of years later.

      “I can help you get some breakfast if you like?” James asked.

      “Sure.” Sophia nodded. “I’m pretty hungry.”

      As soon as they stood up to go to the buffet line that was set up by volunteers each morning, afternoon, and evening, I took it upon myself to get to the bottom of Blaze’s behavior.

      “Hey,” I whispered to him privately when we had a moment alone at the table.

      He gave me a sideways glance and took a sip of milk from a carton he had picked up on the way in.

      “Yeah?”

      “What are you so happy about?” I asked.

      “What are you talking about?” He scoffed as if he were trying to blow off my accusation of a gleeful demeanor.

      “You are practically beaming, man,” I told him. “What gives?”

      “Nothing,” he blurted out a little too quickly to be convincing.

      I cast him a cynical look. Blaze wasn’t a very good liar, fortunately for me. “Just tell me what’s going on.”

      “I don’t have to tell you anything,” Blaze said and frowned at me.

      I studied his face for a few moments. His ears were red. He was hiding something from me and I was determined to figure out what it was.

      “You hooked up with her, didn’t you?” I didn’t know whether to praise him or feel jealous of him.

      He raised his eyebrows as if he couldn’t believe I had guessed it, but at the same time I could tell that he wanted suggest that my assumption was preposterous so that he could keep denying it.

      I looked over at Sophia, who was with James in the line for oatmeal and eggs. We had some chickens out back. That’s how we got our eggs, and we had a trade and barter system with some vendors in the city who provided us the essentials for food we couldn’t farm or grow ourselves.

      I focused my attention back to Blaze and leaned over the table to really study him. “Why won’t you just admit it?”

      Blaze rolled his eyes and shifted his positioning on the bench. “All right, fine. I fucked her.”

      I felt my mouth hang open in stunned response. That was not what I was expecting him to say at all.

      “You fucked her?” I asked. We had only met her a day ago.

      “I don’t know what happened.” Blaze scratched his head contemplatively. “One thing just led to another…”

      “Was it consensual?” I gave him a combative glance.

      He met my gaze. “Of course. Absolutely. I would never take advantage of her like that.”

      “So, she willingly had sex with you?’ I asked.

      I needed to see him nod his head for confirmation before I would be willing to believe it.

      “Everything just happened so fast,” he said, a perplexed look on his face as if he were just as confused about the situation as I was.

      “Did this happen last night?” I probed.

      Blaze glanced at me and nodded right before Sophia, James and Cameron wandered back over to the table and I wasn’t able to question him further.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what Sophia was willing to do if she was okay with having sex with Blaze last night. I wanted to get to know her too. I craved intimacy with a beautiful woman, a mysterious black swan shifter like herself.

      I was an extremely competitive guy. I wanted to know what it felt like to see her naked, to run my hands all over her body, to push my hard cock inside of her wet pussy. My manhood began to throb and pulse between my legs as I vividly imagined the dreamy fantasy.

      Everyone at the table was talking to her and asking her questions about how she slept last night, how her leg was feeling today, if she liked the breakfast, and what her general comfort level was.

      I was only partially paying attention to the flow of conversation that floated around our table. My wandering brain had a mind of its own. My intuition kept telling me to pursue her, to get her alone so that I could experience that intimate time as well. I would respect her wishes, but at the same time, if she came on to me, I wouldn’t say no.

      The fantasies about being with her in a private setting like that continued to spread like wildfire through my mind. I could imagine anything and everything I wanted to. I just needed to manifest it into my reality.

      After I noticed that Sophia was finishing up her bowl of oatmeal and glass of milk, I looked at her intensely enough that she gazed up at me with curious intrigue. My heart raced and my hands felt clammy.

      “Do you want to take a tour through the bunker?” I asked her. “I can show you where everything is so that you can get more familiar and comfortable with the place as a whole.”

      Sophia’s eyes were kind and brimming with gratitude. “Thank you so much. I would love that.”

      I noticed Blaze glaring at me from my peripheral vision, but I ignored him. Sophia wasn’t his conquest. She wasn’t a slave anymore, which meant she wasn’t anyone’s property here or anywhere else. She belonged to herself and could move about of her own accord. I just wanted to be there to help her and watch her blossom and grow.

      “Great.” I tossed her a charming smile and hoped that she saw the sparkle of charisma that came along with my personality. I pointed to her tray. “Are you finished with your oatmeal?”

      Sophia glanced down at the bowl. “Oh…yes.” She smiled up at me.

      I picked up the tray. “You don’t have to do that,” Sophia said in protest.

      I gave her a saucy grin. “Please, I insist.”

      “Okay.” She gave me a look of admiration and gratitude as she stood up along with me. “I guess I’ll see you guys later?” She glanced at my friends who nodded begrudgingly as they gave me a glower.

      “We’ll be around,” James said.

      “This way,” I said and helped coax her along by gently placing my flattened palm on the small of her back while I carried her tray in my other hand.

      I placed the tray in the drop off center where the volunteers of washers would clean them once the breakfast crowd had dwindled down.

      “Where should we start the tour?” I asked her as we wandered out of the kitchen and into the hallway together.

      “I think we should stick to an indoor tour,” she said.

      I nodded in approval. “I completely understand your reluctance to go outside.”

      She gave me a hopeful look. “Will it ever get better?”

      I shrugged. “In time, I suppose, but you will always have that sense of wanting to look over your shoulder. I wish that I could say the paranoia went away, but it really never does.”

      Sophia gave me a heartfelt smile. “I appreciate your honesty.”

      “One day at a time, right?” I gave her a sideways grin.

      “Right.” She nodded as we continued to stroll down the hall in the direction of the main living and recreational space.

      “It’s really cozy in here,” Sophia mentioned.

      I noticed how she was moving around easier with the aid of the cane, but I still did my best to walk slowly so that she would be able to keep up with my pace without difficulty.

      “It’s home,” I said with a contented sigh.

      “It’s much better than the cold, dark cells I used to live in,” Sophia said.

      “I know. Trust me.” I stopped walking and turned to give her a serious glance. “We have all been there. Each and every one of the shifters living in this bunker was once a slave. You are not alone.”

      “That’s consoling to hear,” Sophia said as she held my gaze.

      “I admire your strength and courage,” I said.

      She glowed in response. “Sometimes that’s more of a reflection on the outside than what’s really going on inside my head.”

      I gave her a warmhearted smile. “I love how honest you are. You are so genuine.”

      “There’s no other way to be,” Sophia said with a shrug.

      “Do you want to see where my sleeping quarters are?” I asked. “I share a room with Cameron, James, and Blaze.”

      Sophia gave me a curious glance. “Is that how you guys became best friends?”

      “With the others,” I nodded. “But I already knew James. We fled the same castle together.”

      Sophia’s eyes grew large. “You did?”

      “Yes,” I smiled proudly. “We made it out together and then we found this place. We stumbled upon it really. I like to refer to it as a miraculous accident.”

      “What kind of shifter are you?” she asked.

      “I’m a lion,” I said.

      Her expression reflected that she was impressed. “I would be willing to bet you look magnificent in your shifted form.”

      “You can see it someday,” I said to her with a grin. “I won’t hurt you. I’m not aggressive with those I care about. My brain doesn’t shift with my body. I always stay in my right mindset to protect those in need.”

      “That’s reassuring,” Sophia said softly. Her eyes sparkled with feminine sensuality that made my heart pound.

      Because of her injured leg, we took the elevator to my second-floor bedroom. I kept sneaking subtle glances of her. She certainly had the body of a dancer. I hoped that I would witness her elegance and grace after her leg had healed.

      I wanted to explore my softer side when it came to Sophia. I wanted to show her that my cocky exterior was more because I had to overcompensate for the torture I’d been subjected to by my former Master. I rarely let down my guard but there was something about Sophia’s demeanor that reeled me in like a fish on a hook.

      “James and I broke free because one of the idiot guards accidentally left the gate open and we just happened to be nearby and notice it,” I said. “I guess the joke’s on that idiot.”

      “Wow,” Sophia said with a look of astonishment. “That is an incredibly lucky story.”

      “And I will never forget how lucky it actually is,” I told her and tapped my temple.

      I had to stay grounded and humble because as much as I hated to admit it, freedom wasn’t always a guarantee in the world we lived in. I didn’t mention that to Sophia. I wanted her to cling to the dreamy hope in her mind that she was now going to be immune from pain and suffering ever again.

      “Here’s my room,” I said and found myself feeling relieved to notice that it was empty. We were alone. I wanted to take this opportunity to get to know her better in a one-on-one setting.

      “It’s so charming in here,” she said with a look of awe as her eyes scanned the room.

      “You will get a room like this too,” I told her.

      “Will it have an amazing stone fireplace in the center?” she asked and pointed at the crackling fire.

      “It sure will.” I nodded proudly. “Each bedroom has one, along with the bunk beds.”

      “It’s very warm and inviting,” Sophia said and traced the wood of the bunk bed with her fingertips.

      “This is mine.” I pointed to the bottom bunk to the left.

      Sophia plopped down on my mattress with a contented sigh. “I love it. Very sturdy.” She bounced up and down. I wondered if she was driving me sexually crazy on purpose.

      “May I?” I asked and pointed to the empty space beside her.

      She patted it and gave me a convivial smile. “Of course. It’s your bed, after all.”

      I chuckled. “I suppose that is a valid point.”

      There was a moment of silence between us. I had to resist the temptation to reach out and cup my hand over her slender thigh. She was so enticingly beautiful that it made my insides sizzle with desire every time she made eye contact with me.

      “I’m broken too,” I told her. I didn’t know what it was about her, but I felt like I could shed my toughened exterior when I was alone with her.

      Sophia lifted her chin and gazed at me with admiration. I leaned in on a whim and pressed my lips to hers, intense chemistry burning right through me. Much to my surprise, when I pulled back to gauge her reaction, she was smiling. She placed her hand on my cheek and gently stroked it with her thumb.

      “Everything is going to be okay,” she told me.

      Who was this magical woman? Why was I so enthralled by her? She had a hypnotizing effect over me that was hard to ignore and even more difficult to escape. I wanted to spend as much time with her as possible. I was addicted to her now. Her kiss was compelling, still lingering with a tingle on my lips. I was just thankful she hadn’t resisted me.

      I had been led down the path of alluring temptation and there was no turning back now.
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      There was a lingering after effect from Ayden’s kiss that was like a sparkling haven to my senses.

      I gazed sensually into his eyes. He had a blissfully contented expression on his face and his mouth was spread into a relaxed grin of serenity.

      He leaned back and propped himself up on his elbows. Ayden was irresistible eye candy. There was no denying that. His shirt was partially raised, and I looked at his flat stomach. It was exceptionally satisfying, a feast for my eyes. I didn’t know what was happening with me and all this spontaneous attraction to Ayden and his friends, but I was enthralled by him in that precise moment.

      His skin was wonderfully bronzed. It looked like he had spent a significant number of days on a beach resort on some magnificent island somewhere, soaking up the rays of the sun and getting a golden tan.

      His hair was cut short and was as blond as the sand would be on that fantasy beach that I wished we were on. His eyes were a twinkling ocean of blue and his teeth were lined in a row of perfect, pearly whiteness. The smile on his face was a mixture of mischief and lust. I didn’t know why I was so drawn to him and his friends, but I couldn’t resist his allure.

      “Thank you for giving me a chance,” I said. “It won’t go unnoticed. I promise you won’t regret anything.” I was referring to the fact that they allowed me to take refuge in their amazing underground bunker.

      “What do you mean?” He frowned and sat up, touching the tip of my cheek lightly with the back of his thumb knuckle.

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged and sighed heavily. “I just feel like I need to pinch myself right now.” I gestured around the room and at the cozy stone hearth with the warm, orange fire crackling inside. “Almost like if this is just a really intensely great dream.” I glanced down at my intertwined hands. “If that’s the case, I never want to wake up.”

      “It’s not a dream.” Ayden was sitting so close to me that I could hear his breathing and the pounding of his pulse. “I promise you. I am as real as they come.”

      I gave him a sultry smile. “I guess it just seems too good to be true.”

      That’s when I glanced down at my leg and the reality of the situation really hit me. I didn’t want to cry or show any kind of vulnerability in front of Ayden. I glanced at the ceiling of the bunk bed and willed the tears in my eyes to dissolve and disappear.

      “I’m right here,” Ayden said in a soothing voice. He stroked my back with his fingertips. He was relaxing me and turning me on at the same time with the way he was talking to me and touching me.

      I was still new at this whole ‘consensual’ sex thing. I wasn’t used to getting positive attention from men that didn’t end with one of them beating me senseless until my ears bled, or my head started spinning in the earth-shattering aftermath of a blow to the face.

      There was something different about these guys. Sure, they were shifter slaves too, but that didn’t always necessarily mean that they could be trusted. I didn’t trust any of the male shifter slaves that had gone on the caravan trip with Thom after his castle was set on fire.

      These four men that I had been blessed to meet were special on an intellectual and physical level. They didn’t antagonize me or belittle me. I saw something pure about them. I felt like I could relate to them on a spiritual and emotional level because they too had suffered pain and loss and knew what it was like to feel their lives spiraling out of control.

      “Can I ask you something?” I asked as I stared deep into the blue depths of Ayden’s eyes.

      “You can ask me anything you want,” he said with a hypnotically handsome smile.

      We were sitting almost nose-to-nose now. I felt his breath on my cheek.

      “Do you believe that sometimes fate works in your favor?”

      “Yes.” Ayden didn’t skip a beat, nor did he pause to even reflect on an answer first before responding to me.

      I decided to make things interesting and really pick at his brain. “Do you think it was fate that I met you all?”

      Again, Ayden didn’t falter. He kept his gaze locked on mine. “Yes.”

      His eyes danced with seduction.

      “That makes me feel reassured,” I told him.

      “I like how honest you are,” he said and stroked my hair delicately.

      “You do?” I looked at him.

      “You aren’t like the other women that I’ve been exposed to, whether that be in the castle under the Master’s tight grip or in this bunker.”

      “People didn’t like me in my Master’s castle,” I said.

      “Why is that?” Ayden frowned as if that seemed like an impossibility.

      “They envied me because I was the Master’s favorite.”

      Ayden chortled as if that was preposterous. “Why would anyone strive to be the Master’s favorite?”

      I gave him an agreeable nod. “Right?”

      “Well, you don’t have to worry about that anymore. If anyone is jealous of you here, it’s only because they wish they’re as gorgeous as you are.”

      I felt myself blush. “Thank you.” I glanced down at my cradled hands again. “But what about you?”

      “What about me?” Ayden shrugged.

      “Well, you seem like a confident guy…” I trailed off.

      Truth be told, Ayden seemed borderline cocky to me, but the demeanor suited him. He was certainly handsome enough, but I could tell that behind closed doors he let down some of his walls.

      Ayden flashed his perfectly white teeth again. “Is that a bad thing?”

      “Of course not,” I blurted, trying to recover.

      I decided that since he was giving me the benefit of the doubt despite being a lowly black swan who had nearly drowned like a rat in the river, I would give him and everyone else the same kindhearted treatment.

      “You know you can be yourself around me, right?” I asked. “I have never had a critical bone in my entire body.”

      I was mainly telling him that so he would know he didn’t need to put on a show that he was in control of his life in order to hide the true magnitude of his pain.

      “I’m glad to hear that.” Ayden leaned in and planted a sensual kiss on my neck. He trailed a pattern of soft kisses and down my neck and shoulders, pausing to nibble on my ear lobe.

      I let out a sexy sigh of contentment and allowed my body to relax somewhat. I wanted to yield to the pleasure. It was like sensory overload with the guys over the last twenty-four hours. I just wanted to feel wanted and maybe even loved.

