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  Author’s Note:


  The prologue is short, but vital to understanding how time works in the story.


  If you like vampire fiction, you might also like my stories: The Last Girl and Blood Mate. Please note, none of these books occur in the same world, and the mythologies contradict at various points because they are NOT intended as a series. I just like vampires. And I like playing with different worldbuilding.


  Thanks for reading!

  Kitty ^.^


  


  


  For M. There’s no one else I’d rather be trapped in the dark with.


  


  Prologue


  There was a time in the distant past when a day was twenty-four hours. Depending on where one lived and the time of year, roughly half that time was day and half was night. But that’s not the world I was born into. Sometimes I think that world never existed—that it’s a bedtime story meant to soothe those of us who must cope with night as it truly is.


  We don’t measure days like that. We have day and night, but they last much longer. Night alone is a thousand hours—that’s forty sleeps for us. We measure in twenty-five hour blocks instead of the archaic twenty-four of myth.


  Throughout the city are towering countdown clocks, telling us how many hours remain until the rules change. Those with dark and violent urges long for the night and the uninterrupted parade of debauchery that ensues.


  There is no law but the tribal law of the jungle after dark—as long as we are polite, civilized, and cooperative during the day. The penalties for harming another during daylight hours are so swift and severe that all of our deviants manage to keep a lid on it until nightfall.


  See? Most monsters can control themselves. Marvel at their control.


  Those of us who are more vulnerable—and not monsters—fear the night and watch the countdown clock with growing apprehension as it ticks down to when this place becomes hell again.


  This is the story about what happened last night.


  


  Chapter One: Two Hours Until Night


  It had been twilight for nearly twenty-nine hours. My sister and I were ready to seal off the doors the moment night was announced. We’d arm our security system and hope we had enough food and supplies to make it through.


  I was going through the ration checklist again when Simone rushed into the kitchen, a panicked expression clouding her face.


  “Helene, I did the math wrong. And now it’s almost night. I have to have them. You know I have to have them!”


  Simone is a bit younger than I am and given to melodrama, so it didn’t occur to me at first to be concerned. Everything is intense with her. It has been ever since the night our parents were killed.


  “You have to have what?”


  I didn’t know why I checked the list again. It wasn’t as if I could make a run to the store this close. The darkness already crept around the edges of my existence, winding its cold spiny fingers around my throat…and squeezing.


  “My pills.”


  The world froze and my mind with it.


  Simone has seizures. She has to take a pill once after every sleep—once every twenty-five hours. Exactly. If she misses even one dose, or is late, she could seize. If she seizes, she could die. Otherwise, she’s fit, blonde, clear creamy complexion, and stunning blue eyes. Her medical problem is the only thing that makes her anything less than absolutely perfect.


  “When do they run out?”


  She pulled out the glowing glass screen where she’d worked out all the math. “Fifty hours before the light comes. I could maybe try to delay my doses just a little—make them stretch…”


  “No! It’s too risky.”


  Her condition and medication were too sensitive. Once she’d seized after only being late two hours. It wasn’t worth the gamble. There were too many moments between when the last dose would be taken and day for her to have a seizure. The hospitals were open at night, and emergency services would come and get you. But they wouldn’t transport you back home unless you had a lot more money than we did.


  I grabbed a jacket off a silver hook jutting from the wall. “I’ll go to the pharmacy. Do you have your prescription card?”


  “Yes, but…”


  I ripped the shiny metal card from her hand. “I’ll be back in time. I promise.”


  Simone shook her head, adamant. “I’ll come, too.”


  “No.”


  She paced the floor, and our dog, Hinkly, followed, wagging his fluffy white tail. I’d gotten him at the animal hospital I worked in. I only had a job during the day hours. We had to pinch every penny to get us through night. The pay at night was much higher due to the risk, but I’d chosen to take the night sabbatical option and try to make our supplies stretch. Simone’s clerical job let her work from home after dark. It helped.


  Hinkly took the mission of covering three yards of floor back and forth in a circuit seriously as he studied us both from six inches off the ground.


  “What if we just go?” Simone said.


  “Go where?” But I knew where.


  “Another city. They have to be out there. They might be different than this. Night could be safe there.”


  We’d been through this about a thousand times. Whether there existed other cities besides our own was uncertain. Some said there were others, but if that were true, and they were any better than this, why hadn’t people left?


  The story was that a long time ago, whatever happened to change day and night had killed most of the people on the planet. Before that, various groups would war over who would control everything. But after the event, cities formed and remained separate, each deciding on how they would live and what laws they would abide by with the promise there would be no more wars.


  I was convinced there were no wars because there were no other inhabited places. This was it. All there was. Surely they would have at least communicated with us if they were out there. And how did we know they were any better than us if they existed? It could be even worse—though that was hard to imagine.


  As far as I was concerned, it was just another comforting story to make it seem like there was hope or a point to anything.


  “No, Simone. It’s too dangerous. If we go and there’s nothing else… We’ll die out there.” I could hear the exhaustion in my voice, and for the briefest moment, I considered us dying out in some wilderness together, and a vague sense of peace swept over me. I immediately shook it away. I couldn’t indulge the fantasy right now.


  “But if they’re out there…we could make it before my medicine ran out.”


  The idea was crazy. As if traveling in the dark for God only knew how long and how far with just the supplies we could carry wouldn’t end in some horribly grisly way.


  “And what if they don’t have your medicine? You don’t know how advanced they are.” Why was I talking about these other people as if they had any reality independent of my own imaginings?


  “But Helene…”


  “I’m going to the pharmacy. You’re staying here. I’ll be back before night.”


  She grabbed my arm, tugging at me like a petulant child. Hinkly barked. Of course he’d take her side. I jerked free and pushed her back on the sofa, running out the door before she could join me. I pushed the automated lock button on my key box and leaned against the steel door to catch my breath.


  Simone banged and screamed from the other side, shouting curses at me. I had the only key. I could get back in, but otherwise that door wouldn’t budge until it automatically unlocked in the morning. She could hate me all she wanted, but at least she’d be safe.


  I tried not to think about what would happen if I didn’t make it back before morning.


  ***


  The pharmacy stood inside a much larger shopping center. It was packed much the same as it would have been just before a major celebration. We’d had a thousand hours of the rule of day—plenty of opportunities to stock up and store up and do all that we needed to do to survive another night here.


  And yet.


  There was a line to the door for last minute provisions—things we’d forgotten. The pharmacy line was longer than I expected, even though I shouldn’t have been surprised. The very real possibility hit me that I could be stuck out after dark, subject to the dangerous whims of the city’s predators.


  Why did I have to have the responsibility of Simone? She was a weight tethering me down, heavier and more certain than gravity. I shook the thought away. It wasn’t a question of whether or not I loved my sister, it was just…this all seemed so futile. It was as if our lives had been arranged in such a way that we were just waiting for our number to be called. There was no real hope that we’d die peacefully in our sleep in old age. Few made it that long. Whatever happened would be the result of some out-of-control deviant after dark. Without Simone to worry about…


  That thought was cut short as a couple of patrons near me started to shout at each other, one shoving the other onto the ground. This would never happen in full day. Already the shift was starting to happen in people, as if some craven beast lived inside our skins and was clawing its way out like a malevolent butterfly escaping a polite cocoon.


  Hundreds of hours ago, these same people had pleasantly pushed their shopping carts. “No, you go first.” “No, you, I insist.” Smiles and genteel manners and hardly a raised voice or impolite word to be heard anywhere.


  And here we were.


  “Fuck you, you piece of shit. My wife is pregnant. I need it more than you do!”


  The other guy didn’t seem to agree, as he punched the first one in the jaw.


  The officials appeared almost out of nowhere. They couldn’t be reasoned or argued with. They were stoic. Impassive. One whipped out a baton and waved it menacingly at the scuffling men. They stopped immediately.


  “Disorder will not be tolerated until night.”


  The two men stood, stock still, holding the box of chocolate they’d been fighting over between them, neither making a move to take or release it.


  The puncher forced a smile and said, “You’re wife is pregnant. You take it. I insist.”


  I half expected the first guy to try to give it back to the other man. After all, the officials were watching and recording and analyzing and deciding. But he just mumbled, “thank you”, and moved to a nearby line a few yards from the one I stood in.


  A buzzer sounded, and the room went still as death.


  “One hour until night begins,” an electronic voice said over a loudspeaker.


  The tension was thick and unrelenting. No one was willing to risk punishment for breaking the code of civility when the officials looked like they were itching to mete out their warped brand of justice for the awful crime of fear and stress.


  There were still ten people in front of me. By now I knew I wouldn’t make it home, locked safely behind the door with the state-of-the-art security system engaged, before that final buzzer sounded. Right now I was just hoping to get to the pharmacist at all.


  The woman at the front of the line was so irritating it made me long for that buzzer so I could…do something.


  “I don’t know…it’s…it’s that thing. You know…the thing you take when you have…oh…what’s the word?”


  Dementia was my guess. But I wasn’t a medical professional.


  “Hurry up, lady!” someone practically growled from two people behind me. The officials eyed him with suspicion, and he quietened down.


  After what felt like forever, she remembered the thing that helped the thing, got it, and was on her way. The line moved faster after that.


  “I’m sorry, we’re out of this,” the pharmacist said when I reached the window and handed her Simone’s prescription card. How could they possibly be out of it?


  I was already strategizing my escape. Leave now. Forget other pharmacies. Lock up. Stay behind the door until it gets closer to Simone’s pills running out. If I’d bothered to think it through, it just made more sense. By that point in the night, probably most predators were winding down—getting most of these impolite urges out of their systems. Couldn’t I try to venture out then? Some places would surely be open. It wasn’t as if everybody stayed locked up for so long.


  Just the weak ones.


  “Did you want to do that?” the pharmacist asked.


  I sensed the people behind me getting impatient, the urge to do me violence growing by degree with each second that elapsed of me still taking up space they wanted to occupy. “I’m sorry, what?”


  “We have two approved substitutes. I can give you both of them at a discount if you need.”


  “What’s the difference?”


  “Mostly who makes them. Slightly different formulations but no real difference otherwise. If she handles what she’s taking well, she should be fine on either of these, but I can give you both for peace of mind.”


  I nodded. “Okay. Yes, do that. Thank you.”


  A buzzer sounded as I was paying.


  “Fifteen minutes until night begins.”


  The announcements weren’t necessary, and I was convinced they were born of sadism rather than a duty to inform. After all, every person in the building had watched the countdown clocks the whole time we’d been in line.


  The ominous sound of the ticking grew louder, making my skin crawl. No one was oblivious to the situation. The only calm people were the hunters, the ones who’d come looking for the low-hanging fruit—the people who had forgotten something and thought they could beat the clock.


  There was always someone who was wrong. This time, I was among them.


  It was already full dark when I got outside. If we wanted to split hairs, night had already begun, but the clock hadn’t run out yet. It had to be official.


  If I could just get to the trains before the final buzzer. It wasn’t full safety, but it was safer than being out in the open like this. There would be others like me there. We could fight back if something started.


  I was a few blocks from the train, still too isolated and away from even semi-safety, when the final buzzer sounded.


  “Welcome to night. One thousand hours until morning.”


  The countdown clock reset, and the ticking faded as the red glowing numbers began to lurch again in a slow downward progression that seemed much slower than just moments before.


  The only sound I heard was my own breath. I moved faster, going into an all-out run. The only thing I cared about was getting the pills to Simone.


  People poured out of the shopping center in a panic behind me. Fights were already breaking out. Maybe the train wouldn’t be any safer.


  A large, meaty hand wrapped around my arm, but someone else fought him off. I turned to thank my rescuer, but I hadn’t been rescued. He’d merely fought like those two men in the store fighting over the chocolate.


  He shoved me into a nearby car and locked me in before going to the other side. Once inside, he cuffed my wrists together and took the bag with my sister’s pills, my key box, and my personal bag, and tossed them in the back.


  This was someone official or someone with money. No one else had independent transportation. The nice roads existed for a select privileged few. The rest of us traveled like so much cattle in electric boxes. It was another reason Simone and I couldn’t leave. How would we get out? Walk? The trains surely wouldn’t go outside the city.


  I didn’t scream. I didn’t try to bargain. What was the point? This guy already had a plan in place, and I couldn’t let him know about Simone. He might take her, too.


  I stared out the window as the car started and we pulled away, one half of me coming undone because Simone could die, the other half relieved that I might.


  I couldn’t find the energy to cry or beg. Everything would be over soon.


  


  Chapter Two: Night


  The driver didn’t say a word to me, though he seemed disconcerted that I wouldn’t fight.


  Even though something terrible was about to happen, I just didn’t care. I’d lost the will to live when my parents died. Simone had been a screen to hide behind—something to convince me I still had skin in the game, a stake in how it all turned out. But I’d given up that night—deep down, underneath my supposed resolve to somehow survive with my sister.


  It all turned out the same for everyone. Even the strong died. And what then? Likely nothing. Just this pointless cruelty and suffering with no reason to it. As we drove farther from the shopping center, I mourned…not my life, but the lost potential of people in general.


  We were smart. We were innovative. We could have made a better world. Or a better city. We could have found it within ourselves to be kind without light shining on our faces or harsh punishments to deter us, but instead, we did this.


  Well, I didn’t do it. I was one of the victims. But then I thought about the lady at the front of the line, and how I had briefly fantasized about hurting her.


  Now that I’d been taken, I didn’t have to pretend. The fatigue of trying to keep going had stripped me bare bit by bit. The weight of my sister’s well-being fell and crumpled at my feet as my imagined power to protect her slipped away.


  If she could just make it until morning, she’d have enough time to make a friend—someone she could trust who’d help her survive longer if that’s what she still wanted. Maybe she wore the same mask I did. Maybe her continual insistence of striking out and looking for another city was just another death wish in disguise.


  Like me going to the pharmacy when I knew from the depths of my being that I wouldn’t make it back in time—no matter how I might have lied to myself or Simone to get there.


  Sitting in that unknown car, everything felt sharp and clear and solid for the first time in a long time.


  “We’re here.”


  I looked up to see a large, elegant house. What struck me immediately was the aesthetic. It wasn’t the cold, sterile silver and white and glass and metal that seemed to be everyone else’s favorite design scheme. It wasn’t an architecture of smooth planes and sharp corners.


  It was hard to tell the color in the dark, but it was warm. Everywhere I looked, the building held a curve or flourish of some sort, carved marble or stone with gargoyles that stared down at me. Was this what it was like for those who didn’t live in fear? They were afforded the luxury of frivolous creative expression?


  My house with Simone was small and utilitarian. The fewer flourishes, the better. The fewer exits or windows, the easier to guard. Everything was fireproof, anyway. Nobody needed more than one door. Why give potential intruders more entry points?


  This house was nothing but entry points. Huge windows. Endless doors. A thousand ways to get in and probably no way to get out. I imagined the house sucking me inside it and becoming a solid wall with no possible escape. A big, inviting coffin.


  The guy got out of the car and came around to my side. He was nondescript, like background noise to somebody else’s world. He pulled me out and dragged me up to the house. It didn’t occur to me to struggle or run. He was bigger. He was faster. My hands weren’t even free. And it was night. Hundreds of other creepy crawly opportunists lay in wait out here in the dark. If it wasn’t him, it would be someone else.


  Inside, the house was just as alien as outside. It was a place that stood removed from time and space altogether. There was no sign of the technologies I’d grown so used to. I couldn’t even find a countdown clock. Everybody had a countdown clock. I was sure the technology was there, hidden and operating just under the surface; but it wasn’t visible to me.


  The man took me down a long, dimly lit hallway and into a room close to the end. The room had an enormous fireplace crackling against one wall. It wasn’t an artificial fireplace like most houses had. It was real. It burned wood. Nobody burned wood anymore. It was odd because this house definitely seemed flammable to me.


  Heavy ruby-colored drapes hung over a giant window. Even with the curtains closed, it felt exposed and unsafe. There were several overstuffed sofas along the walls leaving a huge open space in the middle of the room as if he constantly held lavish parties. A shiny black piano stood on one side of the room.


  That was when I noticed the other man. I don’t think I noticed him before because he was still and perfect like a sculpture.


  He sat in an enormous throne-like chair studying a book. I don’t know how I knew that. Our books were all on screens—when any of us bothered to read. Where had I seen a real book before? This guy loved to waste resources. Wood-burning fires. Paper in books. I wondered if this stuff he owned was only legal at night like everything else.


  “Sir,” the man holding me said.


  He looked up. “Santo. You’re back. That was fast.”


  “The first one is always the easiest to catch,” Santo said. “Yes or no on this one.”


  This one was me.


  “Bring her closer.” The man in the chair closed the book and set it on the table beside him. He took a sip of an amber liquid in a glass and set it back down as well, the ice gently clinking.


  Santo obliged him and dragged me closer.


  “Shoes!” he shouted.


  “I’m sorry, sir. This one has thrown me off. She hasn’t spoken.”


  “Is she mute?”


  He shook his head. “She had a conversation at the pharmacy.” He let go of my arm and eased back slowly as if waiting for me to run and scream.


  I waited for the same thing, but I couldn’t. Without Simone, the whole sad charade of my life crumbled apart, and the stark depths of my malaise became clear to me.


  When I didn’t bolt from the room, Santo took his shoes off, then he bent and took mine as well.


  “We don’t wear shoes in the house,” the man said as if this should be obvious to anybody.


  Everybody I’d ever met wore shoes in the house. Of course, their houses had concrete floors, so there was hardly a reason to not wear them. The floor here was made of polished wood, and there were rugs scattered about the room. Some were tightly textured. Others looked thick and soft, as if the entire floor was meant to be a tactile experience for anyone who walked across it.


  Santo took my arm again and brought me closer to the man in the chair. My feet sank into one of the thicker, softer rugs. It unbalanced me. Standing this close to him, I barely breathed.


  He rose from the chair, towering over me. He had dark brown hair and light green eyes. Sharp, perfect features. Elegant hands and feet. I closed my eyes and imagined him wrapping those hands around my throat and squeezing until everything stopped, and I could have peace. Finally.


  “I think there’s something wrong with her,” Santo said. “I can get rid of her.”


  I almost laughed at the very idea that there was something wrong with me in this scenario.


  I opened my eyes again when a hand pressed against my cheek.


  “No.” He watched me like one might watch an animal in a cage. “I’ll take her. Bring me more. Our guests will begin arriving soon.”


  “Yes, sir.” Santo collected his shoes and left, shutting the door behind him.


  It was quiet for a long time. I stood watching him while he watched me. If you’d stumbled upon the scene without any understanding of how our world worked, you might not have known which of us was the prey.


  The man moved closer, invading my space. I’d hoped for some out-of-control savage who would give me a quick death. I could convince myself in those last moments that it wasn’t my fault for leaving Simone in this world with no family. What choice had I had? He was bigger. Stronger. Brutal. Blood-thirsty.


  Suicide by villain.


  But he seemed intent to flip that script. He might kill me, but he appeared more interested in other things. Great. I couldn’t run into a random killer?


  I’d sat in the bathroom on so many occasions when the sky was suffused with so much light, holding a razor just over the skin on my wrist. But in the end, I never had the strength to just…press down. I could never bring myself to end it. Whether it was some internal weakness in my own character or guilt over leaving Simone to fend for herself, I couldn’t be sure. But being taken removed the burden from my hands and gave me a real possibility of escape. I just had to make them angry enough to lose control and spoil their plan.


  He took my bound hands in his, interlacing our fingers and raised my arms, then he pushed back until I was forced onto my knees on the soft, thick rug.


  “Stay,” he said, as if I were his dog. He moved back to the chair he’d been in minutes ago when my arrival had taken him out of his book. He didn’t look much older than me. He was fit and clearly wealthy—not just from the immense house, but from how he obviously ate well and didn’t have any stress lines on his face. His was a life of the sort of comfort I could only imagine.


  “You are my slave until morning. My name is Gabriel, but you will call me Master. You will address anyone I share you with by that title as well—or Mistress as the case may be.”


  Another long gasp of silence, punctuated by the crackling flames.


  “Do you understand?”


  He wanted me to say “Yes, Master”, or cry or plead for mercy. I couldn’t even feel the fire only feet away. I was cold. Dead already. A mere ghost wandering the halls, still obsessed with the goings on of the living, tied here by the unfinished business of Simone.


  “Do you understand?” he repeated more sharply.


  I could give him continued silence or active defiance, but the one thing he wouldn’t get was my obedience. Obedience meant life would just keep chugging forward. This cycle of freedom and imprisonment, safety and fear. One couldn’t even enjoy the peace and safety of the day anymore because of the looming and impending night and all the imagined horrors it could contain. It was easy enough for him, but why should I be forced to keep existing in this world where everything revolved around the strong, and the weak were only given the pretense of fairness?


  “Answer your master,” he said. He was so smug that I wished the night belonged to me and not him, that I could strip him away piece by piece until he was quivering and begging at my feet like he hoped I would at his.


  “Fuck you,” I said. This guy was my razor blade... if I could just press a little harder.


  “So…not mute? Wonderful.” More stillness and silence. More waiting as if the night was infinite instead of a ticking clock that moved toward day at the same speed it moved toward night. “Do you know how lucky you are?”


  I laughed. I wanted to dig my fingernails into his face and leave marks that would forever say I was here, destroying his neat and tidy world for perhaps the first time in his memory.


  He continued as if I hadn’t made a sound. “If you obey us, we will be good to you. We will feed you well and clothe you and keep you safe and warm. We won’t torture or kill you. This will just be an event in your life, and then you will go home alive and well when day arrives. You could have been taken by anyone with any plan or motive. You could have been stabbed and left for dead by someone less civilized than me.”


  I glared up at him from the ground. “Does that speech normally get applause?”


  He shrugged.


  “And what if I refuse?”


  “If you refuse, it will be a long and painful night for you.”


  “I’ll take the pain.” I’ll take anything that feels like something. I could no longer wander the halls of this endless limbo where everything felt numb and like a long vast nothing, where I lacked the energy to do the most basic things for myself anymore.


  When I didn’t go back home, when Simone maybe died, it would still be my fault because I went out into the night knowing I wouldn’t be back.


  “What is your name?”


  More demands. My name. My identity. Something else he could shred in his perfect hands like some bored house cat.


  “Fuck you, Gabriel.”


  He raised an eyebrow, but that was the extent of my affect on him. “Santo has your identification papers. He will deliver them to me when he returns. It’s pointless to withhold information.” He pulled me up off the carpet by the cuffs that bound my wrists together. Without a word, he led me out of the room and up an immaculate, gleaming staircase.


  He opened a door on the right side of the hallway and flipped a switch. The room was as beautiful and comfortable as the one we’d just left.


  “I am not Gabriel to you,” he said. “Address me properly, and I will let you stay in this room.”


  Was that really such a fantastic offer to the others who came here that they would allow themselves to be further controlled?


  “No. You aren’t my master. You’ll never own me. You can fuck off and die for all I care,” I said.


  His grip on my arm tightened. He was already losing control. Good. He thought he would break me? He thought he could continue in his game of mercy and civility? I would tear away his mask to reveal the cruel monster beneath. I would shatter his delusions. I would hold up a mirror to force him to see his fucked-up reflection. He had no idea what he’d taken off the street. Without Simone, I had nothing left to lose.


  “Very well,” he said. “But remember, you’re the one who chose the hard way.”


  But had I? The easy way was being his slave? From the moment I’d opened my eyes on this world, I’d been a slave to it and all its fucked-up rules—to its nightly anarchy and the cage of polite civility I was restrained by daily. And I hadn’t considered that the easy way.


  Gabriel took me back downstairs, past the room we’d just been in, and down another flight of stairs to an area underground that was much darker and plainer. Its impressiveness lay not in expensive furnishings, but in its finality.


  He pushed me into a room that could only be described as a cell. I imagined it was like the cells in the unused prisons—the places meant to intimidate and scare the good people because the bad people only had to be patient to take whatever they wanted without much consequence.


  “Santo will deal with you when he returns.”


  “Because you’re too weak and cowardly?” I taunted. “You don’t get your hands dirty? Santo does the kidnapping. Santo does the violence. You get to pretend you’re extending some warped mercy for those of us stupid enough to be out so close to night, or those too poor to have strong security systems to keep them safe.”


  “You may not know it yet, my defiant one, but you are mine…at least for a time. When you understand that, you will kneel at my feet and thank me for sparing you the fate you might have been subject to.”


  He withdrew a key from his pocket and unlocked the cuffs on my wrists.


  With my hands free, I turned and ripped the small mattress off the cot and threw it at him. He dodged it, then picked it up and tossed it out into the hallway.


  “Sleep on the cold floor then.” Gabriel locked me in the room and left.


  ***


  I don’t know how much time passed before the door opened. I’d stupidly left my portable countdown clock at home.


  It was Santo. “Come with me,” he said.


  “No.” I’d already decided I wouldn’t do a single thing willingly here. If they wanted to kidnap and harm me, they could do it without my participation.


  I was sure others brought here would cower and obey and hope for mercy. They were afraid of pain and death. Death seemed to me like a welcome breath of crisp fresh air. And I wasn’t sure if I could feel pain anymore. It would have to penetrate the layers and layers of numbness that had wrapped around me hour by hour as the countdown clocks ticked relentlessly on. Toward day or toward night, it didn’t matter anymore. The point was that they ticked, and as long as they did, any freedom was an illusion.


  Santo was not deterred by my willfulness. He grabbed my arm and dragged me from the room. We went further down the hall into another cell. This one had been made for punishment, not sleeping. A dungeon.


  He shut the door behind him and stood between me and the exit. “I don’t know why you’re resisting us.”


  “Oh gee, I can’t imagine,” I said.


  He stared at me hard. “Look, Gabriel sent me down here to punish you. I won’t stop until you give in to our demands. You’ll suffer less if you just obey him.”


  “You know nothing of my suffering. You know nothing about what it’s like to live in this hell-hole the Powers That Be created—when it doesn’t benefit you.”


  He looked almost sad. It was a commendable performance. As if he didn’t want to hurt me. If he didn’t want to, he could abstain. Maybe Gabriel would hurt or kill him if he didn’t carry out the order. Maybe Santo was a slave, too. But I couldn’t imagine Gabriel doing any dirty work himself. How he’d managed to have this house and so much power was beyond me. If he couldn’t inflict violence on his own, he seemed easy enough to overthrow. Santo could probably even do it on his own without much trouble.


  “So you refuse to comply?”


  “Do your worst.” If he thought I’d feel sorry for him, he was mad. Everyone has a choice. If I—someone already determined to be weak and pathetic—could choose pain over compliance, then what kind of sniveling coward was he?


  He pushed me to a padded wall with shackles coming out of it. The padding seemed out of place under the circumstances.


  “Undress.”


  “No.” It filled me with a grim sort of glee that he was so used to frightened obedience that he didn’t seem to have spent much time actively doing violence, forcing things from unwilling victims who wouldn’t at least meet him halfway. Every time I spoke the word “no,” I felt his resolve crumble.


  I had already chosen my course. As if I’d submit to anything at this point. Santo didn’t seem capable of even being a proper monster. Of what use was he to me if he couldn’t lose control and kill me? I wanted him to open the door between here and the other side and shove me through to the peace of nothing or the hope of something better.


  But I could already see that he didn’t have the nerve.


  He was fucking incompetent.


  Santo left the cell and closed and locked the door behind him. A while later, the door opened again, and for the first time since night had fallen, I felt real hope that my whole sad desperate existence could end.


  It was a new man. One I hadn’t seen before. There was a dark deadness in his eyes that was familiar. This man would end me. He didn’t reason with me or try to gain my obedience. He didn’t speak at all. Instead, he slammed the door shut and stalked across the room. He ripped the clothes off my body and shackled me to the wall without a moment’s hesitation.


  The first crack of the whip across my back was like a sharp knife had ripped through the fuzzy dullness of reality. It hurt more than I’d expected. I’d thought I’d been wrapped in a sort of protective foam. It had seemed ludicrous that I could feel anything before this point.


  “Beg me for your life,” he said.


  “No.”


  Crack.


  The corded leather strip seared through me. It ripped me apart as if it was born inside me and was clawing its way out instead of being an external force. He wasn’t holding back. He wasn’t slowly building to anything. He would go full out until I died. Either he thought this would be enough to scare me and snap me out of my defiance, or he didn’t care.


  The next time the whip came down, I screamed. The tears started flowing down my cheeks. I thought I’d forgotten how to cry. It’s funny how a bit of real pain will make tears work again—how it can fool you into believing you still care about anything. But deep down, I knew I didn’t.


  “Address me!” he shouted.


  “No!”


  After that, I honestly can’t remember most of it. I think I might have blocked it out. Or maybe I blacked out. The pain got so sharp and intense for a time that I was almost tempted to give in and do what they wanted, but if I could just hold on—just a little while longer—it would all be over. A body can only withstand so much. People are so breakable. And this guy didn’t want to torture me. His dark urges were for killing. I couldn’t believe it had been so easy to get to this point.


  The door opened.


  “Stop. Leave us.”


  The man grumbled, but tossed the whip against the wall and brushed past Gabriel to go upstairs. If not for the shackles holding me in place, I would have crumpled to the ground by now. A sticky wetness slid down my back. Of course he’d drawn blood. We were so close to ripping the veil between life and death, and that stupid asshole had to come in here and stop it.


  “You motherfucker!” I wasn’t yelling at the man who’d whipped me but at the arrogant fool who’d stopped him.


  Gabriel ignored my outburst. “I’ve been standing outside the door listening to you scream and cry for the past twenty minutes. I didn’t hear you beg once. You just took it. You wanted him to kill you.”


  Gabriel was clearly the brains of this operation.


  I didn’t bother responding. I was so fucking livid that he’d taken this from me, that he thought he could ride in to the rescue and I would be eternally grateful when I was sure all I needed was to endure a few more minutes of agony. Then I’d be free, and neither Gabriel nor anyone else could chase me or touch me again.


  He stepped further into the room and shut the door. “If I offered you a quick death right now, would you take it?”


  “Yes.”


  I could tell from the expression on his face that he knew I wasn’t bluffing, and I thought he might actually do it.


  He tossed a white bag on the ground at my feet. I heard the pills rattling inside their bottles.


  “Are these yours? Are you sick? Is that why you want to die?”


  Fuck him. Seriously, just fuck him! Of course he would think I had some terrible illness that made me want to end it all. Of course it couldn’t just be the fucked-up world we lived in. It couldn’t just be fatigue of the struggle and fear. It couldn’t just be that I wanted to be free. For once. Like he was. And he took it all for granted—either too evil or too ignorant to see beyond his own comfortable life where he had the power. I wanted to reverse our positions and ask him the asinine questions he asked me. I wondered which choice he’d make in a similar set of circumstances.


  I couldn’t decide if it was better for him to think the pills were mine. If he knew about Simone, what would stop him from finding her and bringing her here, too?


  “Helene?”


  He must have gone through my papers. If he knew my name, then he had to know the pills weren’t mine. They were labeled for my sister. He was playing games with me. My mind raced as I tried to think of a way to protect her.


  “Who is Simone?”


  I kept quiet.


  “I know she’s related to you. Does she live with you? I can find out.”


  Tears started to slide down my face again. Fear, there you are.


  “My sister. Please don’t hurt her.” So stupid. I couldn’t just stay quiet? But he was right. Whether I told him or not, he had enough to find her connection to me and where she was. He could no doubt fight through our security. Simone had weapons, but would she be able to use them in time? Would there be too many men to fight?


  Gabriel stepped outside for a moment and returned with a white linen sheet. I could tell even from across the room that it was expensive. Not something cheap and rough from a discount bin somewhere.


  “She’s going to run out of medicine before morning, isn’t she?”


  He sounded like he cared. He was playing the kind and compassionate card, but I already knew he was soulless. Whether the law restrains you or not, you don’t do what he does unless there is nothing inside that can tell right from wrong or care.


  He moved closer and set the folded bed sheet on the ground beside me. I cringed as he stroked the side of my face.


  “I can take the medicine to her.” His voice was gentle.


  “Because you’re so magnanimous?”


  “I never said that. I want something. A trade. I want you.”


  “Am I supposed to be flattered by that?”


  He sighed. “You aren’t required to feel any particular thing about it.”


  How kind of him. He wasn’t here to micromanage my internal thought processes. He should be given a medal for such restraint. A parade.


  “I like a challenge,” he said. “Here is my offer. You will submit to me until morning at which time you will be released back to your home safe and sound. You will not be required to allow anyone else to touch you. Only me. In exchange, I will see to it that your sister gets her pills before they run out. I will of course need a certain time period of your obedience before they are delivered. I need you motivated.”


  “You vile piece of shit.” My body for my sister’s life. How unoriginal. At least I could be grateful that he wasn’t creatively evil. “How do I know you’ll even take the pills to her? How do I know you won’t rape or kill her? Send the other guy back in here to finish this.”


  Even as I turned away from him, I worried his offer might be genuine. What if it was? What if he would take Simone’s medicine to her and not hurt her? But what if he did hurt her? Wasn’t she better off just trying to make it without the pills? She might survive.


  “And if I don’t take your offer?” I asked.


  “I haven’t decided.”


  But he had. I could see it. It was me or my sister. Either he would gain my compliance and save her, or he’d do whatever he planned to do with me anyway and perhaps go get her and bring her here, too. He might do that anyway, but the only chance that she’d be safe was to try to appease him. Win his favor.


  “I want to call her to make sure she’s okay. She needs to know I’m okay. She’ll worry. She might forget to take her pills. And the stress isn’t good for her.”


  “And if I agree to your terms, you agree to mine?” he asked. He already knew the answer. He just achieved some sick pleasure in making me say it.


  I wanted to curse at him some more, to rail and scream. I wanted time to completely stop and never start up again. He had me, and he knew it. If there was any chance he’d spare and even help my sister, I had to give him what he wanted.


  “Helene, I will take your struggle away. I will bring you back to life.”


  There it was.


  That’s what this was about. Hanging in the shackles I’d been trying to figure out his angle. Why did he seem to want this so much? He could just kill me and find people desperate to survive no matter the personal cost to their souls. This was all about his fucking ego. Of course it was.


  “How can you live like this? Not just the terrible things you do, but how can you be wealthy and happy and comfortable when all around you is suffering and fear?”


  He crossed his arms over his chest and studied me. “And you think death solves this? You think because you walk off the stage the play ends?”


  “It does for me.”


  “But it’s not just about you now. Will you sacrifice yourself to me to save your sister?”


  I’d run out of stalling time. I knew it. He knew it. The only thing left was the inevitable answer. “Yes.”


  “Yes, what?”


  I gritted my teeth. “Yes, Master.”


  Gabriel retrieved a key from his pocket and unlocked the shackles that held me. I fell back and would have hit the floor, but he caught me. He wrapped me in the sheet and carried me out of the dungeon and up the stairs. All I could think about as he carried me was how he was ruining that nice sheet. Such an idiotic thing to be consumed with in light of everything.


  On the main floor, Santo spoke to a couple of men in the entry hall. His nostrils flared when he looked up and saw me, but he turned his attention back to the conversation. Neither of them was the man who’d whipped me downstairs. He was nowhere to be found.


  Off to the side, two women that I at first mistook for lifelike statues, knelt quietly. They were nude, and each had a black leather collar around her neck. Neither looked the slightest bit upset to be there, which I found extremely odd.


  Gabriel carried me to the kitchen, set me down on a stool, and poured a glass of water.


  “Drink.”


  I didn’t argue. My throat felt like sandpaper. I clutched the sheet around myself and drank. On the wall was a box-like object with a cord that went into one end and connected into the wall. He handed it to me, the cord stretching across the room.


  I stared. “What’s this?”


  “It’s a phone. Call your sister.”


  “I…but…no, phones are thin rectangles that light up.” This had some old numbered buttons on it, but that was all.


  “Just call her.”


  Where did one even acquire a phone like this? It matched the house, where all the technology seemed to be hidden. There had to be technology, right? Wood and paper and phones that attached to walls. I’d fallen into a parallel universe.


  I couldn’t believe the phone worked.


  “Hello!?” Simone sounded panicked when she answered.


  “Hey,” I said.


  Gabriel moved to the other end of the kitchen and watched me.


  “Helene. Oh my god. Are you okay? What happened?”


  I couldn’t tell her the actual truth. Her health was far too fragile for the truth. “I got caught out after dark. I’m staying with a friend until morning. They were closer. It was safer.”


  “S-so…no pills?”


  She tried to be brave, but I knew her too well to be fooled.


  “Someone will bring them to you before they run out.” I prayed I wasn’t unintentionally lying to her, giving her false hope.


  “Who? Why not now?”


  “Simone, I can’t get into it. I’ve arranged things. You’ll get them. I’ll call you when I can. Are you okay? Did you take your pill?”


  “I took it. I’m fine. But I’m worried. I’m trapped in here by myself. I can’t… Why can’t you come home?”


  I glanced over at Gabriel, who seemed to be able to hear my sister’s end of the conversation as well.


  “It’s not safe. S-someone might take me. Listen, we’re about to have dinner. I need to go. Everything will be okay.”


  Gabriel took the phone and put it back on the wall before I could give myself away. The longer we talked, the more opportunity she’d have to ask questions I couldn’t answer, and the more likely she’d suspect something wasn’t right.


  He led me back down the hall, past the statue-like women and the men speaking in hushed whispers, and upstairs to the room he’d offered me before. There was a large shelf filled with books and a fireplace and a bed and a small bathroom. I still couldn’t figure out where he’d gotten the books. I’d never even heard of people having books that were individual bound paper objects. It was almost too strange to contemplate.


  “Lie down so I can take care of your back.”


  Now that I’d passed up the opportunity to let the unnamed psycho kill me quickly downstairs, I was beginning to actually worry about my injuries. It wasn’t as if I wanted to suffer for the hell of it. I wanted there to be a point and purpose to the suffering—the release of death…or now, my sister’s survival.


  “I-I’ll mess up the bed.” I still couldn’t fathom why I cared so much about destroying all his linens. I should smear his whole house with blood and filth in retaliation for my enslavement.


  “It’s nothing we haven’t had happen before.”


  I hoped he didn’t think that was comforting. I lay on my stomach. Was he going to just break out the salve and bandages and act like he was being kind when he’d allowed this to happen to begin with?


  I expected him to go into the bathroom and get a first aid kit, but instead, he sat on the bed beside me. He bent closer and ran his tongue over my back. What the fuck was wrong with this guy? Blood drinking? Even the idea of it turned my stomach.


  I fought to get away, but he held me in place as if he were holding a small kitten. I expected him to be strong but not this strong.


  “I’m not going to let good blood go to waste.”


  What?!?


  There was nothing I could do but lie there, trying to hold my last meal down until he was finished. I had known there were a lot of freaks in the city, but I’d had no idea it got this disturbing.


  “You can go get cleaned up. I’ll allow you a robe for now, as long as you remember your place and address me with the respect I demanded earlier.”


  In my revulsion, I hadn’t noticed the pain had dissipated. That couldn’t be right. I stood, disoriented, and made my way to the bathroom.


  He watched me from the bed. “You’re as delicious as I knew you’d be.”


  I shuddered at that unnecessary commentary and shut the bathroom door on him as if that could erase his last words. He was going to give me God knew what kind of diseases licking open wounds. Even the thought made me want to vomit. I went to the mirror to inspect the damage, but when I turned and craned to look, there was no damage to be found.


  I wanted to confront him, to try to understand how this was possible, but I wanted even more to wash the memory of what had just happened off my skin. I would have been less revolted if he’d thrown me down on the bed and had his way. That was something I’d expected at least.


  The shower was hot and more soothing than it had any right to be. I cleaned up quickly and grabbed a robe off the wall hook, wrapping it around myself, and went back into the bedroom where Gabriel still lounged on the bed.


  “What are you?”


  “I’m the oldest and strongest thing in this city. Everything and everyone ultimately answers to me, whether they know it or not.”


  Sure they did.


  He couldn’t be that much older than me. Although few people made it to true old age here, it wasn’t as if I’d never seen someone old. Gabriel didn’t qualify.


  “W-what did you do to those girls downstairs? Are they drugged?” I couldn’t decide if my mind was trying to forget the last fifteen minutes entirely or if I was that distracted by those girls downstairs. Was he keeping them all the time? Surely they hadn’t just been brought here. They seemed too comfortable. They hadn’t appeared scared or self-conscious.


  “No. They’re not drugged, Helene. They don’t remember most of their previous stays, but there is enough that lingers and pulls them back. They were waiting outside the door when night started. They were begging to come inside. You will, too. I know your type well.”


  Why didn’t they remember? It sounded like drugs to me.


  Some of my earlier bravery deflated. I could imagine a run-of-the-mill psycho. I could mentally project myself into a future where said psycho might kill me. But I felt as if I’d spun out of my orbit with the blood-drinking thing. I couldn’t begin to imagine how my back wasn’t injured anymore, and I didn’t want to.


  Maybe I’d been the one that had been drugged. Maybe I’d been given hallucinogens. Maybe this was all just one big, long mind fuck. Stealing, raping, and killing had to get boring after a while when you had free reign to do it. Maybe they were getting more creative at night.


  “I’m not human,” he said.


  I hadn’t classified any of the men I’d met tonight as human, but it seemed Gabriel was being more literal.


  All at once, his eyes glowed orange-red like the fire downstairs, and sharp teeth grew from his mouth. I still wasn’t sure this was happening, but I moved closer, fascinated. I reached out and touched the tip of his fang with my finger.


  “I-I don’t understand.” I forgot to be depressed and hopeless and tired of everything because sitting before me was something so impossible that I felt short-circuited—the loop of my constant self-pity broken, however briefly.


  His face changed back to normal. “I drink the blood of your species to sustain me, but I can also heal myself and others. I don’t age. My house is run as a blood brothel for my people. It’s not the only one in the city, but it is the most popular.”


  “How many of you are there?”


  “Enough. Fewer than you might think. We don’t reproduce like humans, and it’s difficult to create another of our kind. Though some of the older ones like myself would prefer to keep our numbers small. Too many, and resources become scarce.”


  An intricately carved wooden box sat beside him on the bed. It hadn’t been there when I’d gone to shower. He opened it and retrieved a gold band. He took a matching gold key from the box and unlocked the band and put it around my throat.


  “Don’t remove your collar. It’s not like the ones some of the other girls wear. It will protect you. Those who come to this house will know you’re mine. They know not to touch someone with a gold collar.”


  I’d almost forgotten the deal I’d struck to save my sister. I wondered who might have worn this collar before me, and what might have happened to her. It seemed unlikely he let anyone go when he was finished. But my fate didn’t matter as long as he kept his word about Simone’s medicine.


  Gabriel put the key back in the box. He hooked his finger into the collar and used it to pull me to my knees in front of him.


  “If you knew I’d take the pills to your sister anyway and not harm her, would you still want to die?”


  “Yes.”


  “Yes. What?” The orange-red glow came to his eyes as he gritted the words out.


  Oh. That was going to be an ongoing requirement. “Yes, Master.” I wondered if he considered granting my death wish.


  “I’ve met many humans who thought they were tired of everything, but give them a jolt of pain or a true threat of death, and they’re begging and groveling for their lives. Yet, the only time you begged was for your sister.”


  The dread settled in my chest. He was toying with me. He wasn’t going to let me out of our arrangement so easily. Beyond the momentary fascination with being so close to a real literal monster, all I could feel was indifference and that slow creeping pain of someone who has given up.


  Everything feels harder in that place. Sleeping. Eating. Breathing. Just existing moment to moment feels like walking through a waist-deep sludge with no end to the journey in sight. I was so tired. So ready to give up. I couldn’t understand why Simone seemed to want to press forward through it all. What did she see in life? What made it worth the struggle to her when we were all going to die anyway?


  Inevitably, at some point, someone sinister would wander off the beaten path and break past our defenses and security. When that happened, even if we fought them off, how would we make it through the rest of night? If we survived, how would we—with our limited means—afford to make the house secure again?


  In the beginning, after our parents died, all I could feel was this constant humming fear that sounded like bees buzzing in my ears all the time. But there were no bees. Just me and the anxieties spinning through my mind. This went on for several nights until the crushing weight of the exhaustion of it all settled on me. Once it hit, I just couldn’t get it to lift.


  I couldn’t motivate myself to want to keep going. Existence itself felt too difficult to contemplate. All I wanted to do was sleep and sleep, and so death seemed like the answer because I was sure it was nothing but sleep. The idea of never having to wake again, never having to get up and go through the constant stresses and fears, made me feel light for moments at a time until it had become a secret pressing obsession that I dared not let Simone discover.


  She pulled me back, time and time again—never knowing she’d done it. Just her presence. Her need for me to be there for her. The fragile state of her existence—an existence she desperately wanted, while I was ungrateful. I saw life as a punishment. She saw it as a gift. I can’t express how deeply I wished I could wake up and see the world through the same eyes as Simone.


  I looked up to find Gabriel studying me. He pushed the robe off my shoulders and looked at me, assessing his new acquisition. It didn’t make any difference what he did to me. I didn’t kneel there filled with some terror of what he might do, that he might hurt me or violate me in some way. I simply didn’t care. Let it come. Whatever it might be. And if I was lucky, he’d lose control of himself, and I would only be a memory in Simone’s head.


  I was just a shell walking around. It hardly seemed to matter what happened to the shell. It seemed absurd that I could feel worse than I already did. And the experience in the dungeon only proved I was right. In fact, the dungeon had been better than this. In the beats between the whip coming down on me, I’d felt momentarily like I was actually alive.


  I still wished Gabriel hadn’t intervened. He probably saw himself as my hero. Fuck that.


  “Master?”


  “Hmmm?” He circled my nipple with the pad of his thumb as if this were a normal thing to do.


  “When this is over…in the morning, will you kill me?” It was outside the scope of our deal, but what would be different in the morning? Nothing…just the vague dread again as the clock ticked down to another endless night. I couldn’t do it again. This had to be the last time.


  “I’ll think about it.”


  Earlier in the dungeon hadn’t been an ideal way to go. Part of me believed that if Gabriel offered me death, he would give it to me as kindly as possible. It was the same part that trusted he might follow through on his side of our deal. Or maybe I wanted to believe that, rather than acknowledge how easily he could collect my sister and visit any torments he wanted upon both of us.


  Nothing stopped him beyond his minor fascination with me and the knowledge that the only way to gain my compliance was through promising to help Simone.


  He trailed a finger down my arm and raised my wrist to his mouth. He made a big show of letting the glow return to his eyes as his fangs descended. It was a challenge. But I didn’t recoil in horror or cry. I just didn’t care. And I couldn’t see how his fangs in my arm could be even a fraction as bad as what had happened underground with the other guy.


  A sudden hiss of breath left me as he bit down and started to drink. The pain was short lived, dwarfed almost immediately by a distant sort of euphoria. I wondered if he thought something so shallow could draw me in and addict me to him—as if he could make me want to live. As if anyone had such an unlikely power.


  He’d commented that I was delicious. That might just be monster bedroom talk. How was I to know? But I hoped it was true, that he would gorge on me, lose control, accidentally end it all now. But he stopped within seconds of starting. He ran his tongue over my wrist and the puncture marks sealed as if it had never happened.


  “That’s it?”


  “Disappointed?”


  I wasn’t sure how to answer that because I thought he might take it in a way I didn’t mean it. He was attractive in a viscerally sexual way—or at least that’s how I thought he might appear to others. I didn’t feel that anymore. The whole concept of sexual attraction had become a clinical observation of how other people were.


  I couldn’t feel anything beyond the already fading memories of the sharp, bright pain in the dungeon. Everything was blunted. I doubted I could ever swoon over him, no matter how pretty his packaging. I could never yearn or long for him, and the loss of that ability left an empty pang in the pit of my stomach.


  Gabriel went to a desk, opened the drawer, and pulled out a thin gold square. It looked like a compact a woman might carry to check her lipstick while out during the day. I still knelt next to the bed, not sure what he wanted me to do and not possessing the energy to rise off the ground.


  He pressed the gold square into my hand. “It’s a countdown clock. It’s set and working. So you can keep up with how much longer you belong to me.”