      I wanted to feel adored because aside from my parents, no one had ever showed me positive attention before. I had never received unconditional, true respect and compassion until now. It was almost as if I had to soak up the glory of the moment because I was afraid that it would slip through my fingers in an instant.

      We began to slowly undress each other. Our breathing quickened as we kissed and tugged on each other’s lips, grazing each other’s bare skin with our fingertips. Blood rushed to my throbbing clit and my swollen pussy lips throbbed and pulsed between my legs.

      Every fiber of my being wanted Ayden in that moment. I was powerless to stop myself. It was like a freight train of desire and I couldn’t do anything but follow the intensity of my own impulses.

      “I just have one thing to confess,” Ayden groaned into my ear as I wrapped my hands around his thick cock and began stroking it up and down with my fist.

      “What?” I breathed into his ear as the rush of the sensual moment flooded me. I was fueled by seduction and adrenaline.

      “I need to be tied up,” he said in a slightly embarrassed tone. “During sex.”

      I glanced at him to make sure I had heard him right. “You need to be tied up?”

      “You promised you weren’t the judgmental type,” he reminded me.

      I smiled and patted his cheek. He was clean shaven and gorgeous. “I won’t judge you. You are right. I can tie you up if you really want me to.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said and licked his lips. His cheeks were flushed with erotic desire. “I just won’t be able to cum unless I’m in bondage.”

      “I can help you,” I whispered. “I won’t be critical. I know what it’s like to be damaged by the horrific treatment of a Master.”

      “Thank you.” Ayden’s face flooded with relief.

      He lay back on the bed and instructed me to fetch a condom and some hand cuffs from his dresser drawer.

      I found the items and helped him sheath on the condom. His pulsing rod was pointing up to the ceiling. I could tell that he was supercharged and ready to fuck and I was quivering with desire for him.

      I tightened the handcuffs around his wrists and strapped them to the iron posts on the bed. Ayden sighed with pleasure and his eyes rolled back in his head. I hadn’t even done anything yet aside from bind him to the bed, but he appeared to be relishing the moment.

      “You realize how wet you are?” he asked me.

      “Yes,” I said and gave him a burning stare of seduction. I was ready to feel him inside of me.

      Ayden groaned as I climbed on top of him and straddled him with my legs open wide. His cock was giant and erect, a rod of steel, a pleasure weapon that I couldn’t wait to play with.

      He gave me such an intimate stare that I thought my heart might explode. I looked at his perfectly chiseled body. He was one of the most gorgeous men I had ever laid eyes on, and here he was, captivated by me. I was spellbound by his girth.

      I wanted to tease him for a few seconds first. I pressed the tip of his throbbing cock to the crack of my swollen pussy. I let out a soft moan of ecstasy as I began to stroke his tip gently against my clitoris. It felt so good, even with the condom. I wanted him to be inside me too. I wiggled around on his cock before sitting on it completely. My legs were open wide as I straddled him. He groaned as I let out a gasp of pleasure. He was swollen and filled me up.

      I pushed myself down onto his hardened cock and began rocking back and forth slowly at first, and then a little faster and faster. Ayden looked like he was in blissful heaven. I ground on him, rocking back and forth and thrusting my hips up and down as I pumped on his manhood. His girth was exceptional and  hit all the right spots.

      “You are so sexy,” he said in a throaty whisper.

      I arched my back and did my best to keep my leg at an angle that wouldn’t invite further injury, but much to my relief Ayden didn’t seem to notice. I could see the ecstasy swirling in his eyes.

      I knew I was going to reach the point of no return soon. I could feel the internal tingle as it began to develop in my belly and spread across my body.

      “Do you want me to cum all over your giant cock?” I asked him in a sexy voice and pouted out my bottom lip.

      I knew how to enjoy sex. I was good at it. I’d had a lot of practice, even if it had been against my will. In some ways, I could thank Thom that I had experience, but now it was as if a Pandora’s box had been opened to me and I was able to view the world with a new pair of eyes. The cage had been unlocked and I was finally able to explore my wild and animalistic side.

      I wasn’t in danger, and I had the freedom to stop at any time I wanted to. The best part of this situation was, I didn’t want to stop.

      I craved more and more. The little dose of independence I had been given had caused me to go crazy with passion and it was as if I was afraid it was all going to disappear or be ripped right out from under me. I had to enjoy the intimate moments while they lasted.

      “Yes,” Ayden begged. “Cum all over my cock.”

      I pressed my hands to Ayden’s shoulders and began thrusting harder and faster. I rammed his cock into my g-spot as his shaft rubbed against my clitoris. I never wanted the ecstasy to come to an end. I wanted to bottle it up and seal it for my own personal use. The pleasure ravaged me until I couldn’t see straight and was blinded by sexual euphoria.

      I was moaning loudly now, and Ayden had a rapt expression on his face.

      “I’m going to cum,” I proclaimed like a prayer.

      “Do it,” Ayden coaxed with animation and encouragement flickering in his eyes. He was groaning along with me.

      I tensed my body and then released the sexual pressure. Euphoria pulsed through my body and ecstasy shook me to the core. I moaned out as I came and squeezed his chest with my fingers.

      I could feel Ayden exploding at the same time. He groaned and tensed his thighs, wrapping them tightly around my waist. I felt the hot load of his semen fill the condom that was sheathed over his cock.

      As soon as we had climaxed in unison, I collapsed onto his chest. We were naked and intertwined, a sweaty mess of two bodies. We had conquered the sexual tension and ripped right through it. Everything had happened so fast that it had been like a frenzy.

      I leaned over and kissed Ayden on the lips. “That was incredible,” I said in a shaky voice.

      “I know.” Ayden’s face was lit up like a candle. His eyes were radiantly beaming more intensely blue than I’d thought possible. “You seem incredibly seasoned, and I mean that as a major compliment.”

      I smiled. “Thank you.”

      “You can unhook me now,” Ayden said.

      I fought with my quivering fingers to take the handcuffs off his wrists. When I was finished with that task, I sighed with contentment and rested my back against the headboard, sitting beside him. His cock was still big, but it was starting to shrinking down.

      I knew I could have him back up and running in no time.

      “I’m sorry that I had to be tied up,” he said.

      “Don’t worry about it.” I smiled at him. In my eyes, it was just another challenge to overcome. I was up for the fun along the way and it was going to be a wild ride. I could get used to all of these incredible orgasms with men who actually seemed to care about me. I would still take care of myself, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy the pleasure along the way.

      “I know what you are thinking,” Ayden said after a few minutes where we enjoyed comfortable silence between us.

      I had laid back down and rested my head on his chest. My ear had been pressed up against his skin so that I could hear the rhythm of his heartbeat. The sound was soothing to me. I was intoxicated, love drunk on the sexual bliss that we had just shared together.

      “What am I thinking?” I asked him in a gentle voice and propped my head in my hand.

      Ayden rolled his eyes. “That I’m a complete mess of a person. You probably think that I’m beyond helping, that it’s not even worth it to try.”

      I pressed my lips to his to prevent him from saying anything else destructive about himself.

      “Don’t talk like that,” I told him. “You were amazing. That was one of the most intense orgasms I’ve ever had.”

      Ayden’s eyes brightened slightly. “Do you really mean it?”

      I chuckled. “Of course.”

      He seemed satisfied with my answer. For someone who seemed so smugly confident before we got naked and explored each other’s bodies, his demeanor had shifted significantly. I guessed I had proved my own intuition right, that Ayden’s cocky person was all an act. I knew exactly how he felt. It was important to shield your emotions sometimes to prevent yourself from getting hurt even more than you already were.

      “I have my own baggage,” I reassured him. “Maybe I’m just better at working on my issues in a productive manner.”

      “You’ll have to teach me how you do it so well,” Ayden said with a sigh and shifted his weight.

      “I can teach you anything you want,” I said and gave him a passionate smile.

      Ayden beamed. “Thanks.”

      “We have a lot to learn from each other,” I said.

      “I’m glad you came into our lives,” he admitted.

      “It was fate.” I planted another kiss on his lips.

      “I feel like our relationship has definitely changed course now,” Ayden mentioned in an optimistic tone.

      I traced a line down his chest to his navel. I relished the way goose bumps of pleasure began to gradually rise on his skin in response.

      My heart began to pound again. I felt wetness between my legs and my pulse swooshed through my clitoris. I was incredibly turned on by Ayden. He didn’t even have to necessarily do anything. I became aroused by him every time he met my gaze.

      I took his hand and interlocked his fingers with mine. “I would have to concur with you on that. But for now, I’m just enjoying spending this quality time with you after sex. It’s comforting to be here with you and get to know you.”

      “That makes me feel good,” Ayden said with an endearing smile.

      I took a deep breath and hiked my one good leg over his waist. I wanted to feel my naked body pressed up against him, our hearts beating in unison. There was something magical about the intimate moments after sex that made the act itself even more exhilarating.

      “I could lay here beside you forever,” I whispered.

      Ayden chuckled. “Forever has no limits or schedule. I would love to pretend that we have no boundaries too.”

      I smiled.

      I could get on board with that.
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      It was late evening in the bunker.

      The world on this side of the mountain was settling in for a restful night, and most of the refugee residents had gone to bed. Or, if they hadn’t, then they were reading in the library or preparing for bed.

      The bunker was mostly silent. I was still in my own room in the medical quarters until I got cleared by the menders.

      I wandered out into the corridor, thirsty for a warm glass of milk from the kitchen. I passed a few shifters on my way, but most of them either just nodded in acknowledgement of my presence or didn’t look at me at all.

      “It’s okay.” I heard the sound of James’s voice. I turned around just as he was walking up behind me. “The shifters who live here will warm up to you. You just need to give them some time to get used to you being around.”

      I jumped a little in response.

      “Sorry,” he stated apologetically. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      I took a deep breath and placed my hand to my chest. “It’s fine, I just wasn’t expecting you, that’s all.”

      His smile was gentle. He was toned and muscular, built like a solid rock. I admired the way he looked at me as if I were a princess or something. I certainly didn’t view myself as such, but it was nice to be given glances that made me feel welcomed.

      “I was just heading to the kitchen for some milk,” I said and pointed in that general direction.

      “What a coincidence,” James grinned. “I was just on my way there too.”

      “For some warm milk?” I asked.

      “No.” James shook his head and chuckled. “A nightcap of sorts.”

      “What do you mean?” I frowned.

      He exhaled as if he were embarrassed to admit it. “I can’t fall asleep without a little glass of whiskey.”

      “Whiskey?” I wrinkled my nose. I’d never acquired a taste for liquor. I didn’t want to be inebriated because I never felt like I could let my guard down around anyone.

      “Just a splash.” James winked and pinched his index finger and thumb together.

      “Oh, I see.” I gave him a smile of understanding as we continued to walk along beside each other.

      “I wind myself up during the day. I need the stress relief of a nice shot of the good ole stuff to help me settle down.”

      Now James was talking my language. “I know what you mean. About feeling tense out all the time.”

      “Maybe you could use a little yourself,” he mentioned with lighthearted casualness.

      “I don’t know…” I trailed off. “I think for tonight I’ll just stick with milk.”

      The truth was, I didn’t know who I could trust yet. I felt like I needed to sleep with one eye open. Being intoxicated wouldn’t do me any favors.

      James laughed. I enjoyed the sound of his voice. “To each his own, I guess. Do you mind if I accompany you there?”

      “Of course not,” I said and gave him an affectionate smile.

      We walked into the kitchen together. James went to the refrigerator and plucked out the milk, then crouched down to retrieve the bottle of whiskey from under the counter.

      He poured himself a small shot of the amber liquid and then twisted the cap off the milk.

      “Say when,” he told me.

      “When,” I said as soon as he had filled the glass halfway.

      “Here you go.” He gave me a handsome smile as he slid the cup across the countertop to me.

      “Thank you.” I guzzled it down, completely forgetting that I had wanted it warmed up.

      It didn’t matter now. It was just as refreshing and tasted just as good nice and cold, straight from the fridge.

      “How are you settling in?” James asked after a moment or two.

      I chuckled and glanced down at my milk. “I’m getting there, I guess.”

      “Whatever you need from us to be accommodating, we would love to help you feel at home.”

      I lifted my chin and noticed a twinkle in his eye.

      “Thank you. That is very kind of you,” I said.

      “You’re welcome.” He beamed as he lifted his shot glass and sipped the warm liquor.

      “Ahh…” he said and smacked his lips. “Now that is some good stuff.”

      He crouched down to put the bottle back under the cabinet and then he washed the shot glass out.

      I looked at him with a little puzzlement. “You aren’t going to have anymore?”

      James shrugged. “That’s all I need, really.”

      He glanced at his watch. “It’s time for me to go do my crunches in my room,” he said.

      I grinned. “No wonder you look so fit.”

      “It doesn’t come for free,” he said with a devilishly handsome smile.

      “Well, your hard work is paying off,” I said, wondering to myself if we were flirting. My heartbeat was a little faster than normal.

      “Would you like me to escort you back to your room?” James asked.

      I shook my head and took another gulp of my milk. “Not yet, but thank you.”

      “All right, well if you need anything at all…” he trailed off and reached across the counter to cup his hand over mine. “Please don’t hesitate to ask.”

      “I’ll be sure to do that,” I said and grinned at him.

      Where did he get all this swagger? It was definitely working in his favor. He was charming and charismatic, and I couldn’t wait to get to know him better. He seemed like he had a lot of fun to bring to the table.

      “Goodnight,” James said and exited the kitchen, leaving me by myself.

      “Goodnight,” I chimed from behind him.

      I didn’t mind being left alone in the kitchen, or anywhere in the bunker, for that matter. I still had my cane to help me walk by myself. I felt safe here, for the most part. Nobody had bothered me so far, so I had no reason to assume that would happen now.

      I finished my glass of milk and washed the cup out. Then I wandered over to the window and glanced outside, peering up at the light of the milky moon.

      I was thankful that I was in a community of shifter ex-slaves who all came from a generally similar background as myself. Everyone had their own hurdles of pain and struggle to overcome.

      For the first time in my life since I was a little innocent girl living at home with my parents, I didn’t feel like an outcast just waiting to be ostracized by everyone I came into contact with.

      It was a liberating feeling knowing that I was free to come and go as I pleased. There were no prisoners here. Everyone had the luxury of going about their own business and on their own schedules and routines without being chastised for it or reprimanded for venturing somewhere that was off limits. I hoped I would never have to encounter the vicious anger of Thom ever again in my life. I was moving past the darkness and following a the illuminating light of free will.

      There was only one rule that the bunker dwellers fully enforced, and I knew that it was probably part of the reason why people weren’t taking too kindly to me at once.

      A shifter was not allowed to bring in any outsiders to the bunker without approval from the rest first. My case had been an exception to the rule because I had nearly drowned in the river and Blaze had come to my rescue.

      He had made me shut my eyes while he opened the bunker doors and let me in. I still didn’t know how to get in or out, so he had been careful, thus giving him permission to grant me admittance.

      I peered outside and thought I saw a shadow moving around in the darkness, lurking behind a canopy of trees. I narrowed my eyes and inspected the area. I noticed after a few seconds that I recognized the stirring object to be Cameron. He was one of James’s best friends.

      What was he doing outside alone so close to midnight?

      Something didn’t seem right. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. His behavior was bizarre to say the very least. I didn’t know much about him, but from what I had observed so far, he seemed a little on the reserved and quiet side in comparison to the other guys that I had been hanging out with since my arrival here at the bunker.

      I was curious about him. I found myself propping my elbows on the counter next to the sink in order to inspect him further. I leaned in and pressed my forehead against the window above the sink.

      There were hardly any windows in the bunker because most of it was underground, but the kitchen was on the top floor and there were tiny, narrow windows to offer better food preparation in the event of a power outage. I preferred to hang out on the top floor so that I could enjoy as much natural light as possible.