  I clicked it open and watched it ticking down. We were just under 997 hours. Had it only been three hours since all this began? How was I going to make it through so many more? Simone’s image came into my head. If I wanted out so badly, I had to do this one good thing to make amends for everything else, for abandoning her.


  “Rest for a while. When you’re refreshed, you can come down to eat.”


  Gabriel pulled back the blankets and tucked me in like a small child. Then he shut off the light and went downstairs.


  



  


  Chapter Three: 994 hours until day


  I’d only slept a few short hours. Exhaustion covered me like a heavy veil, clinging stubbornly, but I wouldn’t be able to sleep again for a while. This was my normal waking depletion, not a prelude to slumber.


  I slipped the robe on and crossed to the glass door on the far end of the room. I’d never seen a glass door on a home before—and certainly not a private door attached to a bedroom. It seemed so insecure.


  Most homes had one door and few windows which were shockingly small—reinforced with glass so thick you almost couldn’t see out—and thick, heavy metal bars.


  This door was decadence, sitting adjacent to the world I knew, mocking it. The doorknob clicked in my hand, and I stepped onto a small balcony that overlooked the back side of the estate. The view at the back was unlike the front with its expansive driveway and well-lit entry.


  Rolling hills stretched before me that seemed to march on for miles. I was sure this must all be Gabriel’s property. If there was a high fence or a gate anywhere, it stood well outside my view.


  I considered climbing down the trellis and escaping, but there was no point. Something worse would get me, and Simone was counting on my word that her medicine would arrive in time. There was no will or motivation to leave. Everything about my existence was about someone else now.


  I looked up and was taken in all at once by the multitude and brightness of the stars above me, the clearness of the night, the gentle breeze that swept through oblivious to everything.


  The wind didn’t know this was hell.


  A sudden irrational shame came over me that this was a new experience when it must be so mundane. Then that feeling morphed into anger.


  Here Gabriel existed with his expansive windows and glass doors and rolling hills that seemed to spit at the idea of security, free to step out into the night at any time or just walk out his front door—while I remained a prisoner, never able to even observe the darkened sky in real time. I might have been surprised by the existence of stars had I not learned about them in school or seen them in recordings. But flashes on a screen were not the same as the live experience.


  I could have stepped outside any night and stood like I did in this moment, but there was Simone to consider. If not for her, would I have stood in the darkness, taunting and cheating fate? Maybe.


  Time churned on as I stood on the balcony. The weather would change. Clouds would come. Rains. Thunder and lightning. I felt excitement at the possibility of seeing a real night storm. But almost immediately, the feeling faded into the dull, deadened filter I’d been swimming in for so long I could no longer remember a time when things were different.


  I went back inside and rummaged through the closet. The clothing was in all different sizes, like a boutique. Most of it was lingerie, but I’d determined I would go downstairs, and I had to wear something more than a robe. The contents of the closet seemed better than a bathrobe which could so easily be torn off.


  I selected a black leather corset that seemed as if it had been constructed especially for me. When I got it on and fastened it all together, it lay over my skin like a gentle caress. No pinches or gaps, just a sleek, second skin. There were panties in a drawer, and I found a pair of black pants that didn’t look unwelcome with the corset. I didn’t bother with shoes. It wasn’t as if I was going anywhere, and Gabriel had that whole weird shoe thing with his floors. I slipped the small countdown clock into my pocket.


  In the bathroom, I stood in front of the mirror and ran a brush through my hair. The gold glinted in the light at my throat. I saw now that it wasn’t a solid polished band, but had etchings all around that made it seem as if it were filled with glittering jewels instead of an unbroken piece of gold.


  I didn’t search for cosmetics in the bathroom drawers. I’d never bothered, and unless Gabriel ordered it on penalty of Simone’s life, I didn’t intend to start now. It had always seemed like a way to advertise availability to the predators in the city. And all I’d ever wanted was to blend into the great noise and background, to be left in peace. I didn’t see the benefit of attracting a mate when the law wouldn’t protect me from him after dark.


  I didn’t know what Gabriel wanted from me exactly besides blood and his fixation with “bringing me back to life” as if I were some badly cared for plant sitting in the corner of a grow house somewhere.


  When I stepped into the hallway, I was surprised by how alive the house felt. It was filled to the brim with people—or whatever type of creature my captor was. I still couldn’t comprehend them. I recalled the stories I’d been raised with of gods who saved the people when night turned long. The myths told of a great war, and even the stars fought in it—which was nonsense. We weren’t a tribe of pre-scientific illiterates. And I couldn’t imagine that we had been when the stories were written, either.


  But the story went that in the aftermath everything had changed, and night, instead of being a few hours at a time, stretched on and on. Nothing could grow in the ground. Everything was dying. The gods stepped in and used superior technologies and powers to create a world where things could grow inside large, lush glass domes, safe from the never-ending night. Only a few hardy varieties of tree and grass could adapt to so much darkness outside the domes, and each night the grass went dead and brown and the trees appeared gnarled and twisted and without life.


  Nobody believed any of this past the age of six or seven. But what if it wasn’t just a story, and Gabriel had saved my species from dying out? If true, it was cruelty. It wasn’t as if I’d been given a world in which to thrive—only one to hide and struggle in and be afraid of.


  If Gabriel and his kind had saved humanity, it was only to protect their food source.


  A woman about my age—but much less clothed than me—giggled and dragged a man down the hallway toward another bedroom. He smiled as he passed, fangs visible, his eyes glowing that eerie orange-red like Gabriel’s had.


  At the end of the hallway was an ornate staircase that led downstairs to the main portion of the house. I gripped the railing to steady myself and descended. The man at the bottom seemed to catch my scent on the air and looked up. It was the one who’d beaten me nearly to death in the dungeon.


  Before I could decide how to react, he inclined his head as if I were visiting royalty and turned back to his conversation. When I reached the ground level, he stepped aside to let me pass. In that moment it seemed impossible he’d ever raised a hand to harm me.


  On the main level were dozens of men in suits and women in formal gowns who exuded a sense of entitlement as if the world belonged entirely to them. And perhaps it did. Juxtaposed against that were scantily dressed women in collars and black lingerie and a spattering of men who seemed even less dressed. I stood out in all of that, someone who wasn’t an invited guest, but who was decidedly less naked than the group I was intended to be a part of.


  I slipped past clusters of people and ducked underneath the staircase behind a large potted plant. An overstuffed raspberry-colored chair hid behind the plant as if the house knew sometimes a person needed to get away. I sat, shielded from view of the others, trying to decide if I should go hide back upstairs.


  But it seemed doubtful the party would ever die down. This was the environment I was stuck figuring out how to navigate until morning.


  A couple of the nicely dressed women came to stand next to the plant, blocking my exit for a time.


  “Did you hear? Gabriel took a girl for the night.”


  “Yes. It’s so odd. I can’t remember the last time he collared someone. Usually he just samples all of them. Why do you think he chose her?”


  The other woman shrugged. “I couldn’t begin to imagine the motivation behind what the royals do.”


  “I heard Renard almost killed her in the dungeon. He said she had a death wish. She didn’t budge.”


  “That’s foolishness. She budged or she’d be dead. Gabriel wouldn’t have bothered saving her otherwise.”


  “That’s what everyone’s saying. Clarissa said Renard told her directly. He said the girl made some sort of agreement with Gabriel to protect her sick sister. She wouldn’t have caved if she had no one to protect. That was Renard’s judgment, anyway.”


  “How peculiar.”


  They startled and silenced as they did curtsies that looked ridiculous in their gowns.


  “Are you enjoying yourselves, ladies?” Gabriel’s voice was clearly recognizable.


  “Y-yes, sir.”


  “Have you fed? There are plenty of young, healthy men who’d be happy to nourish and entertain you both. Or a couple of the girls could see to you if you prefer something more delicate and nuanced. A room in one of the cottages opened up if you’d like to take advantage of it.”


  They made another fumbled attempt at a curtsy and scurried away together.


  I’d held my breath from the moment Gabriel approached. I wondered how much of their conversation he’d picked up and was sure they wondered the same.


  Through the thick foliage, I saw his nostrils flare. It was that not-quite-human behavior I was beginning to associate with his kind. He must have been aware of me, but he didn’t acknowledge my presence. Instead he turned and merged back into the pulse of the party.


  I would have preferred him to pull me out from my hiding place, even if he humiliated me in front of everyone. At least I’d know what I was supposed to do now. I didn’t like the idea of a bunch of strangers speculating about me, talking about me as if I were a stray puppy someone had taken in on grounds of random fascination. I further didn’t like that the gold band at my throat identified me as the girl they were talking about so that I couldn’t even blend in a crowd and disappear.


  I sat a while longer until my hunger overwhelmed my need to avoid whatever I’d signed on for. I slipped out from under the stairs and retraced steps from earlier in the night when I’d been led to the kitchen to call Simone.


  There were no blood drinkers there, just a few other humans. A couple of girls, one totally nude and unbothered by that state, the other in lingerie. A shirtless man in a collar and a pair of light-colored pants sat at the table with a steaming bowl of stew. There was a pot still on the stove.


  The guy looked up at me and pointed to his own collar. “You must belong to the king.”


  The nude woman grabbed a robe, wrapped it around herself, and sat at the table with the other woman. All three of them looked at me expectantly.


  The robed woman extended a hand. “I’m Simone.”


  I’m sure I visibly flinched. Was she making a joke? Did they know that was my sister’s name? Knowing there was someone in this house with the same name as my sister horrified me and reminded me of what I was doing here—desperately hoping to appease Gabriel so he might not hurt her.


  The woman seemed unaware of my inner struggle. “Everybody calls me Mona, though.”


  “That’s not why they call you that,” the guy said.


  “Shut up, Drake. God, you’re a pig.”


  He snorted and went back to his stew.


  The other girl placed a bowl in front of me. “You look like you’re half starving. I’m Jane.”


  “Helene,” I said. They seemed fascinated by my presence and not at all worried about their own situation. I was sure that must mean they’d been here before tonight, and once again I was puzzled by how nobody in the city seemed to know about any of this.


  Drake turned his attention back to me, a slow smile spreading across his face. “I’d love to show you around the estate.”


  Even I knew that was a line.


  “Ignore him,” Mona said. “Gabriel doesn’t collar anyone for himself often, but when he does, he’s very possessive. Drake has plenty of women here to fraternize with.”


  “Is that what we’re calling it now?” He winked at me, but I turned away and focused on my food.


  “This is good,” I said. I’d half-expected it to be the human equivalent of pet food. If my captors didn’t eat regular food, why would they make the effort to feed us anything that tasted like anything?


  “Mona made it.”


  Oh. Well, that made sense—more sense than Gabriel or one of the others standing around in the kitchen with a wooden spoon over a big pot.


  “What is he? Gabriel and the others?”


  “You really don’t know?” Mona said. “They’re the gods.”


  I wouldn’t let myself believe she meant what I thought she meant even though I’d already thought it myself.


  “You know…the stories. They’re the gods.”


  “None of that’s true. Who told you that?” Even in the myths, the gods weren’t described as having glowing eyes and fangs and drinking blood. Yes, they were said to be immortal and very strong, but that was all.


  “They did,” she said.


  So if someone proclaimed himself a god, we were just going with it now?


  “I overheard a few of them talking about royals and saying Gabriel was the king,” I said.


  “That’s who they are and how they’re organized to each other. To us, they’re the gods. You don’t have to like it, but we owe our continued existence to them.”


  So there was someone for me to blame directly. No longer was it the nameless faceless “rules” that shifted between day and night—the totality of power behind curtains. It was real living beings.


  I had nothing further to add to the conversation. But listening to them as I ate, I got the impression they considered it a great honor to serve the gods by prostituting themselves to them—as if this were a holy pilgrimage they made each time the dark came.


  “Helene.”


  I looked up, startled. “Yes?”


  “I know it’s a lot to take in,” Mona said, “but isn’t it better than being locked away in your house terrified for most of your life?”


  I shrugged. If I thought that, I’d beg Gabriel to bring Simone here to protect her. Instead, I still hoped she could remain far from this place. This bargain didn’t seem as sweet to me as it did to them. And what would happen when “the gods” grew bored? What about when their dinner and playthings aged? When our blood wasn’t as sweet? It hadn’t escaped my notice that there were no old people here.


  The gods seemed to have no interest in sparing the old or the unattractive, so it was hard to see things in the same altruistic light my co-prisoners saw them.


  I suspected they were somewhat in love with the powerful beings that leeched off their life force. I remembered the brief euphoria when Gabriel bit me. If I didn’t feel so muted inside, I could imagine it seeming more exciting. I could imagine the addictive dopamine rush growing in strength each time it happened. I could envision a world in which I would have waited outside, begging for another chance to serve their appetites.


  As it was, I just wanted to survive and please Gabriel until Simone got her pills.


  When the three of them saw they were getting nowhere with me, they withdrew back into a conversation with each other. I took my bowl to the sink and poured water in it.


  “Do I need to wash this?” I was sure the gods weren’t washing our dishes for us.


  Jane waved me away. “We have a rotation, but Gabriel wouldn’t want his personal slave doing menial work.” She didn’t seem bitter. It was just the facts of life around here in this bizarre hierarchy we’d found ourselves in. I certainly didn’t mind washing a dish. I wasn’t that precious. But I also didn’t want to disrupt the social order or do anything that might make Gabriel go back on his word.


  “Thanks, Mona. It was great.”


  “I plan to expose you to my entire cooking repertoire while you’re here,” she said.


  Even if I thought their acceptance of all this was deluded, I felt a twinge of jealousy toward their outlook and apparent happiness. I wished those feelings came so easily to me.


  A feminine scream erupted through the house. “No! Let me go!”


  So much for their fantasies about how wonderful everything was. But no one sitting at the table seemed bothered.


  “Fresh meat!” Drake said with glee as a door slammed from another part of the house.


  I slipped out of the kitchen and down the hallway, following the trail of the screaming and struggling woman who’d just been brought in.


  I wasn’t sure if more eyes were on her or me. Both of us seemed to be of interest to those who’d gathered in Gabriel’s home. My master sat in the regal chair beside the fireplace where I’d met him. I tried to blend with the others in the room.


  I looked down and realized no one was wearing shoes. It struck me as almost painfully funny that these snobby blood-drinking assholes were all dressed up while their footwear sat in some tangled pile. If I’d doubted Gabriel’s power before, for some reason, this alone put that doubt to rest. Anyone who could enforce his no-shoe rule among this group could probably do anything.


  When Santo threw the girl down on the rug in front of Gabriel, she’d already been relieved of her shoes.


  “You are my slave until morning. My name is Gabriel, but you will call me Master. You will address anyone I share you with by that title as well—or Mistress as the case may be.”


  It was the same thing he’d said to me earlier in the evening—as if he’d said it hundreds or thousands of times before, so many times the words came out unchanged.


  She trembled, terrified, her eyes darting around the room—as if seeking a savior in the gathering crowd. She had the look about her as if she were certain someone would begin throwing rocks in a moment. I couldn’t blame her.


  “Well?” Gabriel said. “Address me.”


  Her gaze dropped to the ground. “Y-yes, Master.”


  The ease of her capitulation was unsettling. She’d screamed and fought, and yet all it had taken was a few calm words from Gabriel for her to accept herself as his slave.


  He nodded and waved a hand to dismiss her. “The rooms in the main house are assigned. Take her to the last cottage on the end and get one of the girls to explain things to her and help her acclimate.”


  “Yes, sir,” Santo said.


  He hauled her up off the ground to carry out the order. She seemed calmer, as if all she’d ever needed was for someone to give her a purpose, no matter what that purpose was. Any would do.


  “Santo?” Gabriel said.


  He turned. “Yes, sir?”


  “That will be enough. We have plenty for the night now. You can resume your normal duties.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  A few minutes later someone official-looking entered, and again, the room fell silent. The new stranger exuded some amount of authority on his own, but even he hadn’t been able to ignore Gabriel’s rules protecting the integrity of the floors. He handed Gabriel a thick, cream-colored envelope with a gold seal. The paper looked expensive.


  “Her Majesty says I am to wait for a reply.”


  Gabriel rolled his eyes. No one had called him by such a formal title, even though there had been murmurings that he was the king. Did he have a queen in exile? He opened the letter and stood to read it. It was several pages.


  Every few lines he made an angry growling noise, which seemed out of character given how controlled I’d seen him since my arrival. With each growl, the room grew more tense. When he finished, he walked the few steps to the fireplace and tossed the letter into the flames. The pages curled in on themselves and whimpered into ashes.


  “And what should I say to her?” the messenger asked.


  “Report what you witnessed. She’s not an idiot. She needs no further commentary from me.”


  The messenger bowed and excused himself from the party.


  This was the point at which Gabriel either noticed my presence or decided to acknowledge it.


  “Helene.”


  The crowd parted, leaving nothing but a few yards of empty space between the two of us. I held my breath as his gaze roved over me. I didn’t know if I should kneel or bow or curtsy or address him or stay silent or…I was willing to do whatever he wanted no matter how stupid, humiliating, or painful as long as Simone would be safe. But I had no idea what was appropriate given the full set of circumstances.


  Gabriel spared me further awkward embarrassment with an outstretched hand. I took it, and he turned back to his guests. “I’m sure I’ll see you all at various points throughout the night.” The guests inclined their heads or made a bow or curtsy. Then he led me from the room and out of the house into a night that was quickly becoming more relief than burden.


  ***


  Adrenaline buzzed through me once we were outside. I was overwhelmed by the smells of the rare night-blooming flowers, the breeze, the smooth flat warmth of the stones in the driveway under my feet, and the soft cool grass. I didn’t know a single person with a lawn. The few grasses that were hardy and managed to stay alive through the nights had adapted and hibernated through the long dark periods.


  But this grass was a soft, sensitive type that would require constant periods of light and feeding to be nurtured through the night. It was one more thing to add to the growing list of simple extravagance that I wouldn’t have even thought about trying to have in my life before.


  At the bottom of a hill, another house rose into view. This house was larger and nicer than the many cottages we’d passed on the estate but not quite the size of the main house.


  “These are my private chambers,” he said as we approached. Santo stood guard outside the front door as if he’d been there all night rather than leaving the house only a few minutes before we had. How had he taken that girl to her cottage and made it back already? How fast could they move?


  Once inside and away from the furtive gazes of the guests, Gabriel took both of my hands and looked me over again. “How are you feeling? Have you eaten?”


  These were the last things I expected him to say. “Fine, Master. Yes, I’ve eaten.”


  I didn’t actually know what I was feeling besides off-balance. It was at this moment that I set up the game in my head, the question I’d ask myself each time things got sufficiently strange that I wasn’t sure if the malaise I’d lived with for an intractable length of time now had lifted or not. If he offered me death now, would I take it?


  Yes.


  No temporary distraction changed the base reality of the world in which I lived. There was no sense pretending that any of it was worth clawing and struggling to hold onto. If Gabriel truly thought he could bring me back to life, he had no idea the size of the mountain he would have to scale.


  And yet.


  When his warm hand rested against my cheek, I shifted toward him the tiniest amount. From a well somewhere deep inside me I felt that if his hand stayed there long enough, surely he could melt the block of ice around me, and I would awaken some new creature that saw the world in full color.


  But without those sharp, protective edges, what would protect me?


  I didn’t want to live, but I wanted to want to. Then I thought about Mona and Drake and Jane and the other deluded fools whose names I didn’t know here. I thought about how someday the rug would be ripped out from under them. Their charms would fade, and with it, the immortals would lose interest to the degree their repulsion for the weakness of human aging grew. Night would go back to being the same nightmare it had always been. Only this time, they would be without survival skills because of the long, easy detour they’d taken along the way.


  It was all just a distraction from the inevitable. Suffering and fear and pain and death. The only escape was an unending silence. Erasure.


  And Gabriel and his kind never had to worry about it. Young and beautiful and healthy and strong and rich and powerful and safe. Forever. Or at least that was how it seemed to me, given the small amount of information I’d been exposed to on the topic so far.


  I think I just snapped—just broke completely with reality. It was as if I were a thin ribbon spiraling off the spool. Just one tiny slip in the winding, and I’d shifted somewhere else without boundaries or borders. I forgot about Simone and why I’d agreed to live for a while.


  On a wall just behind Gabriel was a spear. It seemed primitive compared even to everything in his old-fashioned home. I darted around him and tore it off the wall, drunk on anger at the world.


  But anger was something. It was an emotion. It wasn’t this dull foam wrapped around me.


  I just wanted to make the anger last, because just like in the dungeon, it felt like something.


  I don’t remember hauling my arm back or aiming at any one particular thing. I just remember the moment the sharp metal point pierced through Gabriel’s shoulder and the growl that ripped the silence of the room apart.


  Santo rushed in, no doubt to kill me. And in the moment before I remembered Simone and what this might mean for her, the relief settled over me again.


  Finally. Everything is over.


  “Leave us,” Gabriel said as the spear clattered to the ground, staining a light gray carpet with his blood.


  “But, sir…”


  “Leave!”


  Santo scurried out.


  By this point, I’d scrambled to a corner, leaning against the wall. I couldn’t make the tears stop. I just kept thinking that once he’d killed me, he’d take it out on Simone. And even if he decided to spare her the overflow of his rage, she’d die from his neglect. There was no way he’d bother to take the pills to her now.


  The buttons on the front of his shirt popped as he ripped the clothing apart and tossed it in the fire.


  “I liked that shirt,” he said, his eyes glowing to match the flames as if he could burn me to ashes with his gaze alone.


  I gasped when I saw his shoulder. There was a bit of blood, but it was as if it had spilled on him—not like he’d been bleeding himself. Rationally, if he could heal the gruesome horror of my back by licking it—a thought which still inspired revulsion—then, of course, he would heal fast on his own.


  But it had seemed certain at the moment I’d taken the spear off the wall, that something that sharp and powerful could take down even a lion like Gabriel.


  He stood over me, his arms crossed over his chest. Disappointment.


  “Helene, I thought we’d made a deal. Do you or do you not have a sister whose life depends on the drugs in my possession?”


  The question was rhetorical, but it was obvious he wanted me to say it anyway.


  “I do, Master.” It seemed like a good time to offer titles and deference since I’d just ruined his shirt. That was the only real thing I’d managed, but I assumed the insult was that we both knew what my intent had been even if it had been a futile fantasy from the start.


  “Then you should be happy I’m so hard to kill.”


  Hard? Not impossible? But killing him wouldn’t solve anything even if I could figure out how. Though I resented him for the ease and perfection of his life, I didn’t want him dead. Maybe stabbing him had been an expression of frustration that I couldn’t find it inside me to turn that spear on myself.


  Simone had teased me about the long baths I used to take. She didn’t know they were so long because I spent a good portion of that time with a razor blade poised above my wrist. It was supposed to be one of the more painless ways to do it. But all I could ever do was stare at the gleaming blade until the water turned frigid.


  I don’t know if I never did it because Simone needed me, or if I couldn’t bear the horror and pain she’d face when she saw glassy, lifeless eyes looking up from an overflowing pool of diluted red. Or maybe I was just a coward—too scared to face what was beyond the curtain of my life, or the blank black nothingness that might be the punchline of the joke.


  In the dungeon, all I’d had to do was not try to stop the train that barreled down the track toward me. And how could I stop something so powerful as a train? I just had to let it happen. Simone wouldn’t find me or have to see it. I wouldn’t have to be the one that made the final choice.


  But now, sitting here, awaiting whatever retribution Gabriel might mete out, I couldn’t work up an emotion about anything, except a vague fear for Simone. The anger had already dissipated. I couldn’t even maintain the energy for that anymore. I was slipping away. I felt I might explode into a burst of tiny fluttery winged creatures that would dissipate into the night, leaving no trace I’d ever been.


  I looked up to see Gabriel sitting in a chair beside the fireplace, studying me. His eyes went back and forth from the glowing orange-red to his normal light green. He gripped the edge of the chair, his hand shaking almost imperceptibly. It wasn’t fear or some infirmity; it was anger—that feeling I couldn’t hold onto and he was trying to release. For my sake? For his own?


  The bloody spear lay inert on the light gray rug between us. I couldn’t find the anger I’d just had, or any other strong emotion. I could barely grasp onto the energy to stand. But I grabbed the spear again, and this time I was aware of the moment I hauled it back, aiming it at his heart. I didn’t think it would kill him, but I thought it might kill me. In a round about way. If it became clear that I’d relentlessly stab him every opportunity I got, maybe…


  He caught my wrist mid-air and wrenched the spear from my hand. He hurled it across the room, embedding it so far into the wall that I wouldn’t be able to get it back out again with my own strength.


  “I don’t think you care about Simone at all,” he said.


  I broke down then in an incessant litany of sobs as I crumbled on top of him. Simone was the cord that kept me here, but even that was unraveling. Of course I knew she needed me. It would be wrong and cruel to leave her here, but if I was so useless to myself right now, how could I help her? Wouldn’t she be better off without me in the end? If she survived this one night, surely she’d find a friend to move in with. Surely I was the only thing that kept her life from improving.


  Maybe I was wrong. Maybe she did see how lost and broken I was. Maybe she saw her sister had become a shell of moving parts and nothing more. Maybe she was just too kind to point it out.


  The bargain I’d made with Gabriel was starting to feel as impossible to hold onto as a drifting cloud. Assuming we both kept our end and Simone got her medicine, that was only immediate survival. There would be another night after this and another and another. And the wait for day seemed to get longer each time no matter that the countdown clocks always started at the same number of hours. I couldn’t be the only one who felt it.


  I wasn’t sure how Simone could be so optimistic. She was only a bit younger than me. It couldn’t be for lack of life experience. So was she the crazy one or was I? It seemed I was the only one who saw the world objectively as it was—an endless, pointless parade of shit.


  I was so lost inside myself that at first I didn’t notice Gabriel stroking my hair. At first I didn’t hear the “Shhh shhhh”. It sounded like a calm fervent prayer to a distant god. It brought back the talk in the kitchen about the gods. I wondered if I should pray to Gabriel—if that might somehow make it all better.


  I remembered the stories we’d read off the glass screens as children. I’d thought they were silly, but Simone had said she believed. We had so much technology around us, but in the end they were mere toys for a primitive species pretending to be advanced. We might as well have had sticks and stones and prayed to fire for how little we knew about the bigger questions of life and death.


  The technology distracted us from our lack of answers to anything that mattered. It gave us a lesser form of magic to wield to appease us. But here, in the house with the wood and warm fire and paper books and no sign of advanced technology in sight—not a single cold white or silver appliance with sharp corners—was the real magic. Gabriel could have anything he wanted, and instead of gadgets and devices that whirred and spun and flashed and spit words out at people, he’d gone a different way.


  If I let myself, I could fall into the peace of it, the stillness and solitude of the crackling and popping fire, the real solid physical things that seemed to give weight to my existence. But I didn’t know how to be in a moment and enjoy the simplicity and beauty it offered. I couldn’t stop the insistent feeling of guilt at even the idea of real happiness or peace inside the world as it was.


  I managed to quiet the chattering in my mind to come back to the moment where Gabriel was still petting my hair, still saying “shhhh”. I cried through every thought that relentlessly tormented me. There was no cage Gabriel could put me in that could be any worse than the one I’d locked myself into already.


  “It’s my fault they’re gone.” The words spilled out with no real thought to how they’d arisen in my mind.


  “What?” His voice was still soothing. I couldn’t begin to imagine how he’d switched from rage to comfort in such a small beat of time. Maybe my suffering was so pathetic that it was impossible to maintain anger at me in the face of it.


  And now I’d said those words. And he’d heard me say them. I sat on his lap, wrapped in his arms, trying to pretend I hadn’t spoken, hoping the moment would pass, and his question would wither away with it.


  “Helene?”


  He wouldn’t let the moment go in peace, and I was too emotionally drained to protest. And it seemed likely a part of my fatigue was keeping these thoughts not only from others, but from myself for so long. They had been in mental storage, in boxes and crates marked “Do not open”, “Fragile”. They should have stayed there.


  “My parents. I wasn’t careful about the time. It should have been me, not them.” It had been nights and nights ago. I’d been careless, knowing but not yet comprehending the danger after dark. How unfortunate that I should learn that lesson in such a harsh way. Simone had been at home, waiting in the locked house. I was the only one who came back that night.


  I still couldn’t forgive myself for surviving. She hadn’t blamed me. She’d been just about to reach the full flush of adulthood. Perhaps she hadn’t known to blame me. Or maybe she was in denial, and one day she’d wake up and realize I was the reason we had no family but each other. I almost welcomed her startled rage.


  We’d mourned, and things had gone back to some version of normal. Simone had regained her will to exist in the world—flowering in spite of everything—but mine died with our parents. I’d existed, wearing masks of various sorts as the hours of our lives marched on. I’d smiled while my eyes were dead and laughed at things that weren’t funny. But I hadn’t been able to cry, not even as an act. It required far more thespian skill than I was qualified to display.


  The first time I’d cried since my parents died was in the dungeon with Renard trying to whip me into oblivion. And now with Gabriel. I’d been afraid that if I started crying I might never stop. And judging from the events so far in the night, the theory had teeth. It hadn’t been safe to cry in front of Simone, or while at my work during the day hours. I might lose my job, or keep crying when I got home to my sister after each shift. I couldn’t lay that burden on her. She’d carried enough.


  Gabriel’s strange home, far from the ugly fluorescence of the city, had been the first safe space to grieve.


  He stood with me in his arms and carried me up a flight of stairs and down a hallway. I wasn’t sure if he was putting me back to bed—as if I could sleep off my dysfunction—or if he had other plans in mind. It was hard to know how he might think now was a time to make use of my charms, no matter what I’d previously agreed to or why.


  But I wanted to know if he could make me feel other things besides pain and grief and anger.


  When we reached his room, he sat me down gently on his bed and began to unbutton his pants. I looked away, not sure how to deal with the increasing expanse of male skin I was being exposed to. I wasn’t a virgin, but near enough to it. I’d dated a few men in the bright safety of day but had yet to be able to trust a relationship beyond that point.


  What if he turned into a monster once night fell? It didn’t seem worth it to me, and I couldn’t understand the women who ran headlong into what I perceived as danger. My mother had been lucky with my dad. But what if I wasn’t so lucky? What if Simone wasn’t? She hadn’t paired off, either. But each day she seemed to get closer and closer to wanting to find a mate of her own. The instinct to avoid loneliness always seemed to outrun the instinct for self-preservation.


  And if she did find someone, she’d no longer be my responsibility, and the last thing keeping me here would fly away.


  Gabriel’s voice interrupted my inner monologue. “If one of my kind had done what you did downstairs, they would have been tortured and put to death. My kind is hard to kill, and it’s not a pleasant way to die.”


  As if there were any pleasant ways.


  How did he define what his minion had done to me in the dungeon? Gabriel’s threats and implied mercy held no sway over me.


  He continued. “I’m going to punish you, but not right now. Stop trying to kill me. It will only earn you consequences.”


  His hands hooked into my pants as he pulled me to my feet, then he unbuttoned them and shoved them over my hips and to the ground. The panties followed. He painstakingly unclasped each hook of the corset and tossed it to the side. He produced a key and unlocked the collar at my throat.


  Was he ending our agreement? Had he decided to keep me at the house like the others? The idea of having to deal with all of those that came to the house and their various appetites was more than I could cope with. If that was his plan, he should go ahead and just kill me now. Even for Simone, I only had the will and energy for so much. I mean, I’d basically killed my parents, so why not finish off the rest of my family? It seemed a fitting end.


  I shook that nasty thought from my head as Gabriel set the band on the table beside the bed. I couldn’t bring myself to ask him if he was changing things, if I’d lost his protection in the house. It wasn’t as if I expected him to defend me no matter what I did.


  He pulled me flush against him, his warm skin pressing against mine. Just standing there, we fit together like interlocking pieces in a puzzle that had seemed mystifyingly complex only moments before. And now it was so simple.


  Although he’d just scolded me, his expression held no anger, no contempt, no clear desire for revenge. Perhaps he could make his face appear any way he wanted, while his true thoughts lay under the surface. Maybe the moment I’d just witnessed with his mask slipping was more revealing than I wanted to believe. If he was too unhinged, then all this was pointless, and Simone would die for it. If she’d die anyway, the least he could do was kill me like I’d wanted from the start.


  His large hand rested on the column of my throat. Then he took it away, and it was his mouth there instead. At first it was a soft, gentle kiss that I had to strain to remain aware of—like a butterfly’s wings beating against my skin—then it was a sharp sting that stole my breath as his fangs pierced the vulnerable flesh.


  He growled softly as he drank. Images and thoughts and feelings about my parents’ death floated to the surface again. It was all sharp edges and burning pain…until it wasn’t. The edges blurred. The memories remained, but they started to feel distant, as if they’d happened to someone else a long time ago. It was a story I’d heard instead of a story I’d lived.


  I struggled in his arms when I realized he was stealing from me. What right did he have to take my pain away? Without it, my life was a perpetual fall into nothing. They were the only feelings I could maintain, even if they’d burrowed so deep I often didn’t notice them anymore. But now I noticed their absence, and there was nothing to fit inside those spaces.


  Even though it was done now, I fought against him, but he held me still while he finished feeding. He ran his tongue over his bite, and I knew it had healed just as my back had previously. No evidence of any of his crimes would remain behind.


  When he stepped away, I’d planned to scream at him, to demand an explanation for why he felt he had the right to do that. Yes, I’d made an agreement with him, but I hadn’t known the full meaning of being his. I had assumed he’d fuck me, and once I knew his nature, I assumed he’d drink my blood. I had thought he might visit some level of sadism on me just because he could. But there was nothing that could have prepared me for him invading my mind, rooting around my thoughts, trying to control and manage my own personal narrative.


  At the very least, I should have the right to my own thoughts and feelings. He shouldn’t be able to own even that.


  But I couldn’t express any of this, because he’d moved to the bed, wrapped himself in a sheet, and started rocking. Tears streamed down his face. It seemed absurd that he knew how to cry. And why should he be able to when it had taken me so long to find even the first tear of my own?


  I was still angry he thought he had some right to poke around inside my head and twist my memories around and mold and shape them so that he could more easily mold and shape me. But what he’d just done had a price.


  It was as if he’d become me. These memories that were now distant—another person’s story—were his. The anguish on his face was real, the pain seeming to cut straight through him. And it occurred to me that the last thing I needed right now was a being as powerful as Gabriel carrying around the pain I’d learned to manage.


  His eyes glowed again, and his fangs descended. His growl became a roar as he struggled out of the bed sheets. He grabbed them and ripped as if tearing the sheets apart was the only way he could stop himself from tearing me apart.


  His gaze met mine, then he changed into a monster—a demon. Even those concepts had been scrubbed and sanitized in the stories of my childhood. This was the reality behind the cleaned-up version. He no longer looked even remotely human. He was huge—at least a foot taller, his muscles bulging impossibly large, fur growing everywhere. His fingers changed into sharp, hooked claws.


  The mere glow of his eyes and fangs of before had been the civilized version of what he could become. It was the restrained result of ages of control. There didn’t seem to be anything inside of him any longer that understood language. He didn’t recognize me. He sprinted past me and practically flew down the stairs, out the front door, and into the night.


  I stayed frozen at the top of the staircase, my gaze fixed on the open front door. Santo stood in the doorway staring up at me, a look of disgust on his face as if it were my fault Gabriel had lost all his sense. Feeling self-conscious and remembering my lack of clothing, I darted back into the bedroom and dressed.


  I wondered if Gabriel had expected the transformation. It made sense he wouldn’t want to ruin his own clothes, but why remove mine? All I could think was that he’d had other plans, and this choice to take my pain as his own had changed the agenda. Maybe he’d underestimated what he was getting himself into.


  I stared at the gold collar on the dresser for a long time and the key sitting just beside it. I was certain the collar had only come off because he’d wanted to feed at my throat, and it got in his way. It wasn’t a rejection or ending of our deal. At least I thought it probably wasn’t. I put the collar on and went back downstairs.


  When I stepped outside, Santo glared at me.


  “What did you do to him?”


  He had a special kind of nerve to ask such a question. As if what they’d done to me didn’t matter at all. And from their perspective, I was sure it didn’t. My entire species was a source of food and amusement, like an adorable chick that grows up to become a chicken sandwich.


  I ignored him and stepped out into the grass. We both knew he couldn’t touch me, and despite what Gabriel had done upstairs, removing pain wasn’t the same as replacing it with something else. The will to live is like a habit. When it goes away for a long time, even if the initial thing that took it away is gone, it’s hard to make it start back up again.


  Maybe there was a phase two to Gabriel’s plan, but at the moment, I was nothing more than an empty vessel. Most of the poisonous contents had been poured out, but nothing new had been put in. I still didn’t have anything to live for beyond Simone. The world had not measurably changed.


  And while the sharpest edges of guilt and pain over my parents had been drained out of me by Gabriel’s fangs, it wasn’t as if his bite had brought them magically back to life.


  I remembered the hours and hours each night I’d stayed in the house with Simone while we tried not to go mad from our self-imposed captivity. It was exhausting having to pretend for her sake, when all I’d wanted was to go out into the night and allow whatever awful fate waited to claim me so we could end it and be done with the drama and suspense.


  I’d thought…someday even those monsters we feared would grow old and have to hide in their own homes. They may be young and strong and vicious now, but that would be taken from them and they’d be reduced to the place Simone and I had always lived in.


  That was when I’d thought all the monsters were human and that there was possibly even the mildest hint of fairness in the world.


  The cottages on the property were lined in a semi-circle at the back of the house with a huge expanse of rolling green hills in between. Trees were scattered in among the cottages themselves, but none were in the middle. I went to the center-most point, the most open area I could find, and lay down in the grass, looking up at the stars overhead.


  It wasn’t much, but this moment was the most free I’d ever been. To be out in the open in the night was a decadence I’d only imagined before now—though I could have done it at any time. But there would have been a price.


  Here, there was no price.


  


  Chapter Four: 986 hours until day


  



  I don’t remember drifting off. My previous nap had been only that…a nap. The crushing weariness I’d lived with had finally been given an opportunity to express itself. Nobody slept through the whole night. No human could sleep that long. But I felt at that moment as if I could make a noble effort toward that goal. If I could, life would become so much simpler.


  I might have slept much longer if someone hadn’t sat beside me, nudging me back into the world as it was instead of the world I dreamed and hoped for. Sometimes I wondered how we could think one set of experiences—waking—were more real than the experiences of sleep. It was all a conscious experience. And everything was meaningless anyway. So why make the unappealing reality the one that must be real by default? It had to be an inborn masochistic urge of my species. There was no other explanation.


  Gabriel was quiet as he lay down beside me. I shifted to see him staring up at the stars. He didn’t look like a monster anymore. Not even the glowing eyes or fangs remained. He looked like a person now, and for a moment, I could pretend I’d had a psychotic break and hallucinated the whole thing.


  It didn’t seem as if he planned to explain it. I don’t think he believed he owed me an explanation. I’d already known those that ruled the night and this city must be monsters. It didn’t matter if the reality was even more literal than I’d assumed.


  I dug in my pocket for the countdown clock: 986 hours. I wasn’t too far off from the sleep schedule Simone must be on.


  Had Gabriel just returned? Had he only just regained control of himself? He wasn’t dressed, so it seemed unlikely he’d been back to his private cottage.


  “Do you know why day and night are so long?” he asked after a while.


  “No.”


  I hadn’t heard the official story, not the one straight from the king’s mouth. But whatever explanation he was about to offer could never hope to compensate for the consequences of night’s length.


  “There was a curse. When days and nights were much shorter, there was a more natural order. Humans ran their own affairs, and we blended into the shadows. We fed and did what we had to do and lived in secret. There were stories about blood-drinking monsters, but they were just stories to the humans. After a while, most of your kind considered themselves too sophisticated to believe in such superstition. That suited us fine.”


  I didn’t remember any such stories. But maybe those stories had been taken and replaced well before my birth with the ones I did have.


  “We aren’t the only race of gods. There was a battle, and we won. Or we thought we did. Before leaving, the others cursed this place, then went to another planet they could more easily control with fewer competitors for domination. But the damage here was done. They were like children breaking toys they couldn’t play with in a petulant fit. Everything started dying, and we knew if we didn’t do something to keep humanity going, we’d starve, which was what they’d wanted from the moment we’d proven to be strong enough to fight them off.”


  His words washed over me as I tried to decide if I believed them or not. A curse sounded as unbelievable as the stars fighting in a war. Though the idea of the stars fighting was so much more romantic in its way, and I was disappointed this new version didn’t have the same poetry as the first. I wondered if the gods who lost would have been more or less benevolent to us mere humans. I could hardly entertain the idea that this could all be worse.


  I wondered why Gabriel and his kind allowed such lawlessness at night. Was it only to disguise their existence? If they were so powerful, how could it ever matter if we knew they were here? Maybe being burned once by a weaker foe had taught them caution. So they were a fraction less arrogant than I thought, but only a fraction.


  “Is this the only city?” I wasn’t confident Gabriel knew, or if he did, that he’d be honest with me, but I needed to know if there was another city to escape to like Simone had wanted.


  “There are others. Each is ruled by one of my kind, and each is governed by different rules. We don’t communicate. The deal was that each of the nobles got a kingdom to rule and would not interfere with each other or ask for help if our individual social experiments failed.”


  Social experiments. It was all just more amusement for bored gods moving the humans around like pieces on a game board—except they needed us for sustenance as well as entertainment.


  “What happens if you don’t eat?”


  Gabriel’s eyes glowed. The interview was over.


  “I believe it’s time for your punishment.” He stood with such quick, fluid grace that I almost believed he’d been standing the entire time—just another trick my eyes must be playing on me. He pulled me to stand with him and led me back in silence.


  The main house buzzed with activity, a stark contrast to the peace of the night. But even so, the house had settled some since my last engagement with it. Most of the faces were new. Where had the others gone? Did they live among the humans, blending and passing for one of us when the sky was light? How did they eat during the day with the rules being what they were? Or were the laws of no harm only applicable to humans? I wanted to ask Gabriel these questions, but he didn’t seem in the mood for even a respectful interrogation.


  He took me back to the dungeon. There was just as much activity below ground now as there had been above. Inside the cell I’d been beaten in were several chained humans. Some were being whipped, but it was different than it had been for me. They were getting off on it. Nobody looked scared or upset. One of the chained humans was being fed on by a couple of blood drinkers. Another was being fucked by one who’d fully shifted like Gabriel had earlier when he’d fled into the night. It looked like an old painting of hell I’d seen on the glass screens during my schooling—horrifying monsters engaged in debauchery with writhing unclothed humans.


  “Felix?” Gabriel said.


  The monster turned, his eyes glowing. He had a comical look of question that didn’t match the natural ferocity of his face. There was a sound between a growl and a grunt—the verbalization of the same question.


  “Be careful with her. Nobody dies here. Everybody goes home safe in the morning. Don’t make a liar out of me.”


  Felix growled something that sounded like he understood and went back to the task at hand with a woman who seemed to like him just fine this way. What was stranger was that she seemed to trust him. Maybe she was drugged—or high from the way the mind could be altered by feeding. I didn’t know how much was a manipulation and how much was real.


  Gabriel led me out of the cell and down the long hallway to another cell. This one was empty. The quiet and solitude of this space seemed impossible with the others so nearby. Gabriel motioned for me to go inside. He followed and slid a heavy deadbolt into place, leaving no question this would be only between the two of us. I was glad he wasn’t putting on a show for his assembled friends. It was one thing to be willing to die, to escape. It was another to be drawn into increasingly fucked-up scenarios that wouldn’t end in my desired result anyway.


  The cell was mostly bare. Pipes jutted obscenely from the wall near one corner. It looked like there had been plumbing at some point. There were several sections of wall padded with leather and adorned with strong chains. There was a crate and a couple of large wooden blocks. The blocks confused me.


  I stood in the center of the room, my arms crossed over my chest. I hoped he didn’t think I’d beg for mercy, or that by manipulating the memories in my mind, he’d saved me from myself.


  “You need to cry, Helene. For a good, long time. Not just as punishment for your earlier behavior but because it’s what you need to be able to go on. I saw everything when I was inside your head. You didn’t grieve properly.”


  I was beyond livid that he could access so many pieces of me that I’d kept locked away from everyone else, and he’d waltzed right in like he owned the place.


  “We’re not leaving this room until you get it all out. I don’t care if I have to have food brought down. I don’t care if we have to sleep here. This room is all you will know until you cry everything out.”


  There was this tightly budded place inside me that felt relief because within these four walls I could cry. I could cry because it wouldn’t hurt Simone. It wouldn’t matter if I couldn’t stop because there were endless hours before I had to pull it together for her.


  And it was what he wanted.


  It wasn’t the constant fight to buck a current flowing in a different direction. For the first time, it was the direction I was expected and encouraged to move in, and there was the smallest space of peace in that…to breathe.


  Gabriel crossed the room and stopped inches from me. His hand started in my hair and trailed down the side of my face, stopping at my collar, lingering there.


  “I’m pleased you put it back on without being told.”


  I don’t care what pleases you.


  A dark expression covered his face, and I worried he’d pulled that thought from my mind. But perhaps I imagined it.


  I’d only put the collar back on because if I was going to be in this parallel dimension of entitled monsters, I wanted to at least ensure I only had to deal with one of them. If the others saw the gold at my throat as a Do Not Trespass sign, so much the better.


  He saw the defiance in my eyes before I could mask it. The masks I’d held firmly in place for so long, stubbornly refused to cover and hide me now. It made me feel naked in a way far deeper than being undressed.


  “I don’t care what you say or what you believe. You have far too much fire inside you to be finished with this world. The defiance tells me you’re still in there. I think you want to come out and live again.”


  I stared at him with the full thrust of the ice that wrapped around me as his warm hands slid down my bare shoulders. He briefly touched my breasts over the corset and began the laborious task of unhooking each fastening.


  I shrank under the scrutiny of his stare as he took the corset off me, folded it, and laid it beside the crate. The pants and panties were removed with the same obsessive care. He turned away and opened the door he’d bolted shut and shouted down the hallway. Footsteps pounded, and there was low murmuring I couldn’t pick up.


  When he shut the door again, instead of returning to me, he leaned against the wall, watched me, and waited. It wasn’t that I was eager to be punished, but I couldn’t understand why he wasn’t doing anything and why I stood in the middle of the cell naked and waiting for…whatever it was that was coming.


  I wasn’t ready to beg his mercy yet.


  Minutes later, the door opened. Several males entered, each loaded down with something for the cell. There was a large mattress, sheets, pillows, an old-fashioned tub that had clawed feet, and a toilet. Some of them set to work on the plumbing. Another put the mattress down in the far corner and put the sheets and pillows on. A little while later, someone else came in with basic toiletries. Then another brought in a table and chairs. Water was run in the tub and drained out. The toilet was flushed. Everything was in working order, and it seemed that perhaps this wasn’t the first time this room had been outfitted like this.


  During the flurry of activity, I’d moved behind Gabriel to shield myself from the gazes of those who drifted in and out. If he was going to do all this, couldn’t he have done it before he’d stripped me down? But maybe that was the point. My discomfort amused him. Perhaps he wanted to display his acquisition. It could have been bragging or a coy, “Look but don’t touch.”


  Maybe it was a test. A test I was probably failing, hiding behind him as I did.


  “Thank you,” Gabriel said as they filed out. “Make sure Santo is positioned outside the door. If he leaves for any reason I want someone else in his place for when I need something.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The door closed, and Gabriel locked the bolt into place.


  It hadn’t been bluster and bravado when he said we might sleep down here. Tears began to well, and a couple slid down my cheeks—lonely little drops soon to be followed by many more, no doubt.


  Gabriel noticed. “I haven’t even started with you yet.”


  It was something of a mercy that he didn’t seem able to get inside my head except while drinking my blood. He could read my face, but not my thoughts or feelings or memories. If he could, he would have known the tears that moved down my cheeks weren’t fear. They were gratitude.


  There was something soothing about the fact that he’d be willing to sleep on a mattress on the cold floor to take me through this process, that he wouldn’t abandon me for greater comforts. We’d walk out of this room together.


  Maybe it was crazy, but it made me believe that for whatever personal reasons I wasn’t privy to, he actually wanted to fix whatever had broken inside me—however unconventional his methods might be.