      Cameron had his head tucked down. I couldn’t really tell, but it looked as if he might have been talking to himself. It was hard to make out because most of his face was shrouded in shadows.

      Every now and then, a sliver of light cascaded across his features as the stunning shine of the moon played hide and seek among the fluffy, leaf-clad treetops.

      I wasn’t able to gain an good view of him from this angle, but I wanted to know what he was doing out there. Most of the other shifters were already in bed, and if they weren’t, they were preparing to go to sleep.

      It wasn’t safe outside. Most responsible shifters knew that they couldn’t risk being seen by a Master or a guard, and neither one of those types ever wandered around in the woods alone.

      If something were to happen, Cameron would be faced with an ambush. There would undoubtedly be more of them than him. He would be outnumbered. My heart pounded. I needed to get to him and warn him.

      I halted my spying, grateful that I was already on the top floor so I wouldn’t have to worry about a bunch of stairs leading out of the bunker. I didn’t know my way around well yet, and I was going to have to pull from memory where the main stairwell was that led out of the bunker. It was going to be tricky.

      What if Cameron was already back inside by then? I was putting myself in danger too, but I couldn’t help but look out for his needs as well as mine.

      I would just have to hope for the best, and I would make sure I didn’t venture too far away from the bunker itself.

      I didn’t want to make any careless mistakes and find myself locked out in the middle of the night either. There were a lot of factors at play. I was just going off my instincts because they were all I trusted.

      I was going to be cautious, especially because of Cameron’s current behavior. I didn’t know him or whether he was going to try to hurt me if he saw me, but I had to make sure he was going to be all right out there all alone with only the cloak of darkness to keep him company.

      I followed emergency exit signs leading to the main stairwell of the building. I tried to keep my demeanor casual and light so that no one would become suspicious of me.

      I also kept my head down as I walked past any other shifters so that I wouldn’t worry about one of them trying to strike up a conversation with me either.

      It was stretch that would happen, but it wasn’t worth the chance. As long as I kept my chin tucked down, I would seem distant and unapproachable.

      I edged my way up one flight of stairs that would lead to the outside wilderness and the world beyond. I used careful strides and concentrated on my steps. The last thing I needed was to further injure myself and become stuck in here without anyone to help me or know that I was even in here. I was sure in time that the guys would come searching for me, but I didn’t want to put myself in that predicament in the first place.

      I found the exit door and sighed with relief. “I made it,” I muttered under my breath.

      I pushed the door open and braced myself for an alarm or something, but nothing happened. There was no curfew here, so it didn’t make sense for someone to monitor the doors, anyway — unless something sketchy popped up on the surveillance screens that I knew got checked on a frequent basis.

      The air was crisp and hit my cheek with a sting. I propped the door open with a rock and edged out a few feet. I glanced behind me to make sure that the door wasn’t going to slam shut in the wind.

      When I was satisfied that it was going to stay open with the weight of the rock holding it in place, I wandered out a little farther, but I kept my eye on the door to make sure no one else, predatory or not, was going to gain access to the main stairwell.

      I knew that I was participating in a dangerous investigation, but I couldn’t help myself. I felt drawn to Cameron and I just wanted to make sure he wasn’t in distress out here.

      I wrapped my arms together in front of my chest as a breeze came through, prickling my skin with chill bumps.

      That was when I found Cameron. He was still out there, pacing and dragging himself through the shadows. He began twitching and convulsing in jerky twists that seemed a little unnatural.

      I was stunned at the sight in front of me, so I kept myself secluded behind the girth of a thick tree until I could better assess what Cameron was up to.

      But I made a crucial mistake. I was a rookie out there in the world. I hadn’t been on my own enough to learn the ropes and season my survival skills. My foot crunched on a twig, snapping it in half.

      The sound startled Cameron and he spun around in a circle, eyes darting all around. They were large and were flickering with madness. I bit my tongue to suppress a scream. He lunged toward me.

      I shrieked and tumbled backward, but I managed to grip a low-lying tree branch to prevent myself from collapsing to the cold and damp soil.

      “What are you doing out here?” he said in a gruff tone that made me cower back even more.

      “I’m…. sorry,” I stammered, barely able to form a sentence through my fright.

      He stopped walking toward me. He stood there and I noticed a flicker of remorse in his eyes. His features softened slightly.

      “Look, you really shouldn’t be out here this time of night.” He was still huffing, but his tone was a little more apologetic.

      “I just wanted to check on you…” I began and faltered. “I was in the kitchen and I saw you out here all alone—”

      “You don’t need to worry about me,” he interrupted sharply and then spun around on a heel with his back facing away from me.

      Then out of nowhere, he took off like a bolt of lightning. He had disappeared into the woods with no reasonable explanation offered. I was left in his wake feeling baffled.

      I had almost forgotten about the propped open door leading back into the bunker. Before I had a chance to scurry back there on one decent leg, I felt the weight of an enormous hand clutch my shoulder from behind.

      The sound of my own shrill scream erupted through my ears. My body instinctively tensed up to the point where I felt anguishing pain in my muscles.

      All the air in my lungs became suspended a I braced myself for what I was certain would be an attack.
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      Sophia must have jumped at least an inch or two in the air after I lightly grazed her shoulder with my hand.

      Her body looked like it was going to collapse in on itself. She spun around with an intensely stressed expression on her face and her eyes were glazed with shock.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said and instantly tried to recover from the damage I’d caused. “I didn’t mean to scare you.” I felt remorse ripple through me.

      I noticed that she wasn’t really putting weight on her injured leg, but she didn’t appear to be as wobbly as she had been in the days leading up to now. Her features were milky under the light of the moon and I still admired the graceful fluidity of her movements. She definitely had a dancer body, there was no denying that.

      Sophia pressed her hand to her chest. “It’s okay. I just wasn’t expecting you, that’s all.”

      “No, really,” I said in an as apologetic tone as I could give her. “I shouldn’t have walked up behind you like that and touched you without warning first, especially with everything that has been going on lately with the Masters, guards, and uprisings.”

      “And it’s the middle of the night,” Sophia chuckled. The rosy tint to her cheeks began to come back and she relaxed her behavior slightly.

      “Which leads me to my next question,” I said with a sideways grin.

      “Why am I out here alone?” She asked the question for me.

      “Right.” I nodded and chuckled as I studied her behavior. “I suppose you probably knew that was coming.”

      “I figured,” she said. She still seemed a little rattled by my sudden appearance, but she was recovering quickly.

      “Are you feeling a little better?” I asked her after she still didn’t provide me with a reason why she was outside in the dark seclusion of the woods alone.

      The door leading out to the bunker had also been left open, propped up by the weight of a heavy rock. I could only hope Sophia had done that sloppy work. I would have to talk to her about that, but I would wait until a more appropriate time when she didn’t seem so paranoid of her surroundings.

      “Yeah. Uh-huh.” Sophia nodded absentmindedly but wasn’t really making eye contact with me. Her eyes were darting toward the tree lined horizon.

      She seemed distressed. She folded her arms over her chest and then quickly dangled them by her sides again.

      Her expression was distracted, almost as if she had forgotten that I was standing next to her.

      “Sophia?” I asked and raised an eyebrow as I stared at her expectantly.

      She turned around and gazed at me with a blank expression. “Yes?”

      I chuckled nervously. “Are you sure that everything is all right with you?”

      “I….” she trailed off. She abstractly pointed off in the direction of the thicker part of the woods leading away from the bunker. “Well…”

      “Hey,” I whispered softly as not to alarm her. She already seemed to be skittish enough as it was. “What is going on? What happened? Why are you outside of the bunker all by yourself? You are incapacitated. Someone could find you and take advantage of your current condition.”

      Sophia’s eyes softened. “Thank you for worrying about me. It’s just—”

      “Just what?” I pressed.

      Sophia took a deep breath, inhaling sharply. “One of your friends from the bunker was acting a little strange so I decided to follow him out here. He was twitching and growling. As soon as he saw me, he bolted off in that direction.” She extended her arm and pointed her finger ominously into the blanket of shadows.

      “Who?” I narrowed my eyes, but I had a feeling I knew exactly who she was referring to. I didn’t want to give out the name before she said it first.

      “Cam-Cameron…” she said and trailed off. She was still looking over her shoulder with paranoia flickering in her wide blue eyes.

      “Cameron?” I asked.

      “Yes.” Sophia nodded assertively as if there was no mistaking him as the culprit. “He was out here behaving so peculiarly. He was pacing around as if he was worried about something. He kept glancing at the moon.”

      “Did he see you?” I asked.

      “Yes.” She nodded and I noticed her breathing had intensified. “He yelled at me. He roared for me to get away from him. He told me I shouldn’t be out here by myself in the dark.”

      I softened my features. “Well, he’s right…”

      Sophia glanced down at the ground, looking suddenly sullen as she crossed her arms protectively over her chest.

      “Cameron is a werewolf,” I explained.

      “He’s a werewolf? So that explains why he was acting so odd?”

      “Yes,” I said reassuringly. “He just didn’t want you to see him turn.”

      Sophia frowned. “Why not?”

      “He becomes extremely aggressive when he turns,” I said. “He can’t be trusted in the bunker. He has to roam the woods alone until dawn.”

      “Oh, that’s so sad!” Sophia exclaimed as if it were a tragedy.

      “It is indeed.” I nodded somberly. “It’s a curse. One of the oldest  in the book. His Master had one of Cameron’s fellow shifter slaves place the werewolf curse on him as a punishment for something that Cameron doesn’t ever want to talk about. It was sinister, dark magic. He shifts at midnight and there is no way to reverse the magic until daylight breaks across the sky the following morning. We have all tried to help Cameron, but no one has figured out a solution yet to lift the curse itself.”

      Sophia’s eyes were wide with sympathetic horror. “So, he basically turns into a ferocious animal?”

      “He would rip us both to shreds, unfortunately,” I said bleakly. “He’s still in his right mind, though. He stays around the perimeter of the bunker, but he doesn’t go inside. It’s an added protection for us, just knowing that he’s out there waiting to claw anyone to death who tries to enter the bunker without invitation.”

      “Wow.” Sophia’s features shaded with sorrow. “That is terrible.”

      “The Masters are horrendous,” I said with a shrug. “Unfortunately, at this time, there is nothing we can do to help him until someone figures out how to reverse the spell. We don’t have anyone here in the bunker with us who has that ability.”

      Sophia nodded, looking as if she wanted to help but didn’t know what to offer.

      “Why don’t we go inside?” I suggested after seeing my breath puff out and plume in front of me. “It’s getting frigid out here and my muscles are stiff.”

      Sophia nodded approvingly. “Yes, that sounds like a good idea to me too. I spent enough time outside shivering in a tent with my Master and his caravan.”

      “I hope that you never have to do anything like that ever again,” I said and gave her a smile that I hoped she would read as sincere.

      “Thank you.” Her eyes twinkled in the glow of the moonlight.

      She was simply stunning. It was difficult for me to resist the temptation to lean over and kiss the softness of her full, round lips. They looked delicious and sweet. Maybe she would accompany back inside, and we could talk and get to know each other a little better.

      “Come on,” I said with a warm smile, gently persuading her back in the direction of the bunker door by touching the small of her back. A surge of passion and desire nearly floored me. “Let’s get you back inside where it’s nice and warm and cozy.”

      “I would love that,” Sophia said with a contented sigh. “I’m glad to know that Cameron’s beastly behavior has a reason and a background.”

      “Yes, well, don’t worry about him. He’s a little on the shy and reserved side but once he opens up to you, I’m sure there will be a blossoming friendship.” I lightly touched her arm.

      “I certainly hope so too,” Sophia said and smiled as she peered up at me. I was at least a foot taller than her. She was so slender and petite, like the ballerina that she claimed to be.

      I would love to see her gracefully floating around the room and fluttering elegantly on top of me as she danced and made my cock throb.

      I cleared my throat and smiled. “After you.” I stepped aside to let her inside the bunker stairwell first.

      “Thanks.” Sophia looked slightly sheepish. “I’m sorry, this might take me a while…”

      “I can carry you back to the main level,” I suggested. She was dainty and I knew she would be light as a feather.

      Sophia looked embarrassed. “Oh, that’s not necessary—”

      “I insist,” I grinned eagerly. “It’s no trouble at all, really.”

      “Well, I suppose it would be the easiest way…” Sophia trailed off as if the prospect of tackling the stairs again would be a daunting challenge in her current physical state.

      “Of course it will be,” I said and lifted her delicate body, cradling her in my arms. My assumption had proved itself accurate. She was positively light as a feather.

      I brought her down the hallway to the library where I loved to read and decompress. The library represented peace and quiet to me in a world filled with savagery and disorder.  I already knew that this time of night, there wouldn’t be a crowd inside. I was looking forward to some quality alone time with Sophia so I could figure out what her interests were and determine whether we had any in common.

      As soon as we walked into the room, we were confronted with walls and walls of books lining the shelves as far as the naked eye could see.

      “This is incredible.” Sophia’s eyes sparkled with magic and wonderment as she slowly grazed the tips of her fingertips across the dusty, leather-bound spines of the books as she strolled through the rows in awe.

      “This is my favorite room in the entire bunker,” I admitted, walking a few strides behind her as I watched her glance around the room with admiration.

      Sophia turned around and gave me a mesmerized stare. Her eyes were radiant, almost glowing under the faint yellow light of the lanterns and chandeliers overhead.

      “I can see why. I love libraries too. I wish I’d had more time to spend browsing through them.”

      “Now you have all the time in the world,” I told her.

      Sophia appeared pensive. She turned back around, facing the opposite direction so it became impossible to read her features.

      “You certainly are getting more mobile,” I said in a lighthearted way.

      Sophia smiled but I could see the veil of sadness behind her eyes. “I wish I was healing faster.”

      “Just cut yourself some slack,” I said.

      I wished I had a magic cure, but that’s what the menders were for. They were doing everything in their power to speed up the process of her recovery.

      Sophia shrugged and nibbled on her bottom lip as if she were trying to suppress a sob, but her eyes didn’t appear to be wet.

      “I bet you are a beautiful dancer,” I said in an effort to shift her focus on a topic that brought her more joy than a broken leg did.

      Just as I had hoped, Sophia’s face brightened. She looked excited for the first time since I’d met her. “I love to dance. I have been doing it since I was a little girl. I used to perform as a ballerina in my village. My parents got me lessons. They couldn’t really afford them, but they spent the money anyway because they believed in me and knew that I was passionate about it.”

      “Your parents sound lovely,” I said.

      “They’re dead.” Sophia’s voice was flat as she turned her back to me again.

      “I’m so sorry to hear that,” I whispered gently and cupped my hand over her shoulder. “I haven’t seen my parents in a very long time…”

      Sophia faced me once again. She blinked as she looked into my eyes, searching for hope and meaning. “You haven’t?”

      “Not since I was swiped from them by my Master,” I said.

      My goal was to make her feel like she wasn’t alone with her sadness, that she didn’t have to be afraid anymore. I wanted her to know that she had people she could bond with who had also been through similar traumas in their lives.

      “Do you miss them?” Sophia asked as if her entire life clung to my response.

      “Every day,” I admitted. “My father and my uncle were jaguar shifters too. They would spend hours training me to defend myself in the event that I ever got taken by a master.”

      “Did the defense training work?” Sophia cringed.

      “Somewhat,” I said. “But there were too many of them. They netted me before I was able to shift and fight back.”

      “Magic and shifting were forbidden in the Master castle I lived in,” Sophia said. “Although sometimes people tried to get away with using it in subtle ways.”

      She flicked her eyes away as if she were guilty of the very thing she was describing. I smiled. She was so intriguing and I wanted to know more about her. She had captured my attention in the very best ways possible.

      As I looked into the seduction of her fierce blue eyes, I saw a fire blazing in them. A fire that desperately needed to escape. I knew without a doubt that this tortured soul of a woman was going places that none of us could even imagine.

      I just hoped I would be lucky enough to go along for the ride.
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      “I must say,” I told Sophia as we strolled past rows and rows of books, slowly and side-by-side.

      Every now and then, her shoulder or her arm lightly grazed against mine and delight surged within me from the inside out. “I am so grateful that I finally found a shifter out there who shares my penchant for reading.”

      Sophia’s eyes brightened and there was a faint twinkle of charm in them. Her full red lips curled at the edges with amusement.

      “Me too,” she said. “Don’t you just love the smell of a library? It’s like every page has a history, a story to tell. I have always loved burrowing under a warm blanket by a crackling and cozy fire while burying my nose into a great story.”

      “It’s wonderful,” I said.

      Sophia’s features softened into something melancholy. “The last time I remember enjoying a moment of relaxation like that was before my Master took me.”

      “You can start your life over now,” I whispered gently and stroked her back. “You don’t have to worry about the monsters out there in the shadows anymore.”

      “Except for Cameron?” Sophia grinned, then her smile quickly faded. “I know. That one was in poor taste.”

      “No, it’s okay,” I chuckled. “We joke around with Cameron about his affliction sometimes. It’s like comic relief for the severity of the curse on him.”

      Sophia gave me a contemplative look as she pursed her lips in concentration. “I wish there was some way we could help him, something we could do.”

      “Believe me,” I said with a sigh as I led her in the direction of the fire in the hearth. “If there was a remedy, we would have already done it.”

      “Oh, I’m sure.” Sophia nodded confidently as if she could put her trust in us too and didn’t mean anything offensive.

      “Would you like to sit down?” I asked.

      “Sure.” Sophia casually shrugged as she glanced down at the giant leather sofa in the center of the circular relaxation space next to the glowing fireplace.

      I sat down next to her with a contented sigh and leaned back against the cushions. I gave her a smile that I hoped she would find charming.

      “It’s nice to be able to sit down at the end of a long day and take a breather,” I said.

      “Absolutely,” Sophia nodded. “But I have to say one thing. In observing the chores and job sharing that everyone does around here, I can see it’s an amazing improvement from what I had to deal with in the Master castle.”

      “Oh, of course,” I agreed with a nod. “Nobody wants to be stuck in a freezing and dim cell all day when they could be doing something useful.”

      “When I was on chore duty in the master castle, if I didn’t work hard enough or fast enough, I would be beaten.”

      I crossed my leg over my knee and leaned in to look at her. “Can I tell you a story?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Sophia said with an interested grin.

      “When I was living in a Master castle in my village, I was on bathroom duty. I had to clean the bathrooms once a week on my rotation and it was an absolutely disgusting job. I remember one specific time that I missed a spot on the tub that wasn’t glistening to perfection the way my Master wanted it. So, to punish me, he made me sit there all night and scrub the tub again with the tiniest toothbrush with the most microscopic bristles that you have ever seen. My hands and wrists hurt for a week.”

      “Did you have guards watching over you to make sure you didn’t stop?” Sophia asked.

      “Unfortunately, yes,” I said.

      “That’s terrible.” She placed her hand on my arm and stroked it gently.

      My cock began to throb in my pants.

      “I’m just glad it’s all behind me now,” I said. “I’m a survivor. I always have been, and I always will be.”

      Sophia smiled with recognition. “I try to tell myself that same thing every day.”

      “Don’t just tell it to yourself,” I said. “Live by it. Make it your motto. Before you know it, you will have more strength than you could ever imagine.”

      Sophia glanced over her shoulder and peered fondly at the books. “Maybe that’s why I enjoy reading so much.”.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      Sophia let out a delicate sigh. I watched the rhythm of her chest and shoulders falling. She propped her elbow up on the back of the sofa and gazed at me as if she had an old soul.

      “I want to get lost in the stories. I want to pretend that I’m the characters going on adventures and having fun. I want to escape reality and become someone else.”

      “You don’t need to be anyone else,” I said tenderly and stroked her cheek with my thumb. “You are Sophia. You are beautiful just the way you are.”

      “Yeah, right.” Sophia scoffed. “I’m the ugly duckling.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I was appalled that she would describe herself in such a grim manner. “I think that all black swans are unique. They have talents and magic that is unmatched by anyone else in the shifter world.”

      Sophia’s expression brightened a touch and I saw a shimmer enthusiasm in her eyes. “Really?”

      “Absolutely!” I exclaimed. “You need to give yourself more credit. Besides, you have an adventurous life. You had to be fished out of the river for starters.”

      Sophia let out a gorgeous laugh. “That wasn’t exactly the highlight of my life.”

      “That’s the thing about life, though, isn’t it?” I asked. “You feel like you are on top of the world one minute and the next, you might be crashing down to sink to your lowest bottom.”

      “Yeah.” Sophia rolled her eyes. “I experience that all the time. I just never thought anyone else did too.”

      “The world is full of ups and downs.” I lifted a strand of her black hair off her cheek and tucked it gracefully behind her ear. I admired her shimmering eyes and her rosy cheeks.

      “I’m having fun getting to know you,” she said after several seconds of silence between us. I thought that the sexual chemistry sizzling between us was going to burn a hole in my heart.

      “Me too,” I said with an inviting smile.

      “Who knew that a jaguar and a black swan would have so much in common?” She chuckled at the fluke circumstance.

      “Fate is funny like that,” I whispered.

      I locked eyes with her and noticed sensuality swirling in her features. We were close together now, almost nose to nose. I took her hand and cradled it with mine. I loved the smoothness of her skin, the femininity of her curves. Her broken leg didn’t matter at all to me. She was remarkable both on the inside and out.

      “I think you are the prettiest woman I’ve ever met,” I admitted.

      “You probably say that to all the girls you meet.” Sophia let out a cynical chuckle.

      “I don’t meet that many girls,” I said with a grin.

      Sophia let out a sexy little sound, and then I took the plunge. I went for it, in that moment. I had to taste her. I had to feel the fullness of her rich lips pressed against mine.

      Sophia’s mouth parted in welcoming invitation to my flirtatious kiss. I was relieved that she was receptive and allowed me access to her glorious body. My senses were electrified with the spark of attraction.

      “Just relax,” I said as I nibbled on her ear lobes and showered her neck with delicate kisses. “You are safe with me. I just want to explore you. I want to get to know who you are as a person, but I also want to appreciate the splendor of your body.”

      Sophia seemed to go for it. She didn’t protest in the slightest. She snaked her arms around my neck and pulled me closer for a sensual hug. She grazed her fingers through my hair and rubbed my back.

      Her breathing became heavier as I pushed my finger up her shirt and fondled her breasts. She wasn’t wearing a bra, which meant less clothing that I would have to take off of her. I was panting hard and my cock throbbed, just itching to get out and play with her warm, wet hole.

      “Just lay back and relax,” I said in a coaxing, yet pacifying tone.

      Sophia leaned down on the edge of the couch and extended her legs out in front of her. She raised her arms over her head as I tenderly began to undress her.

      I did exactly as I told her I would. I appreciated every surface of her beautiful body. She was gorgeous. Her nipples were pink and kissable. Her breasts were perky and bouncy. Her hips had womanly curves in perfect contrast to her sexy, slender waist.

      “You don’t even know how gorgeous you are,” I croaked.

      Sophia smiled up at me. Her gaze was erotic and adrenaline pumped through my veins. I grabbed a bandanna out of my pocket before undressing all the way. I plucked a condom from my pants pocket and sheathed it onto my swollen shaft.

      “What’s the bandanna for?” Sophia asked as she stared in awe at the thick girth between my legs, only looking away to point to the garment in my hand.

      “I have a surprise for you,” I said. “And it involves this very bandanna.”

      Sophia nodded, appearing intrigued. Her cheeks were flushed. I continued to graze her skin with soft kisses that trailed down to her navel. When I got down to her inner thighs she began to quietly moan. Her legs began to quiver in response to my touch.

      I knew how to please a woman. I knew exactly what Sophia wanted, and I was going to give it to her. But first we were going to play a little game because I wouldn’t be able to get off until I did it.

      I leaned over and whispered in her ear. “You will enjoy the pleasure and passion of sex so much if you can’t see.”

      “What?” She chuckled and gave me a curious stare.

      “Just think about it,” I said and tried to easily persuade her to try something new and exciting. “For me, it’s such a thrill to be blindfolded during sex or to blindfold my partner. Just think of the maximized pleasure you can have when you lose one sense. The other four senses you have become even more heightened.”

      Sophia was almost sold. “You want to blindfold me?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I want to take away your sight so that you can really feel what I have to offer you sexually.”

      Sophia took a deep breath and jumped on board. “Okay. I can try anything once.”

      “Good girl.” I was practically beaming as I slid the bandanna around her eyes and twisted it into a knot on the back of her head.

      Next came the exciting part. Sophia roped her legs around my waist as I pushed myself inside of her. She arched her back and gasped.

      “You’re right,” she practically purred. “This feels so incredible.”

      “I told you,” I said, satisfaction swirling through my soul. I groaned as I filled her up. “Oh, you feel so tight and warm.”

      “Do you always have sex with a blindfold?” Sophia asked.

      “Unfortunately, I have issues when it comes to sex,” I told her.

      I was burying my snake deep inside of her. I might as well try to be as honest as I possibly could.

      “Maybe we can learn some things from each other,” Sophia said and then let out a wail of pleasure.

      I was fully charged by the magnetism of her moans, and her enthusiasm left me craving more. The fire was warm against our naked backs and we intertwined as one. I began to thrust harder and faster, taking pride in how wet I was making her. I tried to hit all her pleasure points. I wanted her to moan with ecstasy on account of my skills.

      “I feel like we have a special connection,” I told her.

      “Me too.” Sophia couldn’t see me, but she was smiling.

      I put forth an enormous effort to make sure she was satisfied and happy with the experience. I pumped harder, more vigorously. My aim was to get as close as possible to her g-spot. I wanted to make her moan with wild, thrilling passion.

      As soon as I hit it, I knew that I had done the job. Sophia whimpered with pleasure and then the guttural cries of passion and ecstasy began to explode from her voice in a throaty, sensual way.

      Her hips wiggled around on my hardened cock and she began to tremble, slowly at first and then more violently. I held her in place so that she could enjoy the intense swell of orgasm as ravaged her body.

      “Wow,” she panted. She was glowing radiantly in the aftermath of climax, her cheeks red and hair disheveled.. “That was incredible.”

      I knew how to use my magic stick to a female’s advantage, but I also wanted to get off myself. Seeing her in the throes of pleasure sent me hurtling over the cliff of ecstasy to the point of no return.

      I grabbed her by the hips and closed my eyes because I didn’t have a second bandanna. I wanted to feel everything. I didn’t have to see to experience the magic of an orgasm. I squeezed her breasts in my enormous hands and groaned.

      I felt myself shooting the explosion of warm cum inside of her. I filled the condom to the brim, practically spilling the contents out. I had to carefully pull myself out of her before I could peel off the condom.

      Sophia was grinning with a giddy smirk. She rubbed my flat stomach. “You are an amazing lover,” she breathed.

      “Thank you.” I leaned in and planted a kiss on her soft lips. I felt tingly and numb with pleasure all over my entire body.

      I was afraid that I was going to get addicted to Sophia now that we had shared this intimacy. I tried to tell myself that there were far worse things to become hooked by. I helped her put her clothes back on, especially her pants because her leg brace was bulky.

      “Do you want to just lie here a while before I bring you back to the medical unit?” I suggested. I knew I didn’t want to be alone after sex.

      “Yes.” Sophia’s features were splashed with relief. She had taken the blindfold off a few minutes ago. “That would be wonderful.”

      She burrowed herself into the crook of my arm, giving herself a cozy little nook to cuddle in.

      “Do you want me to go and get a book for you to read? Perhaps some poetry?” I asked.

      I kissed the top of her head. I had thrown in the poetry aspect to make myself appear more gentlemanly and romantic. I didn’t need to try so hard. Sophia had already given herself to me and was seemingly reaping the benefits.

      “No,” she said in dreamy voice. “I’m content just listening to the sound of the fire crackling and your heart beating.”

      It was almost heaven. If I blinked, I was afraid that she would disappear. I was relieved that we had been alone in here and no one else had come into the library while we were having sex.

      Now I got to enjoy an extended amount of time with her, hoping that this was just the beginning of our intimate connection.
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      The next morning, I left the medical unit and noticed I wasn’t hobbling along as terribly as before.

      I was beginning to feel a little stronger and I no longer needed use of the cane. I was able to put enough weight on my injured leg to navigate through the halls without the ambulatory device.

      I was feeling exceptionally optimistic now that I had better control over my legs. I hoped that I would be able to get back to dancing in no time.

      I wandered around the bunker. My goal was to seek out Cameron and talk to him about what had happened last night, and the behavior I witnessed from him. I wanted to reassure him that I would never judge him for something that he couldn’t control.

      I needed to tell him that I too had felt like a complete outcast for most of my life, made to feel like I was worthless. I felt like we had that connection, that pain in common that we could both use to heal.

      I found Cameron downstairs in the weight room. He was lifting weights, grunting and sweating. I was immediately attracted to him. He had chocolate brown hair and brown eyes. His hair went almost the way to his shoulders, and he had a scruffy five-o’clock shadow. It wasn’t a full-fledged beard, but it looked like it was getting there.

      He was the rugged, masculine, mountain man type and fit the description to a tee. He seemed a little reserved, but at the same time, there was a wildness about him that made me exceptionally curious about what he had to offer in a relationship.

      He had been bench pressing when he turned his head, noticing me coming into the room. I gave him a friendly wave. He grunted as he raised the weighted bar over his head and then crashed it back down onto the rack with a giant thud.

      “Wow,” I said as I approached him. “That’s impressive.”

      Cameron sat up, out of breath and dabbing at his glistening forehead with a hand towel. “Thanks.”

      I tried to subtly check out his body. He was sculpted from head to toe. His torso had a rippled eight pack. His skin was tanned as if he spent a lot of time outdoors in his human form. His biceps were bulging like tiny boulders atop his burly arms. He was chiseled, but he was still slender and agile in appearance. He wasn’t thick or beefy like you would expect from a body builder or a weight lifter.

      He gazed up at me expectantly while he remained seated on the bench. He was still panting hard. I assumed he was nearing the end of his workout session.

      “I uh…was wondering if you had a second to chat?” I asked.

      Cameron’s eyes flickered slightly skeptically, but he stood up and nodded politely. “Sure. No problem.” He pointed to the weight bench. “I was just finishing up here anyway.”

      I smiled. Just as I had suspected, I had inadvertently planned this encounter right on time.

      I clasped my hands together and gave him an empathetic smile. “I just wanted you to know that I would never judge you for something you can’t control.”

      I waited for him to respond, but he just stared at me blankly as if he wasn’t sure what I was talking about.

      “I mean, you know…” I trailed off and leaned in closer to him. I could smell his masculinity and sweat. “last night?”

      Cameron’s eyes shone with a mixture of guilt and humiliation, which hadn’t been my intention whatsoever.

      “I am a black swan,” I blurted out attempting to turn this conversation around as quickly as possible. “I know what it’s like to feel like an outcast.”

      Cameron’s features visibly relaxed. “I’m so sorry for yelling at you in the woods last night. I just didn’t want you to get hurt.”

      I gave him a warm smile. “I know, and I appreciate that.”

      He seemed to be relieved about having this discussion with me to clear the air and start from a clean slate.