  “Helene?”


  “Mmm?” I looked up, trying to shake out the mental chatter so I could be here. I was always in the past or in the future. Maybe most people were, but it consumed me so much that I couldn’t feel myself in the present. It was hard to want to cling to a life that didn’t feel like it existed in the moment.


  “You should know that I’m not a sadist. I get no thrill from hurting you, but I can’t rebuild you from a cracked foundation. I have to burn it down and start over.”


  I shivered. I wasn’t sure if it was the words that flowed over me or if I’d become aware of things in the now. Mundane things. Breezes, ambient temperature, the way things tasted. Thinking back on the stew in the kitchen, I wondered if it was the best stew I’d had, or if I’d just found a space to experience something without putting my entire focus on making myself keep breathing.


  I existed in a reversal. Others around me seemed to drift through the world while their lungs expanded with oxygen, expelling it without concentration. Their hearts beat without them having to manage it. But the rest of my life was what was automatic, and these things were what I had to focus on and maintain to keep going.


  Gabriel continued, unaware of the meanderings inside my head. “Violence and pain are ugly things, and whether you believe it or not, I wish the world could exist without them. But it can’t. Societies crumble when there is nothing to fear for breaking its codes.”


  “But I’m not…” I was obnoxiously law-abiding. Even when it wasn’t in my best interest. But maybe he meant the spear incident. Since defying my parents and keeping us out past dark that night, the spear had been my first real rebellion—the first true resistance to anything that had been foisted upon me. But I don’t think Gabriel cared about any of that.


  He wanted my trust. But trust required more energy than I currently possessed. And though a touch of apprehension had pierced the fog I’d been moving through, I still hoped he’d lose control, and the peaceful cocoon of death might only be a few hours from closing around me.


  That thought was the one thing that settled me. And that was what he intended to change. He possessed far more confidence than I did on the matter.


  He led me to one of the padded walls and chained me facing away from him, much as I’d been chained earlier. The thing I tried to forget was that he’d have to lose control to end me. He could heal me so quickly that it wouldn’t be a matter of letting things run their course as I’d believed before. But if I could make him angry enough, he might shift to the monster and not be able to control himself enough to heal me in time.


  Then I thought about Simone. She was always there in my mind at the wrong moments—the moments when things would otherwise be so simple. She had to show up and make it all difficult again. Things that could otherwise be preferences, like living or dying, now became moral dilemmas of abandonment and selfish cruelty.


  His hands spanned my waist as he nuzzled my neck. I should have expected his fangs in my shoulder, but it came as a surprise. Like the times before, he only took a little, too little to cause me harm.


  “If you keep your side of the bargain, I will keep mine. I promise you. Look at me.”


  I turned my face to his. I wanted to believe I could trust him with my sister’s life. Even with his fangs inches from my face and his eyes glowing like embers, he seemed sincere. But it wasn’t enough, and we both knew it.


  He bit into his own wrist and, without warning, forced the blood into my mouth. I recoiled and tried to get away, but with the chains locked around my wrists and ankles there weren’t a lot of places to go.


  “Swallow,” he demanded. His voice was hard but didn’t raise.


  His blood wasn’t as revolting as one might expect, but it also wasn’t like chocolate or wine or spare rib, either. It only took a moment after swallowing for me to understand.


  When I looked at him again, there was a visibly glowing golden aura around him. Like an angel.


  But it wasn’t just that. It wasn’t simply light, it was a deep inner knowing. Maybe it was a sham or illusion—some magic I wasn’t sophisticated enough to unravel—but I saw inside his mind for a brief flash. Not everything. Many doors were locked to me. But I saw what he wanted to show me.


  I saw the truth of his motivations even though I still didn’t understand what lay behind them. I saw his sincerity. I saw his promise like a beacon in a boundless dark void. And right or wrong, smart or foolish, I believed him.


  And that was when I knew I wouldn’t die here. Not only because Gabriel didn’t want me dead, but because I now had no way to credibly deny the consequences of defiance. It wasn’t worth it to push him. If the consequences were mine to bear alone, I would have welcomed them, holding out hope for the end. But the only person who could be harmed here was Simone.


  He didn’t want to hurt her, but he would if I pushed back on our deal.


  I watched the shift in his demeanor when he saw it click over in my mind.


  “I’m sorry circumstances have prevented me before now from having the opportunity to show you this.”


  What I’d previously thought might be my sick indifference to the fate of my own sister, shone through clearly now as simple doubt that Gabriel’s word could be trusted. But his word was ironclad. And in that instant, I started to become his.


  Gabriel dragged the crate to where I was chained. He carefully placed the lid on the ground and began taking out objects one by one. “Do you know what these things are?”


  “Whips?”


  He laughed. “Some, yes. Others, no.”


  I wasn’t a complete innocent. I was somewhat aware that there was a contingent of people who were into using things like this in their sex games. It wasn’t something I sought out, but I knew in a vague way that it was out there, like moving shadows at the edges of vision.


  If Gabriel were truly being honest, he wouldn’t get an erotic buzz out of hurting me, yet he seemed compelled to do it anyway. I still wasn’t sure if he intended to fuck me. Or how I felt about that. I’d do whatever he wanted to ensure Simone’s health, but I couldn’t decide if it bothered me or not. I didn’t think he could break me more than I was already broken.


  So there was that at least.


  I kept telling myself that when this was all over, I’d work up the courage to end it, but a hope had already started to take root in me that somehow he could save me and make me want…anything.


  He pointed to the items he’d taken out in turn: “Riding crop, single-tail whip, bullwhip, paddle, flogger, cane, strap.”


  There were other things in the crate, but he only seemed concerned with me knowing about these items for now.


  “Close your eyes, Helene. Breathe deep.”


  I didn’t see which implement he chose. I just heard the slice in the air, the crack against my skin, and the first sharp strip of pain. It took me back to the last time I was down here. This time, knowing I wasn’t about to die, I felt a small space open where I hoped I could finally live.


  It only took a few stinging lashes before I was crying. It seemed such a pointless exercise to bring all that stuff into the cell like we’d be camping out for countless hours when it took under a minute for the tears to flow.


  I’d gone so long without showing a strong negative emotion that I needed a physical catalyst to turn it on and off now. At first, after my parents died, I’d felt things but hadn’t expressed the feelings, pushing them deeper and deeper until I couldn’t feel at all. I’d flipped a switch and turned a light off, not realizing it would be so dark afterward that I might never find the switch again to go back.


  I’d told myself I didn’t want to go back, that it was better to be numb and empty. But I wasn’t empty. I was filled with so much that I just kept pushing down under the minutiae of daily life so that every breath became a ragged struggle under the weight of it.


  Crack.


  Crack.


  Crack.


  I sobbed as I hung helplessly in the chains. I didn’t know if I was desperate for it to stop or keep going. I couldn’t beg him. I didn’t know what to ask for. Just when I’d reach the end of my limit—the juncture where maybe I could die or maybe I could live—he’d heal me. And it would start all over again.


  Time held no meaning under Gabriel’s whip. The only thing that seemed to punctuate it was when he switched implements. Then I’d remember where I was and what was happening, because inside that bright shining ball of pain there was nothing but the relief of all the tears I hadn’t been able to cry, all the grief I hadn’t been able to express, and the suffocating guilt for the things nobody would punish me for.


  I didn’t care why Gabriel did it. I didn’t care if it was a punishment for stabbing him, or if that was only an excuse to bring me down here. I didn’t care if he merely acted out his twisted plan to bring me back to the world of the living and out of the land of breathing shadows. Inside, in the deepest places, this was the punishment I knew I deserved for destroying everything—shattering my family because I was too naïve to know just how dangerous night was.


  I don’t know if he thought I was only trying to be strong for Simone, but all I wanted to do was stay in this moment where I didn’t feel already dead.


  The whip clattered to the ground. Now that the tears had started, I couldn’t turn them off. Just as I’d feared, I didn’t know how to stop. It was this pathetic hiccuping sob that went on and on. Gabriel unchained me and caught me when I fell into his arms; then he carried me to the makeshift bed.


  The sheets were dark red, as if he’d anticipated staining and didn’t want to wreck another fine white linen sheet or pillow case for me. He laid me on my stomach. I was sure he must have broken my skin again because of how it burned. It seemed only a small measure less extreme than what had happened the last time I’d been down here.


  After healing me, he took a towel from the items brought down for us and ran it under water from the tub’s faucet. He squeezed out the excess, then returned and laid it across my back. The warmth was unexpectedly soothing. He left me for a few minutes and opened the door.


  I thought he might be going upstairs and felt oddly disappointed and alone. But he only murmured a few words to Santo then came back in and bolted the door. He draped the towel over the side of the tub and joined me, pulling the covers over us.


  “Santo is bringing food down.”


  My stomach made a noise as if to complain of its neglect. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until the mention of food.


  “I cried it all out. Aren’t we going upstairs, Master?” Now, saying that word wasn’t some silly thing I did to appease him for our bargain. It was honest. Desired, even. I wasn’t in control of my fate anyway. To wrap it up and hand it to him was relief. If I couldn’t control things, let him deal with it. Surrender was the only option for those like me in a world like what he’d created.


  Gabriel ran his fingers through my hair and raised my wrist to his mouth. He kissed the tender skin there and bit me. It seemed an incongruent response to my question until I realized he was feeding for information, not hunger. I had no power to lie to him. He’d just take the truth out of my blood if he ever doubted me.


  “You haven’t cried it all out. Not even close. This will be a long process.” His mouth moved to my ear. “But relax, you believed you were telling me the truth. That’s what counts.”


  Although Gabriel was still clothed, and I was nude, it seemed intimate under the blankets with him. It was perhaps the first echo of closeness I’d felt to another living soul since my parents died. It had been hard to be truly close to Simone. Every time I looked at her, all I could think about was how completely I’d failed her. There was an unspoken set of rules for the eldest sibling—a code to shield and protect the younger ones, to help them so they didn’t go through all the same hardships you did. I’d fallen far beneath those expectations.


  A sharp rap rang out. Gabriel rose, leaving me wrapped in the blankets. He took the bolt off the door, and Santo entered with a covered gold tray which he placed on the table. Mona came in behind him with a stack of books and placed them next to the bed. Her furtive gaze swept the cell as if cataloging everything. Perhaps she wondered why I wasn’t in the private cottage or in one of the nicer rooms. Why were we in this cell when Gabriel owned everything and ruled over all of us?


  She didn’t say anything, but I knew the moment she reached the main level, the gossip would start.


  When we were alone, Gabriel gestured to the food. “Eat.”


  I went to the table, self-conscious about the nudity that hadn’t bothered me moments before.


  Under the dome was a small roasted and stuffed hen which lay on a bed of wild rice. A circle of caramelized carrots wound their way around the plate. I stared at it.


  “Something wrong with the food?” Gabriel asked.


  I shook my head quickly and dug in. I felt guilty eating this, knowing Simone subsisted off of vaguely edible things originating from cans and boxes. As I ate, Gabriel settled in to read one of his bound paper books. There was a stack of about twelve of them on the concrete floor. They were all huge. None seemed like light reading.


  I watched him while I ate, my gaze shifting back to my plate each time he looked up. I wondered if this was more of Mona’s culinary skills. The hens had been roasted to perfection, the warmest rich brown with seasonings, the slightest crisp to the skin, covering moist tender meat underneath.


  “Do you eat? Food I mean?” The words slipped out of my mouth before I could stop them. I wasn’t sure how much chatter he was willing to put up with from me. We weren’t friends.


  He glanced up mildly from his book. “I do. But not at night.” He returned to reading, signaling that he didn’t intend to elaborate.


  In the silent spaces of his reading and my eating, I fell back into my normal worries.


  Sometimes I worried the light would never return. Not only since I’d been in Gabriel’s care, but even before. Night felt so indeterminable that it was hard not to wonder if it would last forever each time it descended.


  A lot of us developed depression a hundred hours or so into it. The feelings didn’t abate until day unless drugs were purchased to blunt the effects. For a while I’d tried to tell myself it was only this—merely needing the light—that I could be fixed with a pill. But the day didn’t make it go away. The light only caused me to have to hide and pretend that all was well.


  Gabriel put the book down and started filling the tub. “After you finish dinner, you’ll have a bath. Then we will resume our project.”


  From somewhere deep inside me, the barest sense of anxiety rose—anxiety regarding my own fate.


  How novel.


  


  Chapter Five: 482 hours until day


  



  He was right. The first whipping only peeled the outer layer. The relief of tears and feeling anything at all. There were so many other tender, untouched layers beneath where we’d been. I began to feel a slow, creeping horror as it unfolded before me, as I doubted his assurance that he wasn’t a sadist.


  He surely seemed to be getting something out of it, even if it wasn’t physical arousal. We’d slept many times. I’d eaten countless meals. He’d fed on my blood. But not once had he touched me in any manner beyond what could be delivered by the various implements in the crate. He’d taken my countdown clock away. He said it would be returned when we were finished with my rebuilding.


  The best indicator of time in the cell was that every few sleeps someone came down with fresh red sheets, stripped the mattress and pillows, put the new sheets on, and took the old sheets out. That and the feeding schedule. I etched marks on the wall beside the bed, another of which I made after three meals and each sleep. Gabriel had indulged this. I’d counted twenty sleeps so far.


  Even with the markings, my grip on time was tenuous at best. He’d whip me and take me to the brink of what I could stand. He’d let me hang there a moment in the chains as the throbbing pain trailed down my back. Then he’d heal and soothe and comfort me. We’d break for me to eat, for baths, for us both to sleep—or I think he slept. I’m not entirely sure.


  My sleeps were dreamless and deep; they seemed to go on forever and last a moment all at the same time. There was no privacy—for either of us—but its lack drew me deeper into him each moment this continued on.


  His vulnerabilities from his own lack of privacy made us somehow equal at times in this space. But it only took a little pain under his hand to remind me this was an illusion. His vulnerability was freely shared while mine was stripped and taken.


  He used the implements from the crate to shatter every wall I’d built around myself. All my protections fell in a pile at my feet. I felt as if I walked through fire but wasn’t consumed. As if I were the fire. But it was only his healing powers that gave me that sensation. If he were a mere human doing this, I would have been dead hours and hours ago.


  I couldn’t hear my own crying anymore. I’d grown numb to the sound of it. Just white noise. I swear I think I detached from my body, but Gabriel knew immediately when it happened. I barely heard the collar clatter to the ground as his fangs sank into my throat, demanding that I come back. He could pull me back into myself by drinking from me—particularly when he made me feed on his blood at the same time.


  The mutual feeding lasted only a few seconds, but I felt him living inside my thoughts, and me living inside his, and the desire for something besides death began to bloom inside me.


  I pulled away from his wrist. “Stop, please, Master, no more. I can’t…please…”


  I couldn’t take another moment of this. Not another lash across my back, not another tear down my cheek, not another strangled sob that I couldn’t determine the source of. Was it the physical pain, or was that only the trigger that let the other pain bubble to the surface so it could burn here in this isolated cell with the only other being that existed for me now?


  His tongue dragged languidly over my throat to seal his mark. Nothing he did in this small dark cube was hurried. His attention returned to my back. “We’ll see,” was all he would say.


  I deflated at that. I wanted there to be something I could do to make this stop. There was nothing I wouldn’t give him, no order I wouldn’t obey. The defiance had slipped out of me in drips and drabs without my conscious awareness of it leaving. I had become a thing to be molded, and I found myself willing to assume any shape he dictated—even the shape of someone who wanted to live.


  The key turned in the lock of each shackle, and the metal clinked against the wall as the chains were relieved of supporting weight. I mimicked them as I fell into Gabriel’s arms. I clung to him, desperate now to stop this, to give him any new obsession—something that didn’t require never ending drops of my blood.


  He let me rest on the mattress while he ran water in the tub for what seemed like the thousandth time. It occurred to me that I hadn’t spoken to Simone since we’d been down here.


  I’d promised I would call. What if she was worried? What if she forgot to take her pills because of it? What if she thought no one was coming with her medicine and she was trying to space them out? Taking the smaller risk now to avoid the bigger one later? But there was no smaller risk. I hoped she realized that. She couldn’t miss a dose.


  Gabriel turned from the filling tub, his gaze darting sharply to mine. “What is it, Helene?”


  His intrusion startled me. Even if he couldn’t read my thoughts, he’d felt my emotions as if they’d come from his own soul.


  “Simone,” I whispered.


  “She’s been checked on multiple times.”


  How could they have checked on her? Did he mean they’d called or something more? Had they been to the house? Had they gotten in? Did he have her now?


  Gabriel moved to my side. “My people have been viewing the surveillance.”


  “Surveillance?”


  He sighed. “I forget you’ve only just been introduced to the hidden realities of the world. We have cameras in everything—the glass screens, the walls, the lighting fixtures. They are in businesses as well as homes. We manufacture them into the building materials, and they go in without anyone being the wiser. We can call up anyone or anything we want at any time.”


  I’d already grown used to the lack of visible technology in Gabriel’s old-fashioned aesthetic. Even though he controlled the city, I had difficulty wrapping my mind around the fact that tucked away somewhere on his property was a lot of technology that allowed him to spy on anyone he wanted whenever he got the urge.


  “H-have I been watched before?”


  “Not by me. It’s possible a member of my surveillance team has seen some of the feeds of your work or home, but before you arrived, I wasn’t aware of you. It’s a big city with a lot of people. Just because we record everything doesn’t mean we’re bored enough to watch it all.”


  Was that supposed to pacify me? This potential complete violation that lurked at the corners of everyone’s existence?


  “But someone has seen Simone recently? Is she scared?”


  Maybe Gabriel hadn’t been sleeping all the times I had. Or maybe he hadn’t slept as long or as deep. Had Santo kept him informed at the door, or had he left me to glean intel himself? It felt like a betrayal that he might have abandoned me even while I slept. I’d come to depend on his presence. It was a comfort even when he was the source of my pain.


  No…he was the key to unlocking it. The pain had already been there, a far worse pain than anything physical. This was release, relief. Or it had been before we’d crossed whatever indefinable line we’d crossed. Now I found myself recoiling and fearing all the things I’d believed myself indifferent to.


  The thought drifted through my head that he was succeeding in his mission. Somewhere deep inside my consciousness, a part of me had decided I had things to lose now.


  “Your sister is fine. She still has a good supply of drugs, which she is taking on schedule. She’s been called and reminded to set her alarm so she doesn’t forget one. Her refill will be delivered in plenty of time.”


  And then what?


  The fear on my face must have shown because he said, “She won’t be harmed or taken from your home.”


  “T-the key box. You’ll need it.” I’d nearly forgotten I’d taken it with me and that Simone was trapped inside. Just another thing to feel guilty about. It was one thing to keep a door locked for your own protection. It was another not to possess the key.


  I imagined Hinkly, pacing back and forth, sensing my sister’s growing agitation at being trapped and alone for so long. I’d at least been outside in fresh air. At least I hadn’t been alone.


  “We have it. It will be taken care of.”


  He turned the water off and came back for me. I watched, riveted, as he stripped off his own clothing. They’d brought him a steady supply, whereas I’d been left nude for the duration with only the crimson bedsheets to cover me at his discretion. I never got tired of seeing him peel the shirt and pants from his body.


  He was art—the kind you could sit in a museum and stare at for hours as deep thoughts rose from the subconscious abyss, only to be shattered in the next moment by some mundane intrusion from the real world.


  Though I’d seen him this way many times, he’d taken his baths separately from me. Besides the whip and the feel of his fangs embedding into my flesh, his only direct physical interaction with me had been his arm draped possessively over my body on the mattress each time I found sleep.


  Gabriel lowered himself into the tub, disrupting the water as he settled. Steam rose. He motioned for me to join him. I went to him, feeling awkward and unsure.


  He sensed my hesitation. “I’ve whipped you countless times. I’ve held your existence in my hands. I’ve drank the very essence of your life, and sitting in a tub of hot water with me is where your line is?”


  “I’m allowed lines?”


  His expression was hard. Not a joker, this one. “No. You’re allowed to experience whatever I deliver to you. You’re allowed to feel and express those feelings. But you get no boundaries.”


  Because I was his slave until the sun crawled out of the depths of its grave to rescue me. And Gabriel wouldn’t let me forget it.


  But it wouldn’t have mattered. I was weaker than him by a large measure. Even if I’d had boundaries, I didn’t have the power to enforce them. I lived at his discretion whether we pretended I could refuse him or not.


  Gabriel extended a hand and helped me into the tub. The porcelain edges seemed to rise up and close around me as if it wanted to drag me underneath the water and never let me resurface.


  Did I still want that?


  He reached over the side and retrieved a bar of soap from the dish on the ground. He lathered it in the water and pushed me gently forward.


  I braced my hands against the edge on either side of the faucet as his hands roamed slowly over my back. He splashed water over me and moved on to my arms. When he reached my throat, something in him shifted.


  My breath hitched as soapy hands lingered over my breasts. He’d gone so long without touching me like this. He’d only touched me once before, so briefly I thought I’d imagined it. I’d been convinced that whatever it was he was interested in from me, it wasn’t sexual.


  But now it seemed things had changed. Had it been my begging that shoved him over the edge to this moment? Except for the sobbing, I’d accepted whatever he’d given me, too drained by my own existence to fight him.


  It never occurred to me to ask him to stop—to seek mercy or reprieve—because his whip was the reprieve. It was the reprieve from unpunished guilt, from numbness, from the death I’d thought I wanted.


  He splashed more water over me, then his hands moved over my belly. His mouth was on my throat overwhelming me with the warmth and softness of his lingering kiss. There was no biting this time. His hand moved between my legs as his other came around my waist, holding me against him as if I could escape anyway.


  I gasped when a finger pressed inside me. At first the movement was tentative, but when the moan left my throat, his fingers began to pump in and out of me with greater fervor. Had I imagined he’d sought permission in my response? I wasn’t sure I’d given it. I wasn’t sure he cared.


  The sounds from my mouth were involuntary at best, an automatic response to a stimulation that wasn’t pain. But I didn’t say no. Now that I’d found my voice to care what happened to me, I wasn’t troubled enough by a part of him inside me to resist. Instead, I melted against him, moving with his hand to reach the elusive peak he teased me with.


  The knock on the door shattered everything. We’d never been interrupted. It was always Gabriel who initiated all contact with the world outside the door. No one had dared approach on their own until now.


  An electric crackle stirred the air.


  Gabriel growled and got out of the tub. He wrapped a towel around himself and stomped to the door. He threw the bolt back, and I was sure the door almost came off its hinges when he yanked it open.


  “What?” he snarled.


  I only picked up pieces of the conversation—even Gabriel’s end—because I’d taken this opportunity to resume with my own fingers where he’d stopped.


  His end of the conversation sat as a dim background as I brought myself off in the tub.


  “No…No…No… Santo, you tell the queen that if she comes down here and disturbs me, I will personally remove her head from her body and take her city as my own.”


  There was a drawn-out pause where Santo must have been delivering quite a monologue in reply. In the spaces of silence from inside the cell, I wasn’t able to muffle or stop the whimper that left my mouth as I strained to completion. My head dropped back over the tub as my panting breath slowly returned to its normal cadence, as my heart stopped pounding inside my head.


  Then I realized the silence wasn’t the silence of murmurs behind the door, but a true silence. I glanced over to find Gabriel staring at me, his eyes flashing to the deep orange-red glow, his nostrils flaring, fangs peeking from his lips.


  A low hum that must have been Santo speaking, drew his attention back. “I want her to leave,” Gabriel said.


  Another pause for Santo’s response.


  “If she won’t leave, she will stay upstairs and away from here. I will deal with her when I’m good and ready. You make sure she understands if she descends those stairs…if I catch the smallest scent of her, she won’t survive our encounter.”


  Gabriel slammed the door and bolted it. He turned slowly back toward me, the glow in his eyes even brighter.


  “Did I give you permission to come, Helene?”


  I shook my head quickly.


  “Answer.”


  “N-no, Master.”


  “I’d thought we were done with the whippings. Perhaps not.”


  The tremble came to my lips before I realized I was crying. Maybe he was just screwing with me and hadn’t really been done. But to have the hope ripped from under me…


  “Pull the drain and get out of the tub.”