      “I never would have roared at you like that if I didn’t think you were in danger,” he added apologetically.

      “I understand,” I nodded.

      “I just did it to protect you. I was getting ready to…turn.”

      “Yeah.” I flicked my gaze to the ground. “James told me about what happened to you.” I lifted my chin and met his gaze. I saw pain reflecting there. “I think it’s absolutely monstrous what your prior Master did to you.”

      Cameron sat down on the edge of the weight bench and ran a hand through his hair. He looked chagrinned. “He was atrocious and vile on every level possible.” He stared straight ahead.

      I felt compelled to take his hand. I reached out for him and he didn’t jerk away. I felt an instant surge of attraction flood through my veins at his touch.

      “I’m grateful to be here with you all in the bunker. My Master was pure evil too,” I confessed.

      Cameron smiled as if my admittance made his own dark past seem easier to cope with. “I just have to warn you about one thing,” he said.

      “What?” I frowned.

      “My tribe has a notorious reputation for being wild and unruly and going against the Master’s laws.”

      I was intrigued by him. “Isn’t that what the world needs right now?”

      It must have been the right answer because Cameron grinned. “Maybe.”

      “So,” I said with a sigh and glanced around the workout room. “Where do you go when you shift into a werewolf for the night?”

      Cameron stood up again. “I wander the woods.”

      “Do you venture far away from the bunker?”

      Cameron shrugged. He seemed shy again. “Not really. I know that everyone here feels safer knowing that I’m out there on the prowl, so to speak.”

      “It’s very noble of you to be the lookout,” I said gently.

      Cameron chuckled. “The thing is, I still have my human mind. I’m still myself underneath. But I can’t control my physical actions. So, I have to stay away because I might attack anyone who crosses my path, including those I care about.”

      He met my gaze then and I trembled with desire. Then his eyes widened and brightened in excitement.

      “Hey, do you want to see something?”

      “Sure,” I said. My heart raced in anticipation.

      “Follow me.” He beckoned me with a wave of his hand.

      I willingly went with him, happy to see that the reserved Cameron was finally opening up to me and shedding a layer of his toughened exterior. We walked outside. There was a cool breeze and the sound of birds chirping and singing to one another filled the air. Beams of white and yellow shimmering light reflected off the trees and bounced to the bed of leaves that crunched under our feet.

      “Here we are,” he said with a smile as we stopped in front of a wooden hut.

      I could hear the swooshing sound of the river, although I couldn’t see it from this location. A shiver of angst crawled up and down my spine at the memory of being submerged and helpless in that icy water.

      “Where are we?” I peered at him curiously.

      “I hide out here sometimes,” he admitted, leading me inside the small structure. “Especially if the weather conditions deteriorate. I’ll come in here during a thrashing thunderstorm. You wouldn’t believe it, but it can actually be cozy in here listening to the tree branches whip around the hut in the howling wind.”

      “It sounds scary to me,” I said with a chuckle.

      “No storms last forever,” Cameron whispered and approached me. He was tall and muscular.

      He placed his hands on my shoulders and we just stared at each other for several moments as if we were captivated by one another. It was a sensual moment. It was incredible the way that two people could connect through the magical intimacy of gazing into each other’s eyes. I was thrilled to be getting to know Cameron. I didn’t have to be frightened of him if I knew the true man behind the werewolf mask.

      “Do you mind if I kiss you?” he asked. “I’m sorry if that’s too forward. It’s just…you are so breathtaking. I’m in awe of you. You seem like you have a kind heart too. You see people for who they truly are, not just what is displayed on the surface.”

      How could I deny him a kiss after he spoke about me in such complimentary way?

      I gave him a zesty nod. He was appealing in every sense of the word. I closed my eyes and relaxed, gently parting my lips and allowing myself to yield to the pleasure of his kiss.

      His tongue massaged my mouth. I felt the sparkle of chemistry between us. He was hungry with desire. I could tell by the frantic way he touched and kissed me all over that he was desperately lonely.

      It made my heart ache to know that he probably hadn’t felt a woman’s touch in a long time, if ever. I craved him, drawn to him like a magnet. His calloused fingertips grazed across the softness of my skin, a perfect balance of animal and tender swan.

      We began to undress each other with primal urgency, both of us panting.

      “You don’t know how gorgeous you are,” he groaned into my neck.

      He tugged on my hair a little as he fumbled in his pocket. “I don’t have a condom,” he said apologetically.

      “It’s okay,” I said.

      “I can just cum on your tiny tummy,” he suggested.

      I was already knee-deep in desire. My cheeks burned. My clitoris throbbed. I nodded and compulsively snaked my arms around his neck, pulling his body closer to mine.

      He pressed his bare chest to me, and I felt the rapid beating of his heart next to mine. It was an extremely erotic moment.

      I slid my hands up and down his rock-hard biceps. I could tell that Cameron was trying to be gentle with me, but he didn’t know how to dial down the animalistic side of himself.

      I would try to do my best to soften him, to help him relax so that he could enjoy himself and get lost in the energy of the moment.

      Cameron took his pulsing cock and pushed it inside of me. We moved on impulse together. Inhibitions were cast to the wind. I gasped in response to his girth filling me. With a grunt, Cameron pushed me against the wooden wall of his hut. I wondered if he had built it himself, or if he had stumbled upon it one day in a happy accident. I would have to ask him about it later.

      For now, I was ready to surrender to the pleasure of being here alone with him. There was a new thunderstorm brewing inside of me, but it was the glorious kind that ended with a rainbow on the other side.

      Cameron plunged in and out of me, grunting and groaning as he pushed himself farther inside of me. He was several inches deep, burying himself inside of my inviting, glistening wetness.

      His eyes rolled back in his head. He pounded into me. It was raw, it was passionate, it was animalistic. A mixture of pleasure and pain. Cameron was holding back, even though the sex was rough. I didn’t mind it. As long as it was consensual, I was happy.

      I lost myself in the moment, wrapping my legs around his torso and digging my heels into his back. I squeezed my inner thighs against his waist and raked my fingernails across his back.

      Cameron groaned passionately. I saw the ecstasy swimming in his eyes as he continued to pump harder and faster.

      In the moment, we were one. There was no one else on the planet that existed. It was just me and him, and that was all we needed. We were fuel to each other, and we were feeding each other’s pleasure. It was a natural therapeutic remedy to forget our struggles for the time being.

      Cameron grabbed my arms and tugged on my hair. We were sweaty and intertwined, a naked blur against each other. I loved the way his shaft was rubbing up against my clitoris at just the right angle.

      I cried out with a wild moan of as an orgasm built up and exploded inside of me. It was an eruption of pleasure so intense I couldn’t see straight. The world disappeared. I was numb and tingly all over.

      I barely had time to recover before Cameron yanked his cock out of me with a suctioning pop. He groaned and spilled his cum all over my stomach and bare breasts. He was shaking. I held him tightly.

      His body went limp on top of me. I rocked him gently and stroked his hair, whispering to him gently.

      “That was wonderful,” I said.

      Cameron was still breathing heavily. “Yes, it was,” he said when he was finally able to speak again.

      We stood beside each other, trying to recover from our climaxes. It was in that moment that I realized that I had an everlasting bond with not only Cameron, but James, Ayden, and Blaze too. I could feel it in the depths of my soul, with every heartbeat. They all had unique qualities to bring to a relationship. I was torn because I deeply cared about all of them. They were all heroes in my mind.

      It was more than just superficial chemistry and attraction. I gazed up at Cameron and brushed away a strand of his hair.

      “Do you ever feel like life can change in a blink of an eye and you should never take happiness for granted?” I asked.

      Cameron’s face glowed with agreement. “In this life, you have to embrace every moment.”

      I saw a twinge of melancholy in his features and I knew that he was thinking the same thing that I was. In the world we lived in, happiness could be destroyed like a bug crushed beneath a boot.

      I had no regrets. I was going to live my life to the fullest. It had been a long time since I’d experienced such ample amounts of pleasure.

      I wasn’t going to let my freedom and joy go without a fight.
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      I walked into the bar of the swankiest hotel in the village I grew up in, Crescent Falls. It was a thirty-minute hike from where the bunker was nestled in the woods, but I didn’t mind the jog.

      I had shifted into my lion body and patrolled the area on my way into town, combing the vicinity while venturing closer into the town limits.

      As soon as I made it to the tree line, I shifted back to my human form under the seclusion of the tree canopies.

      I needed to talk to my friend Leo. He had been a family friend, someone I grew up knowing. He had been an old pal of my father’s, more like an uncle to me. I trusted him with my life. He had been loyal to my family for a long time and I had no reason to doubt that his intentions had changed since I saw him last.

      I had witnessed my parents being killed directly in front of me right before I had been stolen away by my former Master. Now, Leo was a father figure for me. I knew that I could count on him for anything.

      I was damaged on the inside, but I always attempted to keep that veneer of confidence on the surface. I wanted people to assume that I was holding my life together, even though sometimes it was only by a thread.

      Leo had lived in the village of Crescent Falls for his entire life, just like me. He wasn’t a shifter. He was fully human, which meant that he would never have to be subjected to the torture of a Master.

      Masters didn’t want humans. They only wanted shifters. Not to mention, Leo was getting up there in age. He had to be in his late forties, maybe even early fifties by now. His profile would never reasonably attract the interest of a Master.

      He owned a hotel called The Lion’s Den, an homage to my late mother and father who were lion shifters just like me.

      The bar area wasn’t crowded on this particular night. The lights were dimmed for ambiance. There was music playing softly through speakers on the wall that could still be heard over the hum of chatter floating around the room.

      I heard the occasional tinkle and scrape of silverware across plates. I walked straight up to the bar and found Leo behind it, drying shot glasses with a towel.

      “Hey, man.” I propped my elbows up on the counter and took a seat at one of the bar stools.

      “Ayden!” Leo’s face immediately brightened, and he had the most animated smile on his face.

      The dude wore his emotions on his sleeves. I was addicted to the attention he gave me when I walked into his hotel or his bar. He always treated me like I was a beloved member of his family.

      “It’s good to see you.” I raised myself off the seat and stretched around to embrace him with a bear hug and a fond slap on the back.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” Leo asked and then lifted a shot glass from the shelf. “Can I get you a round of bourbon on the house?”

      “Who could say no to that?” I chuckled. “Thanks, man. I really appreciate the hospitality.”

      Leo winked. “You know I’ll always take care of you.” He tousled my hair. “You know your old man would have wanted me to keep a watchful eye.”

      “I appreciate it,” I said with a nod and sat back down.

      The truth of the matter was, I needed Leo from time to time. He gave me food supplies and drinks to bring back to the bunker. Not to mention, he gave me the town gossip so I could stay in tune with current events.

      He was my safety net, he was my back up. He was my source for everything. Leo knew how much he meant to me, and the feeling was mutual.

      “I actually have a request for you,” I said with a chuckle.

      “A request?” Leo continued to wipe down the shot glasses and pitched his eyebrow curiously.

      “Yeah.” I cleared my throat and adjusted myself on the swiveling bar stool. “It’s a funny story, actually.”

      Leo glanced at the watch on his wrist and looked up at me with a smile. “Well, it’s a good thing I have all the time in the world.”

      “Sure,” I laughed. “You only run a hotel and a bar, one of the most high-end places in the entire village. You have loads of time to kill.”

      “Very funny.” Leo chuckled and then his face turned serious. When Leo was all business, that was it. “Now tell me what’s on your mind, kid. What can I help you with? Because I know you didn’t trek down the mountain for nothing.”

      I smiled. Leo was one of the only people in the village who knew where I lived. Even then, he only knew I lived up in the mountains, not the exact location of the bunker itself.

      He focused his attention on me. When Leo engaged you, it felt like you were the only person in the world and deserved his undivided attention.

      That’s probably why he was so successful in the first place. The guy had tons of motivation and his work ethic was off the charts. It was no surprise to anyone that he had gone so far in the hospitality industry.

      “Right.” I nodded and glanced at my interlocked hands on bar top. “There’s this girl…”

      “Oh, boy.” Leo whistled and threw the was rag he was holding into the air. “I should have known.”

      “Quiet,” I hissed. “I don’t think the guy in the restaurant down the street heard you.”

      Leo placed his hands by his sides. “I don’t mean any offense, partner.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to get so wound up. I’m just a little on edge lately.”

      “I know.” There was a flicker of empathy that briefly flashed through Leo’s eyes.

      “Anyway,” I started again slowly. “She’s a shifter too. She just came to the bunker.”

      “Interesting.” Leo nodded. “And you like this woman?”

      “Yes,” I nodded. “There’s something special about her.”

      I didn’t want to divulge her name or what kind of shifter she was. You never knew who might be within earshot.

      “So, let me guess, you want to show her a good time?” The edges of Leo’s lips curled with mischief.

      “In a sense, yes,” I said. “She’s been through a lot. She deserves some rest and relaxation.”

      Leo leaned across the bar and whispered to prevent anyone else from overhearing. “And you think it’s a wise idea to bring her into the village?”

      “Only at night,” I said. “And in a car.”

      “You want to bring her here?” Leo asked.

      “Well, that was my next question,” I said.

      “You know that you’ll always have a place here, Ayden. All you need to do is ask and you shall receive.”

      “Thanks, man.” I shook his hand. “I am here to ask just that. I want to do something romantic for her. I would like to rent a room in your hotel.”

      Leo held up his hand to stop me from talking any further. “Say no more, son. It’s a done deal.”

      “Really?” I asked. I was relieved I didn’t even have to plead my case. Leo truly was a man of his word.

      “Absolutely.” Leo nodded. “And I can offer you a room with all the bells and whistles on the top floor if you want, with the best views in the entire hotel. Free of charge.”

      I exhaled deeply and glanced at the ceiling. “Leo, you are a lifesaver.”

      Leo grinned. “Anything I can do to make your life easier.”

      Leo was like a father bear looking after cubs. He knew I had lost everything and was seeking refuge deep in the mountains.

      I knew he wanted better for me, just as I did for myself and all my fellow bunker mates. In a perfect world, that would be the case, but for now we had to get by on the bare essentials. That’s why it was so nice to be offered a treat every now and then. I knew that Sophia was going to love the surprise.

      “This girl is completely worth it,” I said.

      “She must be,” Leo said with a smile. “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen you get this excited over anything or anyone before.”

      “You are probably right,” I chuckled.

      It took a lot to impress me, but Sophia was vivacious. She had me hooked. I didn’t know how I could have ever existed before she came into my life, as extreme as that sounded.

      “Just be careful.” Leo raised his eyebrow again and gave me a warning glance.

      “I know,” I said and gave him a diligent nod.

      Shifters were all in hiding. Or at least the ones who weren’t under the vicious care of a Master in a castle were. We had to be careful when we emerged from the shadows, trying our best to hide in plain sight and blend in with the community. It wasn’t an easy task to accomplish.

      I wished there was a way we could become a normal, integral part of society. I yearned to be able to contribute to my native village and hold a job.

      But the world I lived in was sinister, different. There wasn’t room for shifters, at least not until the Masters were out of the picture.

      “There haven’t been any uprisings here yet,” I mentioned.

      “Not yet.” Leo had a lackluster expression.

      I knew that he didn’t necessarily want an uprising to occur here in his beloved corner of the village. His livelihood resided in this hotel and the attached bar. He couldn’t afford to have all that shattered and ripped away from him.

      It was a difficult situation. I wanted to be able to walk the streets without the fear of being spotted by a cluster of angry guards, and Leo wanted to be able to keep his business booming without the fear of being raided by an uprising militia.

      “I hope everything will work out,” I said. It was a vague attempt at keeping my optimism afloat that there could be a promising outcome for everyone, aside from the Masters and their guards, of course.

      “So, when do you want to bring this mysterious woman to the village?” Leo asked.

      “I’m not sure yet,” I said. “Honestly, I just had the idea in my head and thought I’d come by here tonight and throw it out to you. Now that you’re on board, I might go and talk to my buddies about it back at the bunker.”

      “Are you going to keep it a secret from the lady friend for now?” Leo asked.

      “As long as I possibly can,” I admitted. “I want it to be a surprise, but she might not be up for it if she doesn’t have some of the facts up front. If I were her, I would be wary of anyone who tried to convince me to go into the village willingly.”

      Leo chuckled and placed the last remaining shot glass back on the shelf. “Well, good luck to you my friend. And when you do come back with her, just come and find me and I will make sure you have all the accommodations you need.”

      I stood up and gave him a beaming smile. “Fantastic. You are incredible.” I reached around and shook his hand across the bar counter. “I’ll be in touch.”

      “Get home safe,” Leo said.

      “I’ll do my best,” I responded, hoping those weren’t famous last words.
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      As soon as I reached the edge of the tree line again, I shifted back to my lion form. I hustled and darted through the trees, whipping and turning as I dodged low lying tree branches. I loved to feel the wind blowing through my mane.

      It was an exhilarating experience being in my lion form. I preferred it over my human form, but only for so long. I loved being able to shift and run free and wild like I was meant to.

      It didn’t take me long to reach the entrance to the bunker and when I did, I shifted back into my human form and raced to find my friends.

      “There you all are,” I said, panting hard as I tried to recover my breath.

      “Where have you been?” Blaze asked.

      “In town, talking to Leo,” I said.

      “Oh?” Blaze appeared intrigued. “What did he have to say? Are there any uprisings in Crescent Falls?”

      I shook my head. “None so far.”

      They appeared somewhat crestfallen with the news, but I had to side with my friend Leo. I didn’t want his business to suffer. More importantly, I wanted to bring Sophia there to enjoy a night of leisure and fun.

      “Well, did you at least bring back some food from his kitchen?” James asked. His eyes looked bored and tired.

      “Not this time,” I said. “But I have a proposal.”

      “What is it?” This time, I had everyone’s attention.

      “I asked Leo if we could take Sophia into the village and stay at his hotel. He said we could stay for free and that we would have the poshest accommodations that you could imagine.”

      James and Blaze were the first ones to brighten at my suggestion. “Really?”

      Cameron frowned. “Do you think that’s a good idea?”

      I gave him a sympathetic glance. “We’ll figure out how to get around your…ailment.”

      Cameron groaned. “Is that what we are calling my disease this week?”

      “It’s not a disease,” I countered. “But yes, we will figure something out.”

      Cameron grumbled and sullenly crossed his arms over his chest. “I hate being the odd one out sometimes.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” I shrugged and tried to make the event sound more casual to prevent him from feeling like the outcast. “Maybe you can do something special with her beforehand?”

      “I guess,” Cameron continued to mumble and wouldn’t look any of us in the eye.

      I felt sorry for him, and as I gauged everyone’s expression, realized that was the general consensus floating around the group.

      “When do you want to embark on this adventure?” James asked.

      “Well,” I began. “I wanted to discuss it with you all first, and then we can figure something out.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Blaze said with an excited gleam in his eye.

      “I, for one, think it’s fantastic,” I admitted. “And I’m not just saying that because it was my idea.”

      “So, if this plan goes off without a hitch, I guess you’ll be boasting about it for months to come?” Blaze laughed.

      “You bet.” I tossed him a friendly wink.

      That was the elusive thing about adventure in my opinion. I felt like I needed to keep chasing that high or else I would fizzle out, cease to exist. I may have to spend most of my days hiding in an underground bunker, but I felt like there was so much more out there to see and do. I didn’t want to just exist. I wanted to live.

      “So, does that mean I have all of your support and agreement to put the details of this little trip into place?”

      My friends each exchanged a glance with one another before looking at me and nodding in approval.

      “I know I’m in,” James said.

      “Me too,” Blaze grinned.

      I gazed at Cameron. “You?”

      “For as long as time will allow,” he said. His features looked melancholy.

      “Good.” I smiled with satisfaction. “We can discuss the details and I’ll let Leo know that we’re going to go ahead as planned.”

      Now that Sophia had entered our lives like a hurricane rushing to shore, I had never felt more alive. The tide was shifting. There was hope for us all.

      I could feel it deep in my bones.
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      We stood at the edge of the tree line.

      We had ventured down the mountain, each of us surrounding Sophia in a circle of protection. If anyone wanted to come after her, they would have to get through me and my shifter friends first. We knew how to take things to the next level if anything escalated.

      Any encounter with an enemy in the woods, we would be prepared to fight back.

      Sophia glanced at us with apprehension swimming in her eyes. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Her gaze nervously searched the rows of restaurants and houses with lights gleaming in the front windows.

      Ayden took a step forward and wrapped her hands in his. “You can trust us.”

      I was proud of Sophia. She had journeyed down the mountain without any assistance from her cane and she had been without her leg brace for a couple of days now.

      “We took steps to ensure that this trip to the village was going to be secure for you,” I said with a gentle smile. “If we didn’t think that we were going to be able to do it, then we wouldn’t be down here. We know the dangers involved, but we also knew how much you needed a break from reality.”

      Sophia’s features relaxed slightly. “Okay, if you really think that everything is going to work out and that we will be safe…” She still looked vulnerable and exposed, albeit slightly more convinced that we would make it through this night unscathed.

      “My friend Leo would never let me down,” Ayden said. “He’s been like a father to me, ever since my own father…” Ayden trailed off softly as if he didn’t want to bring up his deceased parents.

      “And my family is so rowdy and unruly that no one will bother going near us,” I said with a grin. Sometimes, it paid off to have a rambunctious reputation in the village.

      “Okay.” Sophia sighed.

      “Don’t worry,” Blaze said. “This isn’t your village. It’s not likely that your Master would be here.”

      “Yeah,” James agreed. “He and his guards are probably long gone.”

      “The uprisings are stronger than ever,” I said. “Most of the Masters are cowering in their castles, and the ones who have already been pushed out have fled elsewhere. They are in hiding. A new day is coming, one where the shifters have the upper hand.”

      Sophia looked content with my answer. She nodded and took another deep breath. She took a step forward, a gesture that proved to us that she was on a mission to conquer her fears and take charge of her life once and for all.

      I was just thrilled to be a part of her life at this point. I was drawn to adventure. I had trust issues, but Sophia was different. She was one of us, a broken shifter who was trying to make a mark in the world.

      “Let’s go,” I said as we began to walk toward the first intersection on the outskirts of Crescent Falls.

      I didn’t mind sharing Sophia with my friends. I didn’t have ownership over her, nor did anyone else. The sooner Sophia learned that and was able to let down her own barriers, the better.

      My goal was to make her feel like she was safe with us. Over the last few weeks, I had noticed a bond forming between each of us that was unique. Sophia had a ton of qualities to broaden our horizons and help us evolve into better people too.

      It was going to be a long road ahead, but as long as we continued to pamper her and show her that a better life was out there and ripe for the taking, she would eventually be able to have faith in a brighter future. The world didn’t have to be against us if we found subtle ways to cheat the deviousness of the system.

      The moment that Sophia came crashing into our lives, I knew that she was there to make us stronger. The quality of my life had already improved. Before, I had been an angry werewolf with a bone to pick with society. Now that Sophia was in the picture, I found myself softening up slightly. I wasn’t as hostile with others and I was having better interactions.

      My healing still had a long way to go, but I was confident that I would get there with Sophia by my side.

      “It’s just this way,” Ayden said and pointed in the direction of his friend Leo’s hotel and restaurant.

      As soon as we stood out front, Sophia’s eyes brightened with sheer delight. “This is where we’re having dinner and spending the night?”

      “Uh-huh.” Ayden grinned proudly.

      “Your friend owns this restaurant?” She pitched a perplexed eyebrow.

      “He owns the whole hotel,” Ayden declared.

      Sophia let out a breath of wonderment. “Wow.”

      “If you think this looks great, then you should see the inside,” I said with a chuckle.

      I came to the village often with Adyen, just to get a break from the bunker. I could be a normal person functioning in society when I was out there in the world. I felt so isolated all the time because I had to roam the mountains alone in the middle of the night, braving the elements and looking out for vicious hunters.

      Sophia glanced at me. “You’ve been here before?”

      “We all have,” James mentioned.

      “I can’t believe how nice it is,” she said, looking awed. “Then again, I’ve spent most of my life in the dungeon of a castle…”

      “We’ve all been there,” I said and cupped my hand over her shoulder with a tender squeeze.

      We walked inside the restaurant and Leo immediately waved and flagged us down. “I have a special table in the back for you guys. It’s inconspicuous.”

      Ayden gleamed and leaned in closer to Sophia. “I told you this guy was legit. He would never betray me. He was my father’s best friend.”

      Sophia smiled. “That’s great news.”

      We sat down at the table and Leo told us that he would be specifically serving our table tonight.

      “I just don’t want to risk getting any others involved,” he whispered over the table. “You never know if a spy might be among us…”

      “Agreed,” I said and took a sip of the water after Leo poured it into a glass of ice. It was refreshing and welcomed after a long hike through the mountainous wilderness. “You can never be too careful out there in this world, especially during these trying times.”

      Leo took our orders and set off to have his staff of renowned chefs prepare the dishes.

      “I’m really excited about my crab cakes,” Sophia admitted. “I used to eat soggy mush in the Master’s castle all the time. I practically starved because I couldn’t stand the sliminess sliding down my throat.”

      “Leo said the dinner tonight is on the house,” Ayden said. “The hotel room is also free of charge.”

      “Incredible.” Sophia’s eyes gleamed with excitement. I knew that she was impressed with the lengths we gone to help her enjoy a pleasant evening.

      I felt a little frisky, but I worried at the same time that I was going to run out of time. I was already feeling a little bitter about the fact that I wouldn’t be able to stay with them tonight. I needed to take advantage of my time with Sophia before it came grinding to an unwanted halt.

      I glanced at the clock.

      James must have sensed my paranoia. “You have some time left,” he whispered.

      “Yeah, I know,” I said and kept my gaze on the clock for a few seconds more. If there was only some way to reverse or lift the curse put upon me all those years ago…

      Just enjoy yourself. I gave myself a mental pep talk. If you show your angst on the outside, then Sophia is going to get upset.

      I took a deep breath and draped my arm over her shoulder. “You are going to really love those crab cakes.”

      I had to distract myself, and I knew the best way to do that was to get lost in deep conversation with Sophia until my time was up. There was nothing I could do about the fact that I would turn into a vicious werewolf as soon as the clock struck midnight, but there wasn’t any reason I couldn’t enjoy myself before then.

      “Have you had them before?” Sophia smiled.

      “Yes. Leo put his heart and soul into this restaurant. He really takes pride in it and his reputation. He wouldn’t serve anything that wasn’t of the best quality.”

      “Wonderful,” Sophia said and looked at me as if she wanted to get lost in my eyes. “I’m so happy that you could join us for dinner tonight.”

      “Me too,” I said. My heart thundered in my chest as I kept a watchful eye on the clock.

      “I wish that there was a way I could help you.” Sophia’s voice was kind.

      I took a deep breath and took another swig of my water. “If only.”

      Sophia studied me in a contemplative way. “I won’t give up until I find someone who can help you.”

      I chuckled. “I appreciate your motivation.”

      “No, really.” She seemed serious.

      I took her hand and squeezed it. “Thank you. But you don’t have to worry about it right now. I will be long gone before I…turn.”

      “You aren’t the only one who shifts into something unpopular.” Sophia’s eyes flickered with melancholy.

      “What do you mean?” I frowned.

      She lightly traced a circle around her plate with her fork. “Like I said before, I’m a black swan.”

      “I think black swans are far more mysterious and beautiful than white swans,” I said.

      Sophia looked at me and blinked hopefully. “Really?”

      “Absolutely.” I smiled. “White swans are boring.”

      “My parents were white swans.” Sophia seemed sad.

      “I’m sure they were beautiful, and tons of fun,” I said and tried to recover without contradicting myself. “I just meant that black swans are rare, which makes them desirable in a unique way.”

      The edges of her lips curled into a smile. “I know what you meant. I’ve always thought of white swans being somewhat…pure in comparison to the black swans.”

      “Just try to love yourself for who you are,” I said. “There’s no point in trying to be someone else to prove your worth. Once you relax and begin to appreciate yourself, the whole world will follow suit. Even if you don’t feel confident, exude confidence on the outside. You will be surprised at how fast you will begin to believe yourself. It’s almost like tricking your mind until the feeling becomes reality.”

      It was the best advice I could give her as someone who also had issue when it came to feeling like an outcast in an already cruel world.

      Sophia took my hand under the table. The organ between my legs began to throb and my pulse quickened.

      “Thank you. Your words…they help.” She looked at her water glass and then at me with a gorgeous smile.

      “Anytime.” I gave her an encouraging squeeze around her waist.

      “See?” she said. “We can have fun after all. We can forget about our problems, if only for a little while.”

      My eyes wandered back to the clock. Indeed, all I had left was a little while.

      I’d better make it count.
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      The talks around the other tables buzzed about the uprisings.

      Most of the groups were formed from escaped shifter prisoners and various other fed-up citizens. I couldn’t explain it, but the conversations were taking a dark turn and it was beginning to unnerve me.

      Not because I cared anything about what happened in the end to the Masters or their guards, but because I was scared of the future if the villages were left in crumbling ash and broken ruin.

      Ayden had his shoulders squared and was talking loudly over the group. “The whole point in taking down the Masters in the first place is because in the end, we have strength in numbers and when we have strength in numbers, we have the upper hand. We as shifters are far superior to the Masters and their guards.”

      “That’s why they started taking shifters in as slaves in the first place,” James mentioned. “They knew that we were the dominant race. We had the ability to shift. Some of us were even born with the ability to create specific magic. The Masters and the guards are all humans. They are jealous of us and want to control us.”

      “There is a new era rising,” Cameron said with a wild look in his eyes. “Their fire is burning out. There will be nothing left of them but dust soon enough.”

      I adjusted myself in the seat and tried not to look uncomfortable. I was enjoying the conversation, for the most part, and I felt a deep connection to all four of the guys. They were easy to talk to and there was never a dull moment. There was never any lag in the dialogue between us, and I felt safe and secure around them.

      I just didn’t like the talk of war, even if I knew it was something that was inevitable and brewing. I didn’t want anyone I cared about to get hurt. I felt free now that I was out of the grasp of Thom and his guards, but at the same time, I felt like I constantly had to glance over my shoulder. There was no viable way to brush off the paranoia that was eating me alive from the inside out.

      “I agree with you one hundred percent,” James said and wagged a finger at Cameron. “The Masters definitely have a complex when it comes to the male shifters. They feel inferior, so they think that the only way to escape that prison in their minds is to imprison us.”

      “They’re just jealous of us,” Ayden said.

      He looked noble and stately sitting there in the middle of the table. He was gorgeous and golden and full of appeal.

      I took a deep breath and attempted to be engaged in the discussion too. I didn’t want the war talk to ruin my night. After all, I knew that the uprisings were in my favor. I was on the right team at the end of the day. I was well protected. I just had to remind myself of that fact because it had been so long, years even, that I had felt that sense of security.

      The underground bunker was our sanctuary and refuge. If we could just get through tonight without an uprising in this particular village, I would count my blessings and consider us lucky.

      “How is your food?” Blaze glanced at me and leaned over the table to inspect my plate. “Your mashed potatoes look divine.”

      I grinned. Blaze was adorably handsome. “They are. Absolutely delicious.”

      “Good.” He seemed smitten with my answer and the fact that I was so satisfied.