  My hand shook as I obeyed his order. Why was I so scared? Why was there this gnawing terror balled up inside my stomach? I couldn’t remember the last time I’d known fear like this. In all the time I’d been chained against the wall, one would think I would be blasé about it all by this point. But the thing that had woken up inside of me was the part of me that cared about things.


  Oh fuck.


  When I stood, I slipped and would have fallen, except that Gabriel moved in what appeared to me as a blur to catch me in time.


  He hoisted me out of the tub. As I stood there shivering, he took the towel he’d used and put it around me.


  He was silent as he chained me to the wall. My arms were still sore from the last stretch of time I’d been hanging there, but I didn’t dare complain. There was a new intensity to him now that I didn’t want to aggravate any further. He dug through the crate and came back with a strip of black silk which he tied over my eyes.


  He’d never blindfolded me down here before. It was such an odd thing to realize. I never could have imagined this one small detail could escalate the fear so much higher.


  “Earlier, when you begged me, I knew you’d reached the end, that you were wrung out. Empty. When we started, I wanted to bring you back, but now I find I only want to possess you more deeply. The fact that you thought you could masturbate a few yards from me, that you would take pleasure I didn’t offer you…”


  He trailed off. His words were replaced by a low growl that reverberated down my spine.


  We’d been down here forever. What did he expect? If he truly wanted to bring me back to life, he should have been happy to see some sign of it. In all the time we’d been locked down here together, I hadn’t thought of sex or orgasms or any version of pleasure beyond the slowly awakening appreciation for the food Mona kept sending down to me from the kitchen.


  He’d been so possessive of my pain. Of course he would seek to own my pleasure as well.


  Given his disapproval, I expected he’d start whipping me again. I was afraid of what that could mean when he seemed so angry. Before, it had been clinical, as if he were administering a medicine that would bring me back into myself. It had been the workings of a mad scientist mixing weird brews in a basement, and against all odds, the formula worked. It had brought the spark of life back into me, and now I was terrified of what was coming next. Where was my indifference, and why couldn’t I have it back now when I most needed it to protect me?


  I heard things being shuffled around in the crate, and every muscle in my body tightened in dread. Instead of pain, Gabriel applied an oil to my back and began to gently knead the muscles until they relaxed. I should have sunk and melted into the magic his touch created, but all I could think about was that whatever pain he planned to deliver next might hurt more with oiled skin. In that moment, it didn’t occur to me to realize the mercy he offered. Tense muscles would make the pain worse than relaxed ones.


  As if relaxing were an option.


  “You have to trust me, Helene. This isn’t like you.”


  He hadn’t known me. All he’d know was the ghost—the dead thing that strained to find a way to breathe, and that hoped to fade away with each successful breath that kept me here. He’d never met the real me, and even I had almost forgotten her in my hurry to get away from her.


  “I’m not going to hurt you right now.”


  What changed his mind? I’d been certain punishment was on its way because I’d dared to have a moment of pleasure. Couldn’t it be enough that he’d stirred it into existence, that it had been his fingers moving inside me that had made me want a release that wasn’t death?


  I sensed him step back before I heard his movement. The rumbling started once again in the crate, and I couldn’t help tensing. I’m not going to hurt you right now. But how much time did right now encapsulate? Seconds? Minutes? Hours? The rest of the endless night?


  I gasped when he returned, and his fingers teased between my legs, rubbing the now swollen flesh, sliding over the gathering moisture. I wasn’t sure if the wetness between my thighs was from my orgasm in the tub or if it was new arousal brought on by the relief of his hands moving with such gentle command across my skin.


  A moment later, something hard and thick pressed inside me. It wasn’t Gabriel. It was something he’d taken from the crate. A toy of some sort.


  “I will make you regret touching yourself without my express consent, but I won’t do it with pain. I want to play with you.”


  ***


  If I’d had the countdown clock, I perhaps could have said I hung there for three hours in total darkness, my arms on fire from the chains while he penetrated me with the vibrating toy, forcing me to climax over and over. But I don’t know how long it was.


  “Drink.” His arm was at my mouth, and I drank.


  As his blood flowed through me, the burning ache in my arms vanished.


  His fangs skimmed over my skin, and I tensed for a bite that never came. Instead he peppered kisses over my shoulder, up the side of my throat, the side of my cheek, until his lips reached my ear.


  “Helene,” he whispered. “I can leave you hanging until the dawn, and you can survive it because I’ll just keep giving you my blood.”


  The rawness between my legs from the toy moving in and out of me so long had dissipated, but his blood didn’t take away the clawing need to make the pleasure stop. I couldn’t believe it was possible to hold such a thought in my head…the nonsensical idea of wanting pleasure to stop. Everything was turned on its head.


  He gripped my throat, his voice still low. “You are going to come and come until the idea of an orgasm is the worst torture you can imagine. Do you understand?”


  “Y-yes, Master.” It already was. I needed a break. I couldn’t take any more. I was sure of it. “Please, I’ve learned my lesson.”


  “I haven’t even fucked you yet. I’m so far removed from being done with this cunt. So you’d better get used to it.”


  “Master, I’m sorry.”


  The buzzing stopped and the toy dropped to the ground. “What are you sorry for?”


  “I’m sorry I touched myself without permission.”


  I nearly jumped out of my skin when the studded paddle cracked against my ass.


  “No!” His fingers were still around my throat, causing my body to arch impossibly back. “You are a thief. You stole from me. Nobody steals from me. Your body is mine. Your pleasure is mine. Your pain is mine. All of it is mine. You will take whatever I give you in whatever amounts I decide you need. And you will thank me for it. Make me believe you have the intelligence to grasp this.”


  The paddle came down again. “Master, please. Please. I’m sorry I stole from you.”


  He growled, and stroked the length of my fingers. “Such lovely hands. There was a time when we chopped off the hands of thieves. Did you know that?”


  “Please, I’m sorry!” I thought I knew he wouldn’t…chop my hands off, but he seemed so out of control that I wasn’t sure what he was capable of.


  He pressed a gentle kiss against my back, and a hundred tiny clenched muscles released. “I know you are, Helene. I know. You’re going to be a good girl for me from now on, aren’t you? My perfect little whore until the sun comes, yes?”


  “Y-yes, Master. I promise.”


  I thought he was done. But he wasn’t done. He was only giving me a moment to regroup so I could take more. The blindfold still covered my eyes. I strained to hear what he was going for in the crate. Something for pleasure? Something for pain? They were both terrible in their own ways.


  Logically, I should have given up again. I should have wanted to die again. But I’d started to feel his possession of me take hold. I began to know that I was his vessel to fill with whatever he wanted, and that my emotions were his to soak up and enjoy at his leisure. I couldn’t leave him. I felt…loyal to him.


  I didn’t know if it was the promise of helping my sister, the extinguishing of my death wish, or the desperate attachment I’d formed with my captor. He was the air I breathed, and in spite of every other thing that happened down here, breathing came easy. The air was cool and refreshing moving in and out of my lungs. I felt alive. Everything in my now tiny world happened at his command, and I was certain even life and death couldn’t defy his wishes—the knowledge of which gave me the first real mental peace I’d ever known.


  I tensed when I heard another buzz and startled when the vibrations skimmed across my nipple, already erect from so much arousing stimulation. It was another implement of supposed pleasure, but this one was too narrow and small for penetration. He took it away, and I heard scraping on the ground. It was a chair and…I was sure he’d dragged over the two wooden blocks I hadn’t known the purpose of.


  He lifted my legs and arranged me so that I stood on the blocks in the most humiliating squatting position imaginable. I felt more vulnerable like this than I ever had—something I hadn’t thought possible before this moment. I heard him drop into the chair and felt his hot breath against my thigh.


  He hadn’t only gotten the thin vibrator from the crate. I became aware of his other toys—two small metal balls—as he pressed them inside me.


  “It will be very hard in this position to hold these in place. It will be even harder when I start doing things that make you want to relax. You must not relax. You must obey me or you will be sorry you didn’t.”


  “Y-yes, Master.” I forgot the humiliation of the position he’d contorted me into and the lewd and vulgar view I must have been exposing. I was far more concerned with what would happen if those small, heavy metal balls clinked on the ground.


  The buzzing started again.


  I expected a full-on assault of my clit, but instead he took the scenic route. The rounded nub at the end of the vibrator was so small, it hardly seemed capable of getting the job done. Gabriel wasn’t troubled by this. He pressed it lightly against my labia and dragged the tip over the length of the swelling skin. He teased my entrance and drew feather-light vibrating patterns all over and around my most intimate places, but he didn’t allow the vibrations to reach the most potent bundle of nerves from where all pleasure sprang.


  That would have been too easy. And I wouldn’t have wanted it. I was so wrung out. I didn’t think I could possibly have or want another orgasm. And wasn’t that his end goal anyway? To sour me on the whole experience to the point I begged for pain instead? Sure he wasn’t a sadist. Sure he took no pleasure from it.


  What a liar.


  I snapped to attention as the flogger whipped across my back, each knotted leather strip leaving the whisper of a burning sting against my flesh. In my surprise, I almost lost control of the metal balls. I clenched harder to keep them from falling.


  “Stop. Thinking,” Gabriel growled. “I see those wheels going. Stop trying to figure this out. Just feel and focus on what I told you to do. You have one simple job. What’s inside you right now is all that exists.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  He adjusted the setting, and the vibrations came harder, but he still wasn’t hitting the button. He teased me like this for so long that my arms started to burn in the chains again, and the weight of the hard metal began to inch slowly down. I was terrified of what would happen when I couldn’t hold on anymore.


  Gabriel moved a hand between my legs. “You are so, so wet. They might just slip out. If that were to happen, I would be…disappointed.”


  “Master, please, I’m trying, but I can’t…”


  “Yes. You can. I have faith in you. Would you like a little mercy?”


  I nodded, not trusting my voice. He pressed his fingers inside me, more firmly seating the balls in their place.


  I released a long, spiraling sigh. “Thank you, Master.”


  He continued his ministrations. It went on for so long that despite never directly touching my clit, an orgasm began building from somewhere deep within. An eternity later, he pressed the vibrating tip against my swollen bud. I gripped the metal balls hard, my mind refusing to process any pleasure happening beneath my waist. I couldn’t afford those thoughts. I couldn’t let my guard down.


  And then, the most beautiful words I’d ever heard: “Okay, Helene. You may come. Drop them.”


  He pressed the vibrator hard against me, and I relaxed and climaxed as he’d ordered me to. The metal balls clinked on the ground one at a time and rolled away. The buzzing stopped. Then his hand was between my legs again.


  “Such a filthy, slutty little slave,” he whispered.


  He pressed his hand, now wet from my juices, against my mouth. He didn’t have to command me to lick it up. A whimper escaped my throat as my tongue stroked the hand that had both hurt me and made me come.


  “Good girl.”


  When he unlocked the chains, I fell once again into his arms. This time he eased me slowly to the ground. I pressed my cheek against the cold concrete and rested.


  Santo arrived with food and set it on the table. I didn’t care that I lay naked and splayed like a strung-out whore. I didn’t care that he leered at me. And it’s possible in the haze of unreality that I spread my legs a little wider to give him a better view. I was rewarded by a low lust-filled growl.


  When we were alone again, Gabriel said, “You will eat. You will bathe. You will nap. When you awaken, I am going to fuck you. Let that fact settle into your mind. I’m going to take full and complete ownership of your body and teach you what it means to be mine. What do you say?”


  “T-thank you, Master.”


  “See? I knew you were smart.”


  ***


  I jolted awake, afraid I might drown. I was so exhausted I’d fallen asleep in the tub. He must have moved me to the bed. I had the faintest memory of Gabriel’s soapy hands sliding over my body to complete the bath I was too exhausted for. I remembered how I’d arched into his touch, how I’d writhed and begged him for more in weak murmurs that were already trailing down the path to dreams.


  Despite his threats of ruining orgasms for me, I wanted more—just maybe not quite as much at once.


  Even the idea of touching myself without a direct order from him seemed offensive. Between the pain and the pleasure, a deep reverence had taken root inside me toward my master. The more isolated time we spent down here, the more difficult it became to imagine disrespecting him in even the smallest way.


  It was hard to remember I was doing this for Simone. Was that still true? Was that still why? It seemed like something more.


  Gabriel sat in the chair he’d dragged to the wall during our last session and observed me. It was as much distance as he could put between us without leaving the room. His eyes glowed orange-red every few seconds. His fangs peeked from between his lips, and a low growl emanated from his throat. His hands clenched the arm rests.


  “Did you sleep well?”


  “Yes, Master.” Please put those hands on me.


  “You will crawl to me. Slowly.”


  I wasn’t sure I could have moved in any other way. I slipped out from between the sheets and crawled the few yards to his feet. He reached down and petted my hair.


  “Are you ready to accept my cock?”


  I arched my neck into his hand like a pet begging affection. “Yes, Master. Yes, please fuck me.”


  We’d spent hundreds of hours going through the darkest pain and only a few in pleasure, but I needed him inside me. I needed him to conquer me like an invaded land.


  Gabriel stood and removed his clothes, granting me the unparalleled thrill of seeing each perfectly sculpted line and muscle. He went to the mattress and laid back, spreading his legs, his erection hard and long and thick.


  He motioned for me, and I crawled to him.


  “I changed my mind. I’m not going to fuck you just yet. You’re going to fuck me. You’re going to use that sweet dripping cunt to make me come.”


  He guided me to straddle him. I was so excited and sensitive when I lowered myself over his cock, that I was sure even the barest stroke of him inside me would be enough to send me over the edge.


  “Use those muscles we worked, Helene. Grip me like you mean it.”


  I gripped and rode him, my hips rocking back and forth in a steady rhythm.


  “Tell me whose pleasure is more important. Mine or yours?”


  “Yours, Master.”


  “Good girl. You will not come this time. You’ve had enough.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  Some fucked-up part of me was excited by his demand to reject my own arousal in service to his—to be used fully and completely for his gratification.


  When his pleasure reached its peak, he gripped my ass and pulled me flush against him, driving into me so hard from beneath that he fucked me, despite my being on top. I should have known I would never really be on top with him. His fangs descended, and he bit my breast and drank until we collapsed together back onto the mattress.


  


  Chapter Six: 54 hours until day


  



  My sexual servitude to Gabriel went on so long I lost track of time. I’d long given up with the markings on the wall. But even though there had been many meals and sleeps since we’d started, I was certain plenty of night remained.


  He shifted me in his arms and unlocked the gold collar. He often fed from my shoulder or wrist, sometimes from my thigh, but just as often he wanted my throat. It was the most intimate of all the feeding options, and the most dangerous. He always took great care unlocking and removing my collar when he wanted to feed from his favorite vein. It was as if the collar was locked around my throat not only as a symbol of protection to the others¸ but to keep my vein out of anyone else’s hungry reach.


  I stared at the shiny gold metal and let out a fluttering sigh as his fangs pierced my skin, and he started to feed.


  He fed more than usual, but he didn’t offer me his own blood this time. I’d grown used to the tiny sips he took here and there, small thefts of my blood that hardly made a difference. My energy and health remained the same. I suspected it would have even if he never gave me any of his blood in return. It was just too small an amount too infrequently to harm me. I marveled that this was enough to keep him so strong.


  But this time was different. This time he gorged on me. He’d been good on his diet and now he needed a reward—or else he’d lost the last bit of self-control keeping him from the cake. This was a binge.


  Without the access to his mind that I gained from his blood, I couldn’t be sure if he was with me or not, if he paid attention to how much of my life he siphoned out.


  Was this what he’d wanted all along?


  He gripped me harder and drank deeper still. The initial pinch of his bite had faded, replaced by a suctioning sensation that lulled me along for the first few minutes. But then another darker, more insistent pain started.


  This pain was a warning buzzer. It was my body awakening finally to the danger it was in even though my mind for once had been several steps ahead of it.


  I struggled, certain he’d kill me this time and that Simone would be forgotten and left to die now that he’d gotten everything he wanted from me. He never had to pay up. We’d both known that. And yet I’d succumbed to him because I’d known it was my only choice—hoping he had some honor that would compel him to hold up his end of the deal. And the truth in his blood had convinced me. But couldn’t it have been a carefully crafted lie? Couldn’t he have fed me the feelings and images he wanted me to have?


  “Please…” My voice came out so weak and soft that I’m not sure if he heard me. His hearing was many times better than mine, but I couldn’t even hear the thought of the word inside my own mind, so how could I hope that he heard it?


  A thick, heavy tear moved slowly down my cheek like oil. Of all the tears I’d shed in here, the last seemed the most tragic. Why bring me to life only to snuff it out the moment I might want to be here? Was that the pleasure he sought? To take something I didn’t want to give?


  Before, I would have happily laid my life at his feet just to make the infinite grind end, to find the freedom I felt sure was tucked inside oblivion. And now I’d grown so attached to him, so desperate to feel his hands on me, that I no longer wanted to go.


  Finally, he pulled away, and his wrist was in front of my mouth.


  “Drink. I took more than normal. I had to be sure we were done here.”


  I drank while he sealed the mark he’d made on my throat, but his words sent a flurry of panic through me. What did he mean we were done here? Did he mean just the cell? Or that he was done with me, period? Would he throw me out or pass me on to someone else? What about Simone’s medicine?


  An intensely mad part of me didn’t want us to leave the cell. Ever. These contained four walls created just enough space to exist in without becoming overwhelmed. Here I could cope with what life had to offer, but how would I confront what lay beyond this door? Maybe he intended to leave me and go about his business up on the main level.


  The gold band clicked around my throat, and Gabriel pocketed the key. He pressed a kiss to my cheek and crossed to the door. I heard him speak to Santo, but couldn’t determine what was said. He turned back to me after a moment.


  “You will take your dinner upstairs in the kitchen. Santo is bringing something for you to wear. You will wear that and only that and come find me on the main level.” His face held expectation, waiting for my acquiescence to his demand.


  “Yes, Master.” My heart inexplicably leapt at the idea of meeting him upstairs. I couldn’t say I was prepared to rejoin the rest of the living quite yet, but it was better to be with him up there than alone down here. And surely that was progress of the kind he’d sought.


  I was alone for only a few minutes before Santo returned with a black silk robe. I clutched the sheets around me when he entered. He dropped the robe and the small gold countdown clock on the bed and left without a word.


  I panicked when I saw it was only fifty-four hours until daylight. I couldn’t believe so much time had passed. Had he forgotten Simone? I nearly had. God, I was such a terrible person. Would he still fulfill our bargain? There was so little time left. We had to go now!


  I slipped the robe on as Gabriel had ordered. I couldn’t afford the slightest disobedience with the deadline looming so close.


  The fine fabric hugged and clung to every curve, leaving nothing to the imagination save for the opaque covering it provided. The outline of my nipples showed through the sheen of black fabric. The apex between my thighs was clearly outlined, leaving not even a mystery as to whether there was any hair there. The robe reached the ground, and the sleeves were long as well, flaring slightly at the bottom and covering most of my hands. Only my fingernails peeked out.


  I still wondered if Gabriel had truly kept the queen, whoever she was, waiting this long. Or had he slipped away during one of my sleeps and spoken to her? Perhaps something more carnal? I couldn’t imagine he’d left her to her own devices on his property for so long.


  Didn’t he worry she’d try to run things in his absence? How could any ruler abandon his kingdom for the time Gabriel had been underground with me? Either his people were absolutely loyal to him or it would be chaos upstairs.


  I didn’t go to the kitchen. I wasn’t hungry, and I was too curious about the queen and too worried about my sister. I wouldn’t be able to eat until she was safe.


  On the main level, I was greeted with incredulous stares. I doubt it was what I wore, since the amount of cover I’d been given was merciful considering the level of nudity I’d seen in the short time before I’d been cloistered below ground.


  I was sure the stares heralded some fundamental change from the last time they’d seen me. As I moved, I felt my back held straighter, my awareness sharper, my sense of self more firmly attached to me where, before, it had seemed like a balloon that could slip from my grasp and fly away at any time. I floated to the main room I’d met Gabriel in.


  I stayed outside the door. I felt compelled to know who he was when I wasn’t there.


  The hallway was crowded with other immortals, most of them looking human at the moment. No one dared enter.


  A woman stood in the center of the emptied room. A diamond-encrusted crown sat on her head above perfectly coiffed blonde hair. But even without it, the way she moved was so regal and sure I would never have assumed she was anything other than what she was.


  She wore an emerald gown that covered her feet. There were jewels at her throat and her wrists. She moved silently across the floor. Either she could fly, or she hadn’t escaped Gabriel’s strict shoe rules.


  “A thousand years ago, we were betrothed. We were meant to rule together,” she said. Even the way she articulated her words was regal.


  I wasn’t familiar with her expression of the passage of time. What was a year? Was it a longer period than night? And day? And all the hours and all the sleeps? Our measurement of time never projected far into the future. We only spoke of how many night and day cycles since this or that thing occurred. Every night felt like the last one anyway.


  It was hard to see beyond that, or to look into the past at all the nights that had happened before. It was better to stay in the current one and try to survive it…get to day and try to enjoy it and forget about the darkness that always came fast on our heels, never giving us enough peace before light was snatched away again.


  “Things change,” Gabriel said. He reclined beside the fireplace in what I’d decided must be his favorite chair.


  I was relieved he looked bored. There were a million ways this woman could mean my sister’s demise. If Gabriel found her more interesting than me or got sucked into her drama…well… keeping a promise to someone lower than you on the food chain hardly seemed like it would remain a high priority, no matter how well I adhered to my side of the bargain, no matter how many pieces of myself I’d sacrificed and left on the ground at his feet.


  I wanted to fall to my knees and beg him to save Simone. Didn’t he realize there were only four hours left until she needed those drugs to be in her hands?


  “It was very rude to leave me waiting like this when you know my city is in ruins.”


  He shrugged. “And whose problem is that? Your inability to manage your affairs is not my concern. In coming here, you’ve broken every rule we set out when we divided the kingdoms. And you’d already defied half of them when you tried to communicate by letter. Helene,” he said.


  Had he sensed my fear? Or smelled me? His eyes met mine, and he waved me in with a flick of his finger.


  The queen sent a look my way that could have made me to bleed to death from its sharpness. “You always did like the weak and vulnerable ones. Never your own kind—someone who might have a chance against you. I wonder what that says about you.” She looked away from me as if I were a mere bird flying overhead—a passing curiosity, but nothing of importance. “I wonder if perhaps I might interest you more now that I’m somewhat pathetic. Maybe not so pathetic as your human, but…I’m sure it’s enough given our history.”


  “You’ve never understood the first thing about me,” he said.


  Gabriel’s subjects crowded the hallway, no longer attempting to hide how they fought to watch. I wasn’t sure why the goings on of this room should be of interest to them until he spoke.


  “Helene, please remove the robe.”


  I froze.


  My hands involuntarily moved to hold the wisp of clothing closed as if he could remove it himself with the powers of his mind from across the room. And he probably could.


  Things were different up here. I wasn’t in the same mental place as before…I couldn’t just…but I had to...whatever he wanted... Simone’s time was running out.


  The queen seemed amused.


  Gabriel rose and crossed the floor to me. He lowered his mouth to my ear and whispered so quietly I could hardly hear him. He had to, to keep the queen and those crowding at the door from hearing what he only intended for my ears.


  “I’ve been kind to you, Helene. Don’t make me change that now.”


  The tears started to gather. Down in the private dungeon, it was different. It was intimate and special. I wanted these things to be between only us. I couldn’t…


  “Think of your sister,” he whispered. “Perhaps she would be more compliant.”


  The threat had the intended effect. I resented him for it, but at least he hadn’t forgotten her. That had to mean something. Right?


  He returned to his chair, an expectant expression on his face.


  The robe slipped from my shoulders onto the ground. Murmurs rose from the hallway—various assessments of my attributes and charms or lack thereof. It was probably better to let those things flow over me and through me, never allowing anything to attach itself too strongly.


  Gabriel turned to the queen. “Now, you. Strip. Give me your vulnerabilities. Submit to me. Stand naked next to Helene and let me decide which of you interests me enough to bother helping.”


  The queen laughed. “Only in your most audacious dreams, Gabriel.”