      That was the thing about these guys. They had tender hearts inside of their masculine, enormous personalities. They had tough exteriors, but they weren’t afraid to let down some of their barriers in front of me. I appreciated their abilities to be gentle when the mood and setting were right.

      I didn’t want to overstuff myself to the point that I got a stomachache. I didn’t know what was going to happen once we got back to the hotel room, but I had a nervous, excited energy. I didn’t know what to expect, but I was hopeful for a relaxing evening.

      As we wrapped up the dinner and said our thankyou’s and goodbyes to Leo, my stomach did little flips. I anticipated that now would be the time we would go upstairs into the lavish hotel suite that Leo said he had his staff prepare just for our arrival.

      The guys grinned amongst each other as if sharing a private, unspoken joke. Ayden’s eyes gleamed with mischief as he unlocked the hotel room door and swung it open.

      “After you,” he said with a grin.

      I curiously craned my neck to gaze into the room. My jaw dropped in awe as soon as I glanced at my magnificent surroundings. My eyes filled with tears of gratitude. I was so overcome with emotion in that moment.

      “You guys did all this…just for me?” My voice was a croaked whisper.

      “Yes, we did.” Blaze took my hand and squeezed it. “You have been through the ringer. You have had to live through hell. Now is the time for you to unwind and put all your fears and worries behind you.”

      “Wow.” I shook my head in disbelief.

      “We have felt so much better about the future since you entered our lives,” Ayden said. “All of this—” he gestured around the room “—was done for you so that you know how much you are needed. You are exceptionally important to us.”

      I nibbled on my bottom lip and stared at the ceiling to keep my happy tears from spilling over.

      “No one has ever done anything this nice for me,” I squeaked.

      The icing on the cake was the fact that I was walking unassisted now. I didn’t need my cane and my brace had been off for at least a week. Things were looking up and there was much to appreciate.

      The room was wondrously romantic. Dozens of candles were lit, casting a warm, cozy yellow glow that illuminated my heart and sent sparks flying through my mind.

      Red, pink, and white rose petals had been scattered across the bed, looking fantastic and curled at the edges. The room was as quaint and charming as they came. The quilt on the bed looked handcrafted.

      Something caught my eye next to the dresser by the bed. It was a little mahogany box. When I opened it, I was surprised to learn that it was a music player. There was a little radio dial on it.

      I switched the on button and glanced over my shoulder at the guys. They were smiling at me with admiration and appreciation.

      “I love to dance,” I said.

      “We know,” James stated softly. “We’d love to see you perform someday.”

      I smiled and glanced back at the music player, twisting the dial until I found a station that played classical music. I closed my eyes and began to flutter around the room for a few moments, moving my arms and legs with elegance and grace.

      “Are you okay?”

      I opened my eyes. Blaze’s features were etched with concern.

      “I’m fine,” I chuckled dreamily. “I am not in any pain anymore.”

      “Good.” His shoulders visibly relaxed with relief.

      I glanced around the room and was met with encouraging smiles. The guys gave me energy. They fueled my soul with an abundance of confidence that was irresistible and intoxicating.

      “I want to perform for you, right here, right now in this room,” I said, meaning it both mentally and physically.

      There was no protest. There was no food throwing. There was only inspiration and passion. I was surprised at how quickly I drifted right back into my old ways of dancing. My fluid movements felt natural and graceful.

      It was a wonderful experience to be dancing in front of people I knew would appreciate me for who I was. For the first time in my life since being taken by the Thom, I felt like I was finally surrounded by people who cared about me. I felt the swell of adoration and it completed me. It made me whole.

      I closed my eyes again and smiled as I remembered the jewelry box my father had given me. The beautiful ballerina spun around and danced, twirling to the music just like I was doing now.

      I became absorbed by the rhythm of the music, the violins and the clarinets floating beautifully through my ears. I moved in time with the sound. We became one, in perfect harmony.

      As a child, I had loved to open the box with the ballerina in it every night before I went to sleep. The delicate twinkle of the song had helped pacify me and lull me to sleep. Without even realizing it, a single tear slid down my cheek.

      A blend of pain and joy began to spread through my psyche. I had come so far. I felt as if my parents were there in the room with me now. I could feel their support, their love, and their rock-solid foundation. Their energy had been poured into Blaze, Ayden, James, and Cameron. My parents’ love could now be manifested by the men in my life who would always support and protect me no matter what.

      That’s when I heard clapping. I opened my eyes, jolted at once back to reality. Every one of them was staring at me with mesmerized awe. For once in my life, I felt important and needed.

      “That was incredible.” They all walked up to me and embraced me in a group hug.

      “Thank you,” I whispered gratefully into their necks.

      It was going to be a splendid night. There was nothing to fear behind the four walls of this hotel room.

      I had everything I had ever wanted right here with me.
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      “We want to take care of you,” Ayden whispered into my ear as he nuzzled his face into my neck, tickling my sensitive skin with lavish kisses.

      I moaned in response to his touch. It felt so good being swallowed up by all this amazing infatuation from the guys. Blaze enveloped my waist with his hands and began to plant tender kisses on my lips, nibbling them and driving me crazy with desire. The chemistry between me and these four men was unmatched, something that I couldn’t resist.

      James led me over to the bed. He gently laid me down and loomed over me with a handsome gleam in his eye.

      “We want you to just relax and enjoy the night,” he said. “Give in to your pleasures. Cast your inhibitions to the wind.”

      “I plan to,” I breathed as I nestled my back into the mattress, lying down on the bed in front of them.

      I felt my cares slip away. I was stripped of all insecurities, and everything I had ever wanted was right here with me.

      Cameron had the least amount of time to spend with us, so I wanted to make the moment magical for him. He began undressing me first. His breath was cool on my cheek. He pulled my shirt over my head while Ayden took off my pants and panties.

      I began to quiver from head to toe, gearing up for the spine-tingling pleasure that I knew the guys would inevitably bring me.

      They were touching me all over as if I was a delicate, porcelain doll who deserved respect and gentle care. I propped myself up on my elbows and watched each of them undress too, one by one.

      They stood in front of me, naked and panting hard just like I was. There was hunger in James’s eyes. Blaze was next to me and I pressed my hand to his bare chest, remembering how we first met and how bravely he had rescued me. His heart beat in rhythm with mine, pounding with the same impulsive desire that I felt inside.

      “We want to take care of you,” he whispered.

      I looked at all of them. “You are.”

      Ayden’s girth was substantial, although they all had thick, swollen cocks that were a feast for my eyes and a rushing thrill to my senses. My inner thighs began to tremble with longing and burning lust.

      I craved their attention. I yearned for their enthusiastic touch, to relish the way their fingertips gently grazed my skin. I had never felt this loved and appreciated in all my life. I forgot that the world was a crumbling mess. For a little while, it was only me and them. We were all that existed and in this cozy hotel room, I would finally find an ample amount of peace and comfort and an explosion of ecstasy.

      I felt their energy as they surrounded me on the bed. Cameron was first to have a taste of what I had to offer. I wanted to make it special for him because I knew that he would soon be forced to relinquish his body to his inner werewolf. He was powerless in that respect, but he had all the power now as he began to push himself inside of me.

      He let out a soft groan as his thick cock made contact with my slippery pussy. “Fuck, that is amazing. You feel so good and tight.” He breathed out a sigh of contentment as he began to pump with vigor.

      Ayden was lying beside us. He began to play with my perky nipples, flicking them and nibbling on them as Cameron continued to groan and thrust deeper inside of me, burrowing his cock so far up that I gasped in response.

      Cameron slammed the tip of his cock into my g-spot. I began to feel the electrifying pleasure of a building climax. Ayden softly kissed my lips and continued to squeeze my bare breasts. He plucked my nipples into his mouth and sucked on them. I felt his manhood pulsing up against my bare ass cheek and an intense amount of pleasure rippled through me.

      I snaked my legs around Cameron’s waist and dug my heels into his back. I squeezed my inner thighs around his torso, and he groaned with ecstasy.

      I was so close to orgasm that I could feel myself begin to shake in anticipation. This was the first time I’d noticed Cameron letting go of his own sexual hangups, too. He seemed at ease. He wasn’t rough or glancing over his shoulder with paranoia. He could forget the fact that he was going to turn into a werewolf soon and yield to the intimacy between us.

      At that moment, the dam of pleasure broke inside of me. I poured my heart and soul into my orgasm. Ayden held me in place while Cameron groaned wildly and exploded his hot seed inside of the condom inside of me.

      A few seconds later, Ayden climbed on top of me. He was grinning wildly with excitement while Cameron struggled to regain composure. I still felt like I was glowing and glistening in the aftermath of my orgasm and I was thirsty for more.

      “I want to fuck your pussy so hard right now,” Ayden said as he sheathed on a condom.

      “I want to take you from behind.” Blaze climbed onto the bed with a mischievous smile on his face.

      He pulled a bottle of lubrication out of the pocket of his jeans and began sliding the slippery gel up and down his hard shaft. “Do you want both of your holes fucked at once?” he asked.

      “There’s still room for one more cock too.” James grinned with a shimmer in his eye. “You are a naughty girl, aren’t you?”

      “Oh, yes,” I breathed out seductively. “I am up for anything.”

      The truth was, I had never experienced this much sensual pleasure in my entire life. I had always been burdened by what my Master wanted me to do. Now all bets were off. I was part of the game and I was a team player.

      “I want to suck you off while these two go at my other holes,” I said to James in the sexiest voice I could find within myself.

      This was the first time that I noticed any of the guys being able to perform sexual acts without the crutches of their specific triggers, inadvertently brought on by their former Masters. The fact that we could all release our stress in the bedroom together and really strip down the layers to who were inside spoke volumes.

      We were making progress and I didn’t want to let any of them or myself down. There was no reason why any of us shouldn’t cave to the pleasure and the passion that we could bring to one another.

      Ayden pushed himself inside of me first. I was so wet that he slid right in without problem. Blaze had lubed up himself so thoroughly that when he slowly maneuvered himself into my backside hole, I hardly felt any pain at all.

      It was wonderous to be able to experience being fucked from both angles at the same time. I loved being sandwiched in between these handsome studs who worked their magic on me. They began pumping up and down, rocking back in forth in unison with one another while we ran our hands up and down each other’s naked bodies.

      I was open and ripe for them, exposed and loving every second. Blaze groaned in ecstasy behind me. He buried his cock inside of my anal cavity while Ayden worked wonders on my pussy hole.

      After a few seconds, James worked his way into the twist of bodies, and I opened my mouth and slackened my jaw to allow his giant cock to fill my throat. I couldn’t wait to swallow up every last drop of his hot cum while the other two fucked me senseless.

      I wanted to cum until I couldn’t see straight. They were ravaging me in all the most perfect ways. I pumped my head up and down, stopping the sucking motions on James only to moan and cry out with pleasure periodically.

      It didn’t take James long. He grabbed the sides of my head and I scraped my nails up and down his back. He groaned, his eyes rolled back in his head, and he exploded. He emptied his warm and juicy load down my throat, and I guzzled it down hungrily, every drop until he was limp and soft again.

      It was such a sexy moment between us that I felt the impulse to cum too, all the while being slammed from the front and back by Ayden and Blaze. I cried out as the orgasm inside of me brimmed up and spilled over like a boiling pot.

      I felt Blaze cum with me. The heat of his semen filled me from behind. Ayden groaned and tensed up, grabbing my hips as he let out one last grunt and thrust and came inside of me.

      We all collapsed together as a naked, sweaty mess of tangled bodies. It felt so good to have them all beside me. They comforted me and they made me feel wanted and needed.

      I was over the moon and bouncing from the clouds. I closed my eyes and listened to their hearts beating in unison with mine. I was so excited about the leaps and bounds we had made together, but I was also extremely exhausted from the passionate lovemaking we had just shared. It was a bond to never be broken.

      My eyes fluttered closed again and I drifted off to sleep in a completely tranquil state of mind. I hoped that from now on we could have more amazing nights like this together. A girl could dream.

      And with that, I floated off to the calming parts of my subconscious where there was no more pain and suffering ceased to exist.
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      When I heard the first booming explosion thunder through the room, I thought I was still dreaming.

      Then I heard a blood-curdling scream coming from outside the window and from the street below. It sounded like a woman in paralyzing distress who was out of options other than screaming

      I heard more yelling erupt through the silence in the room. The flashing lights of police units and ambulances created blurry red and blue shapes and shadows that bounced and danced across the room through the open curtains.

      A siren pierced through the night with a wailing shriek. I stood up as straight as an arrow in the bed. Cameron was gone, but Ayden, Blaze, and James were all still sleeping soundly and uninterrupted beside me.

      Ayden had his arm loosely draped over my legs. I shoved the sheets off and leapt over to the window, hurrying to put my clothes back on.

      Ayden sat up on one elbow and cocked his head to the side in confusion. He wiped the blurry sleep from his eyes and blinked at me as if trying to determine if I was real or it was just a dream.

      “Something is happening down there,” I said in a normal voice. I didn’t want to whisper. I wanted to warn the others. We needed to get dressed and out of here.

      “What?” James groaned and sat up, yawning with a groggy fog over his eyes.

      “There was just an explosion. I heard screaming. The police and ambulances and firetrucks are down there.” I pointed out the window.

      I tried to suppress the panic attack that was trying to cripple me. I had a vivid flashback of the first time I was in this situation, when the dungeon walls of Thom’s castle started to crumble all around me.

      “No.” I curled myself into a ball and shook my head, tucking my chin to my chest. “This can’t be happening again.”

      The uprisings must have made their way to this village. We had to move quickly if we wanted to get out alive. Even though we were on the same side as the shifters, the Masters and their guards were beginning to retaliate and fight back.

      They were burning the villages as the militia continued to burn their castles. It was mayhem out there.

      James was the first one by my side. He dressed swiftly and then beckoned for me to come over to him. “I’m going to shift and then I want you to climb onto my back.”

      “Okay.” I nodded and choked back a sob as I hot tears begin to streak down my cheeks.

      “Sophia?” James grabbed me by the arms and intently looked into my eyes. “Don’t let go. No matter what. Stay on my back. Hang on for dear life. Close your eyes so you don’t have to witness the chaos unraveling around you.”

      I nodded, but I knew I couldn’t make the promise not to look once we got outside. I needed to witness with my own eyes what we were up against.

      James shifted into a jaguar in a flash before my eyes. The next thing I knew, he was on all fours and breathing hard with cobalt eyes and midnight fur that prickled with excitement on his neck.

      I climbed onto his back and adjusted myself there into a secure position, gripping onto him tightly and praying that I wasn’t hurting him. He was enormous in his animal form. He took off from the room, fleeing alongside Ayden and Blaze, who had also shifted by that point.

      I held on tight as James picked up his stride, taking giant leaps on his padded paws as we worked our way through the street.

      “Look out!” I screamed and pointed into the air as flying debris from a neighboring building cannoned through the air and slammed into the asphalt beside us.

      James lunged and ducked. I took two fists full of his sleek black fur into my grip and managed not to slide off his back. This was a far cry from the passion and pleasure we had experienced only a few hours before.

      A lamp post split in half, shattering into shards that sprayed across the sky as a shifter worked his electricity magic on a Master guard. The shifter was tall and slender and looked recognizable to me, although I was certain it was just my mind playing tricks on me. There was no feasible way I could have known him.

      The shifter was sending a current of electrical volts through the Master guard’s body that shook him and sent him into violent convulsions. The master guard was burly and thick, beefy around the neck with huge sausage fingers.

      The veins in the shifter’s temples bulged as he narrowed his eyes in concentration. His only goal was to take out that burly sack in uniform. The guard put up a fight but, in the end, he landed with a smack and a thud onto the concrete of the city sidewalk below.

      It was turmoil at every turn. Masters and guards were fleeing. They were also fighting with the shifters, who were charging after the territory of their own village. Innocent people began to flee from their houses and apartments like scattering bugs dashing through the night.

      Ayden roared and nudged his snout in the direction of a darkened alley. Perhaps we could meet up there, get our bearings and formulate a plan. Meanwhile, Cameron was still out there in the mountains, probably completely oblivious to the hysteria of the burning and crumbling village.

      We began to race in the direction that Ayden wanted us to follow. My heart drummed violently in my chest. I didn’t know what to do. I felt utterly helpless as I continued to hang on for dear life to the back of James’s thick, furry neck.

      “I was hoping I would cross paths with you again.”

      James halted in his tracks and my chin slammed into the back of his head. I would have recognized that voice from a mile away. I began to tremble from the inside out. My blood ran icy through my veins, cooling my system and making me tense in dread.

      Slowly, I turned my head and looked over my shoulder. Thom was standing there in disarray. His clothes were bloody and torn and his hair was disheveled. He had a wild, nothing-to -lose flicker of devilishness glowing in his sinister eyes.

      He cracked his knuckles and balled his fists. I tried to take slow, measured breaths while reminding myself that Thom would never stand a chance against James, Ayden and Blaze.

      James and Ayden growled protectively, baring their teeth and exposing their enormous jaws that could clamp down on Thom’s neck and kill him in an instant.

      Suddenly, there was a loud explosion in front of us. My ear drums felt like they were going to burst. I heard ringing in my ears, and I became dizzy. My grip on James back began to loosen. I felt myself sliding and I hit the ground.

      I heard shrieks of terror flood the air around me. I saw spots and stars in front of my eyes as an enormous fire engulfed the building in front of us in a spectacular array of oranges and golds. The sky lit up like the day as the fire began to spread.

      In the mania, everyone became frenzied and distracted. Thom seized the opportunity. I screamed as I saw him extending his arm toward me. Nobody was fast enough because nobody saw it coming except for me.

      “There’s my most prized ugly duckling,” Thom snarled with a mouth full of mangled, yellow teeth. “I knew I’d find you again one day. You are far too stupid to keep yourself hidden.”

      Maybe he was right. How could I have let this happen? How could I have been so reckless? I had been fueled by desire and impulsive adventure and that made my mind and actions sloppy.

      Once I knew it was happening, it was too late to do anything about it. My body went limp and powerless in Thom’s malicious grip. He pulled a knife out of his pocket and switched it to expose the gleaming steel.

      He pressed it up against my neck. It felt cold and smooth and dangerous on my skin. I stifled a scream, biting my tongue to suppress it. I didn’t know what Thom was capable of. He was a monster and anything could happen. I had to be appeasing if I wanted to survive. I had learned it through too many painful years of living under his dictatorship and impulsive command.

      Blaze, Ayden, and James stared at me, frozen. They didn’t even blink. I knew that they wanted to help me, but I could see the worry in their eyes. If they made any sudden or jerky movements, then they were putting my life at risk. They had to be quick yet calculated at the same time.

      I heard Thom’s wicked laugh bellow behind me as his breath hit the back of my shoulders and made me shudder. The sound of his laughter shriveled my insides. Thom pressed the knife blade harder against my neck.

      “Make any sudden moves in my direction and I’ll slit your precious girlfriend’s throat.”

      I couldn’t move a single muscle. I didn’t flinch, and neither did my rescuers. I knew they were taking him seriously.

      My life was in their hands.
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      I paused in my mental tracking of the droplets that fell from the leaking spot in the ceiling.

      It was my way of attempting to go to sleep. To count sheep, only in the form of droplets that leaked from the specific spot in the small, stagnant dungeon.

      Counting made the time slip away, giving me relief from the burning pain of the whip wounds all along my back.

      I'd been training my healing abilities for some time, having mastered normal healing speed when it came to a standard injury like a cut, scratch, or bite wound.

      This would be another round of testing to see how long it would take me to heal from metal whips. When they were first introduced as a weapon, I mentally laughed.

      No way you could turn metal into something as flexible as a whip.

      Clearly, I’d forgotten that magic existed in our world and time. Blacksmiths melted the metal, while witches and warlocks magically molded it into the fluid rope of the weapon they were focused on creating.

      Genius, but didn't favor a submissive like me.

      A submissive.

      Sadly, that was my lot in life. It was what happened when you had no clue who your parents were and ended up in the wrong pack.

      No family to prove how powerful you could be with time and practice.

      My future was crucified because I was an orphan. It didn't matter how hard I fought or tried to prove I was better than those Alpha boys who couldn't even run half as fast as me.

      I'd never be able to prove to them that I didn't belong in this category. The moment I was found and accepted by our Alpha, I was destined to be a mere pawn on his board.

      Thinking about it made me clench my hands into fists. Of course, even that slight movement left me shaking in pain. I whimpered as quietly as I could, biting my lip and opening my weak eyes to see the almost-pitch-black surroundings.

      Seeing the low-lit room did nothing but anger me. It would have been better to keep my eyes closed.

      Then I could at least imagine where I was, rather than deal with this pitiful view of the stone box.

      I was playing a mind-versus-body game, but I'd yet to figure out if I was winning or losing. My mind insisted that I sit up, but after multiple attempts, the shocks of pain nearly forced me to give up.

      I made it to my hands and knees, but the sound of the door unlocking left me frozen in place. Dread slipped into my mind, rendering me even weaker than I already was, but I fought against it.

      Fought the tempting urge to give up and submit to the man who was seconds from entering the room.

      "Fight. We won't submit."

      Yes. She was right. My wolf was always right. The image of her pure black fur emerged from the shadows of my subconsciousness. She was ready to do anything to show our resilience.

      Predatory footsteps seemed to echo with each step against the grimy cement floor. My body grew tense as I braced myself, ready for the onslaught of pain and insults

      I'm ready. Do not submit. 1,2,3,4,5—

      Laughter.

      The thunderous, deep mockery made my blood boil while my wolf growled in warning. It was hard to fight the need to growl with her. To be even more defiant than I'd already been in the last twenty-four hours.

      I shrieked when my black strands were tugged up, forcing me to sit up on my knees and amplifying the surging agony from my wounds.

      Fucking metal whip!

      This would be a far more even match if my body weren’t burning from the silver embedded in the metal whips. I had a high tolerance to it, but god, I wished I was immune completely.

      I forced myself to open my eyes, glaring at the man with wild orange eyes. His smile only grew, mocking my fragile state.

      The thick scent of alcohol and the fact that he wore nothing but black leather shorts told me he was here for more than just checking to see if I was dead.

      "Fuck off." I got to the point, my wolf getting closer and closer to the surface in defense. There was no point in trying to talk sense into an alcoholic man, especially one as barbarically selfish as my Alpha.

      "All that time wasted beating you. Still got a big mouth." With ease, he tossed me to the wall. A loud crack reached my ears, but it was my scream that told me I'd broken something from the impact.

      The way my body involuntarily shivered pissed me off. I growled and tried to fight my weakness, but that sickening laughter reached my ears once again, freezing me in place.

      "Kira. Baby. Why do you love pain more than you do me?" He walked up to my slouched body, and I didn't dare give him the satisfaction of seeing my tears.

      He doesn't know me. He doesn't understand how this pain fuels my need to run from here.

      With my head lowered, I heard his pants hit the floor, and I mentally groaned.

      Not again...

      I gasped when my head was lifted by force, leaving me no choice but to look up at my Alpha. I hoped my eyes had shifted in color, reflecting the raging blaze I wished would turn into fire and scorch this man into a crisp corpse.

      "Ah. That defiance of yours is far too sexy to ignore," he whispered. "Kneel for me."

      His sly grin and the power of his Alpha command were enough to push my wolf past my control, and I growled loud and hard, trying desperately to fight the order I'd been given.

      He was my Wolf Alpha, but he might as well have called himself my Master, seeing as he treated me more like a slave than a respectable woman of the pack.

      Not like he’d ever treated any female with respect. Not even his own mother.

      He frowned, and his orange eyes turned darker. "Krishna. Kneel before me now."

      My knees dropped to the floor like weights, but all I could do was sit in the shadows and feel Krishna's opposition.

      This was the part I despised, in every single confrontation I’d experienced as of late. Krishna, my wolf, always stepped in when the dark moments approached.

      In the days we’d been stuck here, she’d always stepped up to the plate. She'd rather be the victim and deal with the backlash of our rebellious ways than allow me a front row seat in it all.

      If only she knew that being in the back seat was just as painful.

      Our Alpha laughed maliciously, amused at the hot tears rolling down our flushed cheeks.

      "You can keep fighting, Krishna. You and Kira. Keep pleasing me with that feistiness of yours. It only turns me on." He chuckled and shook his head, letting go of our hair and taking a step back to view our body with hunger.

      I wore just a ragged top and panties, both having shreds and rips that made them utterly useless in giving me even a semblance of coverage.

      "Take your top off," he commanded, using a lot more force than he had previously.

      Neither of us could fight the force, slowly doing exactly as he said while whimpering at the shocks of pain that shot through our body when our back muscles stretched out.

      Something was definitely broken, but I'd have to wait for my body to fix itself.

      Finishing the deed felt like hours, but the top was finally off and on the floor next to me. The entire time my Alpha stroked himself, watching me with glee and lust.

      "You make your life so hard for yourself and your Master, Krishna. Give up. Submit to me. I'd treat you like a queen if you only bowed down to me."

      The brittle laugh that escaped us hurt but was also satisfying. Krishna had initiated the laugh, but I'm sure if we were back in our main roles, I'd do the same.

      As if it was my time to defy our Alpha, Krishna pulled back and gave me control again.

      "I've defied you since I joined this hellhole at eight years old. What makes you think after seventeen years, I’d suddenly agree to your terms? My answer is still the same as before. Fuck. Off."

      I smiled when his face darkened, and in a blink, I found myself against the wall behind me, the side of my head against the cold, moldy cement.

      "If it weren’t for this body you've been blessed with and the power you carry that makes killing you off-limits in the eyes of the 1st Gen Alpha of British Columbia, I would have killed you that very day when I smashed your head," he snarled.

      I merely giggled, the sound weak but otherwise powerful in its intention to belittle his threat. "You were not my Alpha. Your father was. The one you fucking murdered in cold blood. As for killing me, stop using my gifts as an excuse. You keep me merely because I AM powerful and losing a rare female Alpha like me would be a foolish mistake when it comes to war."

      He didn't answer me, but his grip against my head grew hard, his fingernails digging into my scalp. Krishna was seconds from taking over, but a cold chill ran through me as our Alpha spoke.

      "Do not switch on me!" The commanding power was enough to stop Krishna, but she growled and tried to fight his Alpha power with our own.

      In all my twenty-five years — except for the first seven that I couldn't recall for the life of me — I'd known within myself that I had power far greater than that of the mere boys who mocked me. I was a leader. I had to be, or I wouldn't be able to say no when other female wolves were forced to say yes.

      He let go of my head, and I thought he'd leave me be, but once again I was caught off guard as he pulled me up on my weak legs and pressed me against the wall.

      Our eyes locked and I felt his cock between my legs, my thin panties the only layer of protection I had left. We stood there in an eye lock and I had to zone out Krishna's howls.

      "Go ahead!" I dared. "Do it! You wanna fuck, let's go. Have your fucking fu—" He smashed his lips onto mine, the rough kiss only adding to my fury and inner determination to kill him one day.

      He left me gasping for air and dropped me to the floor. Forcing my head up again, he pushed the head of his cock against my lips.

      "Suck me, Kira."

      A growl vibrated against my throat, but my body complied, my mouth opening up enough to let his cock in. I shut my eyes and blocked everything out, not wanting to hear his grunts or focus on the disgusting taste of his length.

      It was like a second punishment, for I'd be left here till morning with the abominable stench to remind me of this. It didn't take long, my suffering a lot faster today as his final loud grunt echoed off the walls.

      When he pulled out before his load burst, I had to thank the Moon. I already had to deal with the horrible aftertaste. I didn't need his salty cum down my throat.

      Instead, he shot it onto my face and breasts, the streaks of his grimy release slowly trickling down my skin. I rolled my eyes and huffed.

      "All that for three shots of cum. Pathetic." My grumbled response should have earned me a slap, kick, punch, or basically any type of retaliation from the 6'4" man, but he didn't reply.

      Picking up his shorts, he put them back on and glared at me.

      "Keep up the bullshit, Kira. Next time I'll fuck you with this cock and make you scream in pleasure."

      "Each time you threaten me with such stupidity and each time I remind you of how you always fail at fucking me. The idea of fucking me only forces you to remember that Titus had me first."

      I loved how the distinct mark on my neck taunted him. It made me happy that I had something to use against him. He wasn’t the only one with power here, even if it was through mere conversation.

      He gritted his teeth and took two swift steps forward, and I turned my head, offering my left cheek. "Go ahead. The left one doesn't have a bruise yet. Might as well, seeing as you’ve done nothing but torture me here. In fact, just starve for me for all I care. What else can you do to break me?"

      He stopped and cursed. "Fucking cunt."

      I avoided being slapped, but he didn't mind kicking me in the gut. “Be lucky I’ve kept you here and not followed through with my real plans.”

      I coughed and gripped my stomach, annoyed with how painful it was. I'd definitely have a higher pain tolerance if not for that stupid silver bullshit.

      “As in selling me to another pack? Oh, better yet, make me a sex slave. I’ll come up with all the ideas you’re probably thinking of while I chill down here and think of how to kill your ass.”

      "One day I'll take something precious from you," he vowed, dismissing the options I’d brought up.

      I merely laughed. "You didn't take my virginity. Don't know what else there is to take, but sure. Make your glorious vow and go to sleep. You can beat me some more tomorrow for running my mouth."

      He let out a grunt, but turned around, heading right out the door. I let my guard fall when the lock was back in place and his footsteps faded. My stomach roared in rebellion and I quickly shuffled to the toilet hole in the corner to vomit the small amount of liquid in my body.

      My body shook, and I let out a groan, using the wall as support as I fell against it. The sudden pounding of my head made me freeze, a panic running through me as I closed my eyes.

      Not now. Not now. Please...

      I waited for the tingling to start, preparing for what was going to happen, but the pounding dimmed and shortly stopped.

      Thank you, Moon. Dammit.

      "I'm sorry."

      It was odd to smile in this situation, but I did. You've saved me far too many times to be apologizing.

      "I should have killed him."

      If only we could. I'm sure we would have done so and run away.

      "Tomorrow. We have to try."

      We may get beaten to death. Maybe...

      "Would be better than being stuck here."

      True. We just need to be patient. I’m sure in a few days someone will figure out we’re here. If he does take that starving suggestion, we may be screwed though.

      I didn’t do well without food. Whether it was a health thing or my body’s revolting way of saying it needed to be fed, only going a few days without nutrition left me feeling like I’d gone on a hunger strike for weeks.

      Shuffling along the floor and avoiding the spots stained with my blood, I found a place to lie down, my body stiffening up the longer I remained still.

      Forcing myself to lift my hand, I stared at it long and hard, my remaining bits of magic just enough to summon the tiny moon locket.

      A grin of achievement graced my lips, while my eyes scanned the golden surface, pressing the button on the side to reveal the inner contents.

      That smile widened, and without me realizing it, droplets left my eyes and trickled down the sides of my face to the ground beneath me.

      Closing the locket, I pressed it to my chest, knowing it would disappear into the little magical hiding place I kept it in. The last hope I had in this hopeless world.

      "We'll see him again." Krishna’s comforting promise made me smile as my eyes closed, exhaustion settling into my bones.

      Yes. We'll run from this place and definitely meet our mate again.
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