  “Helene is not weak. But you are.” He turned back to me. “You may cover up.”


  I pulled the robe back on, and he motioned me forward.


  When I reached him, he pulled me onto his lap. He shoved one side of the robe out of the way, and I watched as the outline of his hand crawled under the silk and up between my thighs. He was using me to fuck with her. It hurt in a way I hadn’t been prepared to feel. Why should I care? It wasn’t as if I’d thought he was developing feelings for me, or as if I’d developed any for him.


  Right?


  But I had. The things in the cell felt real. I wanted them back. I wanted a world that was only us, where we were consumed with each other, where I was his only sustenance, and he protected me in the way such a truth would warrant.


  He spread my legs lewdly, the robe gaping open now as he fingered me in earnest. I leaned back against him, my arm hooking around his neck for support as my head dropped onto his shoulder. He tweaked my nipple with his free hand until he wrung a pitiful mewl from me.


  “Please…” I gasped. My awareness of the queen’s presence in the room began to dim.


  “I can’t hear you,” Gabriel said. I knew what he wanted to hear, the word he pulled from me over and over, holding it possessively in his mind until the next time it fell from my lips.


  “Master, please.” I didn’t know what I was begging for. A return to modesty? An orgasm? The pressure/pain at my breast to stop? Maybe I just wanted to go back down into the darkness with him.


  “Last chance,” Gabriel said to the queen. “Take off your dress, lie down in the middle of the floor, spread your legs, and finger your cunt until you come. I’ll lower myself to help the loudest screamer.”


  She laughed, but when I glanced at her, I saw her discomfort. He unnerved her. He scared her.


  He took his hand from between my legs. I started to protest until he pressed a wet finger into my mouth.


  “Suck. Suck it like it’s my cock. You know the way I taught you. Show the queen why you have my favor and why her theatrics bore the shit out of me.”


  I tasted myself on him, sucked his fingers into my mouth, swirling my tongue around each digit as if I were fellating him.


  A few moments later, he took his hand from between my lips and bit into my arm. At first I thought he planned to feed, but he only held it up and let the blood flow freely.


  The queen’s nostril’s flared.


  “Undress and crawl to me like the good whore I want you to be, and I’ll let you taste her. She’s had my blood. You know how much better they can taste when we feed them our essence.”


  The queen’s lip curled. “Don’t be vulgar, Gabriel.”


  “Well, you cannot say I didn’t offer you my hospitality.”


  He healed the wound his bite had inflicted and licked up the remaining trailing blood.


  “This is Amari, the queen of the second city,” he said, finally deciding to introduce us. “Amari, this is Helene. She is mine in ways you could only dream of.”


  The queen laughed again. “Is she? She seemed quite resistant to me.”


  Gabriel took this as a challenge. “She’ll do anything I tell her to do, won’t you my little whore?”


  “Yes, Master.” Despite Amari standing there and his other subjects and slaves just yards away in the hall, I slipped into that fucked-up space with him again. The place where I was happy and relieved for him to rule me.


  He nudged me off his lap, and I knelt on the ground beside him, my head bowed. He pulled me up with him when he stood and removed the robe. Why had he bothered giving me the illusion of a return to modesty?


  “Helene, do you see the chair we were just sitting in?”


  Of course I saw it. But now that he’d called my attention to it, I observed it more studiously. It was a large, plush, regal chair that undoubtedly cost as much as my house. The seat and back were comfortable, but the arms were hard with ridges and bumps that protruded out of the intricate design.


  “You will straddle the arm and grind your cunt against it until you come. When you do, you will moan loudly enough for everyone lurking in the hall to hear.”


  The queen smirked.


  “Well?” Gabriel said.


  I mounted the hard-ridged chair arm and began to grind for him as he’d demanded.


  “Where’s the volume, pet?”


  I began to moan and whimper—exaggerated throaty sounds. But the louder I got, the more aroused I became, taken in by my own performance.


  “Arch your back more. You are putting on a show for us, after all.”


  I arched and rubbed myself against the textured surface. A moment later the queen was behind me, her hands stroking my breasts, her mouth pressing soft kisses to my throat.


  “No feeding,” Gabriel said. “There are two chair arms, Amari. You may taste her blood if you strip down for me and grind on the other one. I could keep you each in matching collars, led around on your knees everywhere by a chain. You could play together and fuck for my amusement. What do you say, Amari? Doesn’t it sound like heaven?”


  Without warning, she wasn’t touching me anymore. At first I thought she’d taken Gabriel’s offer, and a dark jealousy began to unfurl inside me. I didn’t want her here. But she wasn’t stripping or grinding.


  “Enough of this ridiculousness, Gabriel. We have important matters of state to discuss.”


  “I do love it when you talk dirty to me,” he said. “Helene!”


  My gaze snapped to his. “Y-yes, Master?”


  “Did I say you could stop?”


  “No, Master.”


  “Come for us like a good girl, and I’ll let you sit on my lap again.”


  I sensed Amari’s anger build at this distraction. I let that anger drive me on as I climbed the peak and found my release. I was loud as he requested, loud enough for anyone in the house to hear my pleasure.


  “And that is why you are of no interest to me, Amari.” Gabriel turned away from the queen.


  I felt my face flame as I came back to myself and got off the chair arm.


  “Helene? The mess? That’s quite an expensive chair you just climaxed on.”


  I don’t know what came over me, but I bent so that my ass was raised in the air, so that he and the queen could see the wetness still dripping down my thighs and the still engorged flesh between my legs. Then I slowly licked the arm of the chair clean. Gabriel moved behind me and ran his fingertips lightly over the flesh I’d put on display.


  When I finished, he sat and pulled me back onto his lap. This time, my nudity didn’t disturb me. I was only too happy to give him all the access he wanted. And I didn’t care who watched or how excited it made them.


  Amari rolled her eyes. “I intend to have a serious discussion, Gabriel. And you’d better fucking listen to me.”


  He growled a warning. “You may proceed, but watch yourself. You’re in my city.”


  He caressed me just beneath my collar. All at once my mind began to wander in an odd jumbled way as if nothing from the past twenty minutes had happened. He stroked my skin in intense repeat patterns, lulling me out of my immediate surroundings and onto a mental wheel I couldn’t get off of.


  I suddenly wanted to ask how many cities there were and how big the world we lived in was. All I’d known was that this city and the outskirts melded into a dark forest which seemed to stretch to the end of everything. I’d imagined we were the only people, that our city was the only light when night fell, and that beyond it only lay gnarled tangles of branches and prickling vines—things that could survive the long blanket of black sky or had learned to hibernate through it. I imagined wild animals that might rip us to shreds if we ventured there, particularly once food began to grow scarce.


  It was only starting to become clear to me that we were a resource kept to feed these creatures. Some of us might live our entire lives ignorant that we were a reserve food supply. Others would come to these houses and feed them at night. So what happened when the other humans here went home? Some of them came back—Gabriel said…waiting outside the door like a lost puppy begging to be let in. Could they all keep a secret? Were they threatened? Were their minds altered so they only remembered to come back after dark and nothing more? But if that were true, how could it be that they wanted to be here? Hadn’t they only been conditioned to want it? But what if everything was conditioned? What if no thought was ever truly free?


  Manicured and polished fingers were in front of my face, snapping. The clipped sound brought me back to the present. “She is a dull one, isn’t she? But then I’ve seen her other charms.” Amari’s smile was icy and didn’t reach her eyes, which still held that sharp cutting quality that made me touch my skin to be sure it wasn’t broken.


  I looked over to find Gabriel annoyed, and I didn’t know if it was with me or the queen.


  She spoke again, this time looking at me. “The king really has picked a sad little bird this time, hasn’t he?”


  “Don’t ever call me that,” Gabriel said.


  “So you are comfortable with the power and the rule but not the labels?”


  “I don’t like how every time you say it, you imply we belong together as a ruling pair like the fairy stories the humans used to tell.”


  What were fairy stories?


  “Well, don’t we belong together?” she pressed as if Gabriel hadn’t just made clear that they didn’t.


  “You would never rule with me, Amari. If you were mine, you would be mine. You would wear this collar. You’d be stripped of your crown. You’d live on your knees at my feet as my grateful and obedient slave. The version of this you want exists nowhere but inside your pretty head.”


  My gaze went between them as they volleyed words. Despite Gabriel’s strong denial, I knew the threat the queen could pose if she’d lose her pride and kneel at his feet.


  That threat wrapped tightly around me. The breathing that had grown effortless and pushed to the background down in the cell returned to the way it had been before, and I wondered if anything would ever feel easy again. Couldn’t I have just one brief moment where life hummed along and felt like something worth being here for?


  I slipped backward—sinking, falling into that deep, dark sludge in the murkiest corners of my mind. But the queen’s words snapped me back again.


  “The humans are going to revolt. An uprising is being organized as we speak. There are too many of them and too few of us. Even with our powers…”


  I turned to Gabriel, gauging his response. Did she mean all humans? The ones in our city, too? Or just hers? Did this put Simone in more danger?


  He sighed. “I warned you your methods wouldn’t work. Letting the humans know about us, telling them outright that they’re slaves to obey and feed us for their protection would only end in a war. They may not be strong, but they have numbers.”


  “But I gave them everything in return for their obedience. I made their lives happy. Easy.”


  Easy. That word echoed and lilted along the electric pathways in my brain. The lure almost pulled me away again, but I snapped myself out of it and focused. Gabriel stroked my throat, then moved on to caress my shoulder and back.


  He was doing this, making my mind wander all over the place so I couldn’t pay attention to what they were saying. I wasn’t sure the extent of his powers or the reaches of his control. Surely if his kind were this powerful, then the threat of an uprising would only be amusing.


  But maybe they weren’t all this powerful. Maybe it was only Gabriel and the others of the ruling class. How many were there? There couldn’t be many could there? How many cities? How many isolated worlds filled with humans unaware of all the others? Were all the cities the same size? All of these pointless, numbing questions assaulted my brain at once, so I had to push through the fog and noise to stay in the present moment.


  The queen’s fangs peered out from between her lips as Gabriel’s fingers played over my breasts. She wanted to taste me.


  “I told you from the beginning, Amari. I warned you. The human animal wants to be free. You have to at least use a little finesse. Letting them know their condition outright… If there is an uprising, what happens when the sun rises?”


  Both of them looked at me, and I realized I must not have that glassy-eyed off in la la land look about me any longer. I quickly stared off into the distance, trying to recapture the look of dull idiocy the queen had remarked upon moments ago.


  The way Gabriel touched me was purposeful, hypnotic, powerful in a deep, pulsating, primal way. If I could fight through some of it, I wasn’t sure I wanted him to know that.


  “I don’t know!” she hissed, “An attack then would have unpredictable results. That’s why we need to move now! It’s why I need you to put aside whatever your issues are with me and help me. I can’t believe you burned my warning. And then to so cavalierly play with your pet downstairs for hundreds of hours while I nearly climbed out of my skin up here…all the while the people are plotting and planning and waiting. They may already be attacking. Who knows? Certainly not me!” She paced, her strides getting longer until her red-polished toes peeked from under the emerald gown.


  She rounded on Gabriel. “If we don’t contain it, they will get out, and it will spread. Then it will become your problem. Either way you’ll have to do something. Ignoring this isn’t an option.”


  It took concentrated effort to continue to stare off into space. The patterns Gabriel had been tracing along my skin were becoming broken, distracted, and with it, I was able to focus for longer periods of time on their conversation.


  “They would be foolish to attack during the day,” Gabriel said, “They underestimate what we become under those conditions.”


  “But would they? At least half of us wouldn’t be strong enough even with the adrenaline bursts.”


  “Santo!” he bellowed.


  I’d forgotten others stood outside the door, probably fighting to eavesdrop as much as I was. Santo rushed in, his gaze panning over me briefly before he wiped his face of all expression. He’d been listening as well.


  He made a quick bow. “Yes, sir?”


  “The cell Helene and I occupied?”


  “Yes, sir?”


  “Please escort Amari to it, and install a row of guards outside the door. You may send humans in to feed and entertain her…urges.”


  The fire in the grate snuffed out. Her eyes glowed as if she’d sucked it into herself. It was as if she’d overpowered and dominated the flame, and in response, it fled her wrath, making itself so small it became invisible to the naked eye. Her fangs slipped out…her fingernails grew longer, sharper, gnarled. I thought she’d make the full transformation.


  “A cell? I am a ROYAL,” she roared. “Nobody puts me in a cell like some frail human toy!”


  Guards rushed in. I saw a flash of liquid silver in a hypodermic needle. Then the needle was in her throat and she was out, her internal reality shrinking and blinking out like the fire only moments before. One of the guards lifted her as if she were weightless. Her features melted and softened back into her luminous human visage as she draped unconscious in his arms.


  


  Chapter Seven: 52 hours until day


  



  I sat in the back of a long stretched car with Gabriel. Santo drove. I was dressed again, wearing a black and purple corset and denim pants. And boots. It had taken some time for Santo to hunt down appropriate footwear in my size.


  With a flick of a switch and an electric whir, a glass pane came down, separating the front cab of the car from the back. In the center of the glass, glowing green numbers ticked down the seconds, minutes and hours left on the countdown clock until morning.


  Fifty-two hours, twenty-six minutes, and thirteen seconds. Twelve. Eleven. Ten. I looked out the window, away from the mocking green glow.


  “Helene?”


  I turned to him.


  Gabriel rested a hand on my knee to stop it from shaking. “We’re taking the drugs to your sister. We’ll be there soon. Don’t worry. I haven’t forgotten our deal. I keep my promises.”


  “Thank you, Master.”


  I’d been too afraid to broach the subject, too afraid to anger him. He had other things to worry about. I didn’t think he’d fulfill his promise when he was on his own deadlines to fix problems that mattered more to him. I’d reasoned that Simone might be okay. If she could just make it through two sleeps...


  I breathed slowly and tried to relax. With the worry about my sister minimized, my thoughts turned to the queen and what I’d witnessed back at Gabriel’s.


  The injected liquid silver seemed like a mercy to spare Amari some of her dignity—if being carried off like a wilted damsel could qualify as dignity.


  When she’d awakened, Gabriel had forced her to write a letter to gain him entrance to her city. He’d dictated it so she couldn’t slip in a coded warning. He’d made her use her seal to prove it authentic.


  Gabriel slid the letter with the queen’s seal into a pocket in the door of the car.


  “Are you releasing me now?” I asked. It was so close to day. Surely I’d fulfilled my function.


  He turned sharply, his eyes flashing, and I realized what I’d forgotten.


  “M-Master,” I whispered meekly.


  “We are taking the medicine to your sister. That’s all.”


  “A-and then?”


  A possessive demonic glow lit his eyes. Whatever Gabriel’s original intentions, at some point in the isolated cell with him for so many hours and sleeps, it had stopped being a game or challenge to entertain himself.


  “You are mine until morning. I will free you when the sun returns. That was our bargain.” His words were so sharp they almost left a physical burn across my skin. I had my doubts that he planned to ever release me.


  I should be grateful he was keeping his promise for my sister.


  But even so, why should he keep me until the last possible moment? He’d accomplished his objective in the cell. He’d brought back just enough of the spark of life in me—the clinging to a personal existence—that the idea of death, rather than bringing peace, brought revulsion and low-level fear.


  I couldn’t help but feel the other version of reality was better.


  He pressed a button on the console. I thought he was lowering the glass pane again—perhaps to speak to Santo—but music played instead. A slow, sadly lilting violin filled the spaces around and between us. It sucked the oxygen out so there was scarcely enough left to breathe. I started crying within minutes.


  “Helene, don’t.”


  But I couldn’t help it. The music unlocked something in me. Maybe he could have skipped the whip altogether and just let me immerse myself in this. It was an echo of what life could be, even in its sadness and pain. It took something ugly and made it beautiful. I only knew it was a violin because we’d studied it in school. I’d heard a few clips as a part of our history lessons. I’d never had the privilege of listening to a full piece. It hadn’t been thought necessary by those who’d instructed me.


  Who were they to tell me what was necessary for me to get by? Who were they to ration out beauty as if it were a limited resource that must be selfishly guarded?


  No one played now. I didn’t think the instruments still existed. And there had been no recordings that preserved anything of substance. All we had in the form of music was a harsh digital poppy beat and happy women singing about how wonderful the day was. There was never any music to acknowledge night. Night and all commentary on it remained utterly, chillingly silent.


  The violin filled those spaces, gave soundtrack to the night, and took away a measure of its terror. Gabriel pulled me against him and stroked my hair.


  “If Simone sees you’ve been crying, this will be harder.”


  Santo pulled into the driveway and turned off the car. He stayed behind, but Gabriel got out with me. I hadn’t been sure he’d let me see her—especially if he didn’t intend to let me go.


  I clutched the white bag with my sister’s medicine in one hand and the key box with the other. I looked at him, afraid now to unlock the door.


  “D-don’t take her. Please.” I couldn’t stand the thought of him pulling Simone into all of this. I couldn’t stand the idea that she might know something of what had happened to me since I’d been gone.


  “Open the door, Helene. We have more important things to do beyond this trivial errand.”


  I pressed the call box beside the door. I didn’t want to scare her.


  “Hello?” Simone said, a tremble in her voice.


  “It’s me.”


  “Helene!”


  I waited as if expecting her to fling the door open, but I still dumbly held the key box in my hand. I looked at Gabriel once more, trying to determine if this was a trap. Was I helping her or hurting her? It didn’t matter. We both knew he could rip the box out of my frail human fingers and do whatever he wanted. My control here was entirely illusory.


  I pressed the button in the center of the black box, and the door slid open. Gabriel walked in ahead of me, probably thinking I might try to lock him out. I’m not sure I could have done that. My feelings for him were so tangled and confused.


  I wasn’t even sure I wanted to be free of him.


  That thought had bumped around in my brain off and on for a few sleeps now. I wanted nothing more than to destroy that thought and convince myself it was about Simone and wanting to believe he’d honor his promise. But here he was, honoring that promise, and yet the idea of saying goodbye made a tight pain bloom in the center of my chest.


  Simone gasped and leaped back, not expecting anyone else to be with me. She must not have been looking at the surveillance cameras when she’d answered the call box, or else Gabriel had been smart enough to stay well outside the range of vision of the house’s electric eyes.


  “T-this is the friend I’ve been staying with,” I said. I looked at him, begging him silently not to make me say more. My lie was halfhearted and unconvincing even to my own ears. Only someone whose survival depended on believing it would have been able to do so.


  When I’d told my sister I was staying with friends, I knew she’d assumed women. I hadn’t clarified. I’d been afraid if her stress got too high—even with her medicine—she’d have an episode.


  I held the bag out. “It’s not your usual brand, but they gave me two different ones. If you’re fine with what you have you should be fine with one of these, too.”


  Simone watched Gabriel warily as she took the bag.


  “There’s only one bottle in here.” She pulled it out. “What are you talking about, Helene? This is my normal brand.”


  “I took care of it,” Gabriel said, without further explanation. So he’d dug into things. He’d searched through some electronic data and made sure that she didn’t just get her medicine but she got exactly what she was used to taking.


  Simone looked from Gabriel to me and back to Gabriel. “Thank you.”


  “Have you been taking your pills on time?” I asked. She looked healthy enough, but I was still concerned. Leaving with Gabriel again would be touchy.


  “Y-yes.” Her gaze kept drifting to my unexpected companion.


  I could practically see the questions scrolling through her mind.


  “I made sure my pill alarms were set. I was tempted to start rationing them in case no one came.”


  I was grateful she hadn’t.


  Her gaze settled on the gold band around my throat. Her fingers strayed to her own throat as if she couldn’t bring herself to verbalize the question. Please don’t ask me this, I begged silently, as if some sort of sibling connection would create a mental tunnel through which we could have a private conversation.


  But the conversation was unnecessary. Simone had always been observant. With her condition, she’d reminded me of a deer, always one ear perked up for danger, knowing she must manage her stress response for her own survival. She looked back and forth between the two of us as if trying to determine my safety with him. Nothing had to be said. She knew I’d traded myself for her pills.


  A thread of shame wound around me. I didn’t want Simone to know. I didn’t want her to guess at the gory details. I didn’t want her to imagine me in compromised situations in exchange for her life.


  Hinkly’s small claws clicked from the other room into the entry area. He took one look at Gabriel and vocalized what we all felt. A low growl emitted from the small dog as he positioned his body, ready to leap and attack. His lips drew back in a snarl, revealing his canines more deliberately. The low growls were punctuated every few moments by a shrill yappy bark that sounded like an alarm. Then he went back to growling.


  I turned to Gabriel, hoping he’d do something to placate the dog, but instead, his eyes glowed, and his fangs descended into view from between his lips as he let loose with his own growl, deeper and louder than the dog’s. Hinkly shrieked and fled the room, his claws clicking faster and faster until the sound faded at the other end of the house.


  I jumped when something crashed and turned in time to see Simone on the ground, seizing. She’d seen Gabriel. And heard him. And even with her medicine, that kind of equilibrium-destroying shock had sent her into a medical crisis.


  Before I could react, Gabriel was beside her, his fangs in his wrist. His blood dripped into her mouth as she convulsed. Though I’d seen the power of his blood to heal, I doubted it could fix something like this. But it took only seconds to prove me wrong as she came to. Her body trembled as she looked up at him, but it was just normal fear now. Her breathing had normalized. Everything had stilled.


  Gabriel helped her off the floor and placed his hands on either side of her face. “Simone, nothing out of the ordinary happened. Your dog didn’t come in here. I didn’t growl. I am a friend of your sister. We need to go, but she will be back in the morning. She is safe, and you are safe. Everything is okay. Be a good girl and say goodbye to her.”


  He stepped back and Simone turned to me, a glassy-eyed robotic look in her eyes. She moved closer and embraced me. “I’m glad you came. Thanks for my medicine. I’ll see you in the morning.” She kissed me on the cheek and turned and went down the hallway in the direction Hinkly had gone.


  I stared after her, unable to process what had happened. He had this power, and yet he’d been willing to beat me into submission when I’d first been taken to him? I felt the betrayal burning out from my eyes.


  “Let’s go, Helene.”


  My feet were rooted to the spot. I wanted to make a scene that might snap Simone out of whatever waking dream state Gabriel had put her in. I wanted to force his hand, to see if he might try similar mind tricks on me. If he’d wanted to “bring me back to life” so much, all he’d had to do was get inside my mind and twist it. If he’d wanted my obedience he could have done the same.


  Now that I knew this, I couldn’t determine if it was worse that he’d chosen to beat me within an inch of my life to gain my compliance or if the mental invasion I’d just witnessed was the real crime.


  “Now, Helene. I won’t ask again.”


  “Or what? You’ll control me like that?”


  His eyes narrowed, the fire flickering on and off inside them. The lights in the house flickered with his barely tamped-down anger. “We have a deal. You are mine until morning. It’s not morning yet. If I hadn’t done that, Simone would have been in danger. She wouldn’t have been safe even with the drugs, and I don’t have time to babysit her. There are larger issues at stake.”


  “Then why not let me go?”


  His large hand bit into my arm. “No!” He scooped up the key box and practically dragged me out of the house and to the waiting car.


  The house beeped onto secure mode as he pushed me into the back seat. He joined me and pressed a button on the console. “Take us to the second city.”


  “Yes, sir,” Santo said.


  I watched my house fade in the distance through the back window, wondering what Simone was doing and if somewhere underneath Gabriel’s hypnotic suggestion, she still sensed the danger she and I were both in. Because now more than ever, I was aware that this world I’d been introduced to was dangerous in ways far more insidious than I’d suspected. And despite Gabriel keeping his word, I felt as if those pills had been payment in full for me.


  Tension rolled off him, filling the space between us with the loudest silence I’d ever experienced. I swear I could hear it when his fangs descended and his eyes glowed, even though there was no growl to accompany the partial shift into his darker form.


  He pinned me against the seat, and his fangs were in my throat. He drank as if he was ready to stop playing with his food. The warning bells of my impending doom didn’t sound, though.


  His grip and feverish feeding wasn’t boredom. It wasn’t the cat that has tired of terrifying the mouse. It was obsession and possession. Moments before consciousness slipped away from me, he tore into his own arm and fed me as he had Simone.


  It only took a few gulps of his blood for me to realize that feeling wasn’t basic tiredness and the slip into sleep. It was the slip into death, and he’d pulled me off the track a moment before the train barreled by to finalize the arrangements.


  I didn’t have time to be angry or scared or anything else before his mouth pressed against mine, his tongue demanding entrance. He wanted my blood, my body. He wanted to be inside me in ways that probably weren’t possible even with all his power.


  He fumbled with my pants and slipped his fingers beneath my panties. He growled in approval as my wetness coated his skin. I knew in a detached sort of way that I shouldn’t want him, but although I’d felt moments of disconnection since we’d left the cell together and re-entered the world everyone else inhabited, I couldn’t erase what had happened between us—how it had changed me, and how that change seemed to permanently attach to Gabriel’s very being.


  It didn’t take long for his insistent rubbing to produce an orgasm. The pleasure went on, more endless than the night and was intense enough that it was the only feeling I could hold in my mind for the full eternity it lasted. Finally, I’d had enough and tried to push him away, but he wasn’t having it.


  “Beg for more,” he growled.


  That voice, twisting inside me, wrapping around me like choking vines. I’d tricked myself into believing it was an embrace instead of restraint, passion instead of obsession, caring instead of control. But his aggressive insistence unmade that fantasy even as he demanded I accept these lies as truth.


  My hips twisted away, a panic rising inside of me as if some magic had transferred my sister’s health problems onto me. But the convulsing was just the spasms below my waist as he wrung ever more pleasure out of me—as if this nourished him more than my blood. Each whimper that left my mouth made him seem stronger, larger, filling up and encompassing the full screen my life was projected upon.


  “Beg. Me.” His words were clipped. Still growls. He’d stopped to wait for me to turn into some clinging, clawing, writhing bitch in heat. The queen’s image popped into my mind, and I wondered if he’d ever brought her to this moment, if she could have allowed that surrender, if he could have conquered and forced it out of her.


  How had he brought me to this place of caring so much for something so otherwise inconsequential? When night had first fallen I couldn’t find anything big enough to live for, and now something as small as the pulsing bud between my legs was enough to make me want to go on.


  For him.


  His eyes hadn’t lost their glow, nor had his fangs receded into a parody of civilized. He was still the unapologetic monster, his stare so hard and hot that I felt scalded by it. He bit me again, the intensity of his feeding even higher than before as if he could never be satiated. In some dim corner of my soul, I knew the intense blood sharing increased his feelings of possession—as if he needed to imprint himself upon me so strongly that nothing could ever take away his claim.


  “Please…please, Master.” I wasn’t sure if I was begging to live or begging to die or begging to come just a little harder, to push the bounds of the sensations I’d thought possible—like we’d done in the dungeon with pain.


  He sealed his bite, then fed me his own blood again. As I drank, his fingers slipped inside me furiously fast—faster than any human could have moved. The release was so shockingly hard I fought to cling to the edges of consciousness. In fact, I might have lost it because the next thing I knew, I was on my hands and knees on the floor of the moving car, my pants and panties somehow gone, hips thrust upward in a desperate bid for more. He thrust into me, taking me with such animalistic glee, I thought he might accidentally kill me.


  He’d begun the full shift, like Felix in the dungeon cell. I wondered now if the woman with him had displayed trust or just some instinctive surrender because I wasn’t sure I trusted Gabriel. He’d never broken his word, but I wasn’t sure I could trust this wildness.


  “You belong to me,” he insisted as he drove into me. Every part of him seemed larger, stronger.


  He wasn’t talking about our deal now. It was as if he were trying to cement something more permanent, something unbreakable.


  He let out a roar. Moments later, he pulled out of me, and without him holding me up, I crumpled into a small heap. My cheek rested against the carpet, and I felt the engine humming, vibrating like I still vibrated.


  “Helene?”


  I looked up. He’d managed to right himself and shift back into something that almost resembled human, but his breathing still came hard and fast. To see him so out-of-control was unsettling, but to be captured inside that wildness was a scary form of freedom.


  “Y-yes, Master?”


  He pointed at his cock. “You know my rules. Clean your mess.”


  I crawled the few feet to him and obediently lapped up my own juices. He petted my hair as my tongue glided over his skin. When he was satisfied, I sat beside him as he reached under the seat for a new set of clothing to replace what he’d just ruined during the shift.


  I caught his gaze and was startled by what I found there. Fear. Whatever this was, it was as new and unsettling to him as it was to me. His hand inched across the leather toward me, his fingers brushing mine as if he couldn’t stand to not be touching me. As if it could soothe him.


  But I still saw the fear. It was so unnatural on his face—as if he’d eaten a small prey animal that now somehow looked out at me through his eyes. He turned away, his fingers still touching mine.


  “Say it, Helene.”


  “Say what, Master?”


  “You belong to me.”


  It wasn’t just words. He no longer wanted me just until morning. In his mind, that deal was done and over. He had nothing else he planned to trade for me. He wanted me outright. No, “If you do this, I’ll do this”. It was a naked bid for power. He was a colonizing force, and I was the resource he wanted to plunder until there was nothing left.


  I’d spent so long not wanting to be here that my identity had been an accidental amalgamation. I wasn’t sure how attached to it I was, but to give in to him was to allow that fragile slip of identity to pass from my hands into his. And yet I craved him now.


  “I belong to you.” The air sizzled and sparked with my words as if an electric current moved between and through us.


  It seemed absurd that I’d worried about the queen. Although she was locked in Gabriel’s dungeon, she was trivial. Simone was safe. And I was his.


  He pulled me against him and urged me to lie on his lap. His fingertips skimmed gently over my exposed skin. “Sleep. We’re still hours from the city.”


  


  Chapter Eight: 43 hours until day


  



  In my dreams, no longer was I chased by the ghosts of my parents. Nor did I run toward some smiling reaper to make it all disappear forever. My sleep this time had been punctuated by hypnagogic images that drifted along in such a gentle way that I questioned whether I’d fallen asleep at all. But the countdown clock in the glass glowed back at me. Forty-three hours and thirty-eight minutes. I must have slept more deeply than I thought.


  My pants and panties still lay in a heap at our feet. I struggled back into them.


  Memories from before my nap flooded my mind. Oh God, what had I promised him? Was this my life now? Not until day, but until he was finished with me? His powerless slave, just hoping his tenuous kindness stretched as long as my enslavement did?


  Surely he’d lose interest in me as my youth slipped away—if for no other reason than the mismatch of our apparent ages. For now I appeared younger than him. That wouldn’t last. When he grew tired of me, would he let me go or kill me?


  Gabriel nudged me off his lap, opened a cold box, and passed a sandwich and water to me. “I packed it before we left. I thought you might be hungry later.”


  “Thank you.” I was hungry. To his credit, he was always aware of my needs.


  The gold band around my throat felt heavier than before. I couldn’t just live like this. Gabriel had handed down a sentence I could cope with in exchange for helping Simone. But I didn’t know if I could live with this new and improved sentence, the one where he’d gotten greedy. I told myself I’d be comfortable and safe with him. I wouldn’t have to worry about anything again. All struggle was over. Erased.


  It was all so simple now as Gabriel controlled all the parameters of my existence. Tears began to slide down my cheeks.


  “Why are you crying?” There was no anger in the question. He sounded genuinely baffled over what I might mourn—as if he couldn’t imagine any sense of loss because nothing had ever been taken from him. He’d never felt the weight of surrender on his own back. How lucky for him. He’d always been the one with power. He would always be the one with the power. Why are you crying? I wanted to hurl the sandwich at him, but I was too hungry to waste it.


  “Will I ever see Simone again?”


  “Of course you’ll see her. Now finish your food. We’re here.”


  Through the glass pane dividing us from Santo, and beyond the front window itself, headlights revealed a massive metal gate. It was sturdy and seemed to climb forever up into the sky. Statues of angry beasts that looked like what Gabriel changed into sat atop the gate.


  I wasn’t entirely sure they were statues and not silhouettes of the monsters themselves. Santo said something into a speaker, and the gate creaked open in a loud, grinding way as if it might buckle under the pressure of the slightest movement.


  Beyond the gate, a glistening mirrored palace seemed to rise out of the ground and stretch even higher into the sky. It was enormous and imposing. If I’d thought my city created an understanding of total state control, it was nothing compared to the audacity of Amari’s frivolity.


  Gabriel didn’t live with this much pretense. His compound of closely built cottages had been nice but not flashy—hidden at the edges of the city behind trees, away from the main pulse of human life. It was a safe hideaway from the oppression of night.


  Here, the queen’s palace had been plopped down in the middle of everything as if some magic wand had waved and caused the place to appear from thin air, intruding upon the people who’d lived there.


  I imagined in the daytime that the shadows of the palace still left the residents in darkness. It must feel like dark hands around throats, choking the will from them. Why else would there be a resistance?


  In our city, I’d known things were bad. I’d felt the helpless despondence around me, contrasted with the panic of those who hadn’t yet given up but were about to. And I wasn’t aware of a resistance forming.


  I straightened my clothing. I had the sense that it was important not to look too much like I’d been fucked and fed from—to not look like prey. At least my clothes weren’t ripped. He’d spared me that indignity.


  Santo dropped us off at the front door where two burly, fanged guards blocked our way. Gabriel raised a brow as if their attempt at menace was nothing more than a child’s costume.


  “I’m the leader of the first city.” He said it like one who was used to wielding power, one who knew no other way of being in the world. I’d noticed it on his own turf, but I hadn’t realized how strongly it extended into any space he occupied.


  “The king?” one of them asked.


  I could almost feel his eyes rolling. Gabriel passed the queen’s letter to the guard who’d spoken. He looked it over, inspected the seal, read it, then passed it to his companion for a second opinion.


  “And why isn’t Her Majesty with you?” the first guard asked.


  Gabriel’s eyes narrowed. “As I’m sure you’re aware, the queen asked for my help in reining in her rebellious subjects. Am I to leave my city without a leader because Amari can’t manage her own affairs?”


  “And who is this?” the second one asked, staring at me as if the dinner bell had rung.


  “This is my dinner and entertainment.”


  “We could have provided…”


  “I follow an exacting diet,” Gabriel said.


  The second guard passed the letter back to Gabriel and opened the door. “As instructed by the queen, the palace and city are at your disposal while you are here. Someone inside will direct you to her chambers. You may want to keep the letter in case you are questioned by anyone else.”


  Gabriel slipped the paper into his pocket.


  Inside the palace were an uncountable number of blood drinkers, many of them feeding on humans. The humans wore bracelets with numbers and bar codes. It was jarring to see the blatant technology after being in Gabriel’s world. I’d expected Amari’s home to be more like his.


  Machines beeped and whirred as bar codes around wrists were scanned and statuses were announced by a mechanical recorded voice.


  “Citizen 30987, last fed on seventy-five hours ago. Available for feeding and other play. Memo: Citizen pleads to be spared the dungeon due to slow healing times. Medical note attached.”


  “Citizen 45329, last fed on twenty-five hours ago. Unavailable for feeding. Available for play. High pain tolerance. Avoid bleeding for at least fifty more hours.”


  “Citizen 17320, expired. Do not consume. Remove to retirement center immediately.”


  The humans were herded through the palace like cattle. Suddenly, the queen’s special pleading that she made life uncomplicated for them and gave them everything was doubtful. Maybe they were well fed, but this hardly seemed better than the version of life I’d been used to. I rubbed my wrist, as if surreptitiously checking that I hadn’t been tagged and coded in my sleep on the way to the city.


  Someone who looked official strode up to us from the general direction we’d entered from. “Your Majesty, what an honor it is to have you with us!” The official’s bow was comically deep. “They said at the front that you brought your own meal. Surely you’ll want fresh and vital blood. As you can see, we date and tag all of our food. We don’t eat them past a certain age, and we rotate them out so they have rest days to heal and produce more blood for us.”


  “Helene is always fresh and vital. I heal her with my own blood,” Gabriel said.


  The scanning and citizen status announcements stopped. Everyone looked our way.


  Shock. Horror. Disgust. A few nearby blood drinkers raised their heads, the fresh, vital, rotated, barcoded, and scanned blood dripping off their fangs.


  “You would give one of these animalistic pieces of filth the gift of your blood?” He lowered his voice, clearly afraid the humans might hear what he was about to say. “You know it can stop their aging. You could have a revolt on your hands with that kind of policy.”


  I felt stupid. I should have realized if he could heal people, he could stop aging. Wasn’t aging a type of disease?


  Gabriel growled. “I’m not the one who forgot the code of discretion. It doesn’t matter how powerful we become. We keep our secrets because everyone has weaknesses. Or have you forgotten all the Tutelary War cost us?”


  The official glanced at me as if I carried bacteria lethal to his kind. I felt autonomous compared to the rest of the people here. There were degrees of enslavement, and my version had been somewhat posh and personal by comparison—a master who at least pretended to care.


  “I wouldn’t worry about my human,” Gabriel said. “I’m not the one who decided to inform my entire city of their food chain status. We’re going to Amari’s chambers to rest. Do not disturb us.”


  “Y-your Majesty, we don’t allow the unclean humans into the queen’s quarters. They are only allowed in the common areas and their own homes and spaces outside the palace.”


  Gabriel growled. “The queen is running things for me in my city at her discretion.”


  It took real strength of will for me not to burst out laughing at this. He continued, unperturbed by my near slip, “I will be running her city the same way. I’m here to determine the extent of the queen’s mess. Do not interfere.”


  “We will need to tag her, at least,” the official said, his tone placating.


  The wristbands looked to be of a hard plastic-like substance. Not immediately harmful. Not impossible to remove. Still, the idea of being tagged like an animal caused me to shift closer to Gabriel. At least the collar at my throat was beautiful. At least it signified some sort of specialness and protection. With Gabriel, I wasn’t a number. He’d never called me human—unclean or otherwise. He’d mostly called me Helene.


  I clung to Gabriel and gripped his hand, not even sure if he could protect me if they insisted on this protocol and decided to turn on him. Sure, he was one of the royals, but that might not stop anything. After all, their queen was locked in a dungeon at the moment. What stopped them from carrying out the same measures against us?


  Gabriel growled. “Absolutely not.”


  The official led us away from the crowd where conversation could remain more private. He lowered his voice. “Your Majesty, with all due respect, if it is your will that she be protected, she’ll need to be tagged. We will, of course, put in any special rules and protections you request so that she remains unharmed.”


  A beat.


  “Very well.”


  The official smiled and led us into a private chamber, separating me from Gabriel immediately. Although he was just on the other end of the room, he felt worlds away, and it sunk in that the gold at my throat was nothing more than a pretty decoration here. No one knew what it meant, nor did they care. They had no loyalty to my master.


  Gabriel and the official whispered next to a screen while a technician input the desired information. A different female technician led me to a chair and guided my arm into a glass sleeve. She maneuvered it until my wrist was just underneath a wide vertical tube that stretched up beyond the ceiling to whatever was above.


  “It won’t hurt. And it’ll be over in just a couple of minutes,” she said, soothingly. I knew she was one of the blood drinkers because when she touched me and spoke that way, holding my gaze in her own, I felt the push against my mind. It was as if hands had reached inside my skull and wrapped around my brain, molding and kneading it like soft clay. Like an art project.


  “Do not do that to her. Stay out of her mind,” Gabriel said.


  Both the technician beside me and the official across the room seemed surprised Gabriel could tell so easily and with such certainty what had been done. He’d looked up sharply the moment she’d touched me, seconds before she’d started pushing into my mind.


  “I-I’m sorry, sir,” she said, stepping away from me.


  “This is the king of the first city,” the official said, annoyed that she didn’t just magically know this.


  “I-I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” the technician said, dropping her gaze.


  “Sir is just fine,” Gabriel said. “Just stay out of her mind.”


  She nodded quickly.


  A rushing sound like a vacuum suction began. An immense heat filled the glass sleeve my arm was in, but it happened so fast, it didn’t hurt. Maybe it hadn’t been enough to actually burn me, and if it had, the white cloudy smoke that filled the sleeve immediately after was cool and soothing.


  When it cleared, the band was sealed around my wrist. It was heavier than I expected, and I was sure it couldn’t be removed easily. Though I was confident it could be removed. I suspected the humans in the city didn’t dare take them off, since they were likely scanned everywhere they went.


  My lip curled at the vile thing. I couldn’t believe the queen was shocked by a revolt.


  The technician tentatively came forward and helped me up from the chair, careful not to mentally impose her will upon me, while Gabriel watched like a bird of prey from across the room. She picked up a sleek black device with a laser light emanating from it and ran it over the bar code.


  The voice I’d heard in the common area spoke over a nearby speaker. “Guest 352. Personal property of the king. Unavailable for feeding or play. Touch on penalty of death. Only bar code scanning allowed. Guest 352 has no restrictions and may occupy the same spaces as the king. If lost, return to the palace immediately.”


  I felt like labeled leftovers in a plastic container. It would have been easier to tattoo “Gabriel’s Dinner” to my forehead, but I doubted such an act would match his aesthetic. And if anything, his distaste for the barcoded band was as much to do with his aesthetic as any personal moral qualms. In fact, Gabriel seemed satisfied by the message on my wrist to a degree that I worried he might institute tagging back home.


  Despite the impersonal quality of the message that numbered me like some thing to be consumed and discarded, at least the only one allowed to consume me in any way was my master. And nothing between us had been impersonal from the first time he’d forced me to my knees.


  Gabriel motioned, and I went to him. When we left the room, several in the common area stared. Some of them—at least the blood drinkers with such good hearing—had heard the pronouncement when my bar code scanned. No doubt the humans overheard the immortals talking amongst themselves about it. The blood drinkers looked resentful. The humans seemed the same, but for different reasons.


  Oh, my stay here was going to be fun. Not that I’d planned to make friends on this trip.


  I wasn’t sure why Gabriel had brought me along, except that he didn’t want to feed on anyone else while he was away, and he wanted me near him. That thought filled me with unexpected pleasure, which I tried to tamp down to no avail.


  The official took us to the queen’s quarters. She had an entire wing with guards stationed both at the entrance to the wing itself as well as outside each individual door.


  “Her Majesty’s sleeping chamber is at the end of the hall,” the official said. “We’d ask that you not defile her room with the human. If the human must be in the queen’s wing, it may stay in another room, and you may visit it to take care of your needs there.”


  Gabriel’s eyes flashed. “The human is Helene. She will be sleeping with me at the end of the hall. If you have any objection to this, the truce between our cities can be rescinded. Amari has already broken it by seeking my intervention at all. I doubt you want a war with me when you have so many of your own troubles right here from within.”


  The official’s gaze shifted to me as if I’d just been given some dark state secret requiring my immediate death, but Gabriel’s growl had him nodding and excusing himself quickly.


  When we were alone, Gabriel locked the outer doors and led me down the long hallway to the queen’s sleeping chamber. As we passed, curious eyebrows rose on otherwise statue-still guards.


  Once inside, he locked that door as well. Clearly, he wasn’t counting on anyone else to protect us. He motioned for me to move away from the door.


  This one room was the size of the main cottage at Gabriel’s place—the house I’d once thought was practically a mansion.


  I found it confusing that the queen could have so much lavish and outward power and control, yet come crawling to Gabriel, begging for his help. Next to this display, my master seemed like a working-class stiff with just enough to cover his debts.


  His power was quiet yet unrelenting. The queen’s was a show. Maybe she’d always been scared of losing everything, and the enormous palace was an outward manifestation of this fear.


  We were on one of the higher floors, which outside of the need for a quick getaway, was more secure than the first by far. Even so, there were guards stationed outside down on the ground stretching all the way around the wing.


  Gabriel took me into the bathroom and turned the shower on. But instead of undressing, he took a small device from his pocket and started to scan it over every available nook and cranny. Gabriel. Mr. Paper and fire and old things and phones with cords was using technology to search for recording devices.


  “Okay, it’s safe to speak.” But he didn’t turn the shower off. The steam rose and began to fog the mirrors. Even if there were no electronic ears, he was keenly aware of the hearing capabilities of his kind. Even with stone walls and some distance between us and anyone else, the shower acted as an additional sound buffer.


  He put the device back in his pocket and withdrew the key to my collar. “Turn around.”


  I turned and he removed the gold band from around my neck. At first I thought he intended to feed, but he put the collar inside the inner pocket of his jacket and returned the key back to the other pocket.


  My hand rose to touch my bare throat. All at once I was both relieved to be free of it and upset by its absence. I didn’t like the way the bar code at my wrist and lack of collar at my throat made me seem like so much anonymous chattel. If I’d had any doubt before, belonging to Gabriel was far better than belonging to everyone.


  “This is not permanent, Helene. We have less than fifty hours until day. I need you to blend with the others and go out into the city to help me find the rebels.”


  “B-by myself?” I couldn’t just go out there at night. I’d be vulnerable, exposed prey.


  “The bar code will protect you if one of my kind scans it. The city is well-lit. It’s different here. You’ll be okay. Go.”


  So this was the reason he’d brought me. It wasn’t that he found my blood super special and intoxicating. It wasn’t that he wanted me near him—despite the evidence to the contrary on the trip over. He needed a spy that wouldn’t look suspicious. A human.


  Why didn’t Gabriel consider me a security risk? Was it because he’d hurt Simone if I betrayed him? Or did he trust me? I had no ties to this place, but shouldn’t I at least side with my own kind against the monsters? It was the internal struggle of the whole city: align with the monsters for some level of perceived safety or resist and be free—and probably dead in short order.


  I’d practically sought death out only a few hundred hours ago. Why should Gabriel trust me? I didn’t even trust myself.


  As if responding to my thoughts, he pulled me into his embrace and sank his fangs into my throat. He drank for a few moments, searching for the truth inside me.


  He pulled away and sealed his bite. “Don’t put yourself in harm’s way, Helene. We are past death now, you and I.”


  Were we?


  


  Chapter Nine: 41 hours until day


  



  As I descended the staircase into the main hall, hundreds of pairs of eyes went to me—most glowing. But otherwise, they remained engaged in scanning and feeding.


  “Citizen 17783, expired. Do not consume. Remove to retirement center immediately.”


  The woman getting her bar code scanned didn’t look that old to me. But then nobody here looked old. As I got closer, I saw a few lines around her eyes and mouth. They apparently liked their veal around here. I couldn’t imagine her being treated as an old person.


  The woman screamed. “NO!” Guards rushed in to contain the situation, using the mind control tricks on her to silence the scene. The immortals moved in as one unit—as a pack—to descend upon the humans in hearing and sight range, touching them, speaking quietly to them, erasing the apprehension from their faces.


  With the attention off me, I slipped to the edges of the room and followed them, careful to stay a good distance behind.


  I didn’t know what lay outside the palace or where the rebels were, but I was sure this woman must be one of them or at least know something; otherwise why struggle and fight when she was scanned? The other one who’d been deemed expired hadn’t kicked up a fuss.


  I peeked around a corner as they took the now-placid woman into a gray sterile-looking service elevator. I watched the numbers descend all the way to the bottom. A dungeon, maybe?


  My countdown clock showed thirty minutes pass before the guards came back up. I ducked into a supply closet and waited for them to go by, thankful for the cleaning chemicals that surrounded me, masking my human scent.


  When everything was clear, I got on the elevator and went to the bottom level, unsure how well the information encoded in my wrist band would protect me under the circumstances. But surely the king was allowed in any part of the palace or city. And according to Gabriel, that extended to me.


  When the doors opened, it wasn’t what I’d expected. I’d expected a sort of larger dungeon set-up, like what Gabriel had. Instead, what I got were sterile steel walls that reflected my own image back to me as I walked down the long hall to the door at the end.


  Several multi-directional round black cameras were bolted into the ceiling. Each craned its motorized neck at me, following me as I moved. I expected the door to be locked or for someone to question me through a call box, but that didn’t happen.


  Instead, when I reached the door, it slid open with ease. Probably on a sensor. After all, who would venture down here to such a restricted and ominous area unless they were bringing down another expired carton of milk?


  Beyond the door was an expansive room. Still not a dungeon. A bored woman looked up from a solitary isolated glass desk—an island in a sea of nothing but sheets of steel. She wasn’t human. Her eyes and fangs didn’t have to flash for me to know that things here were sharply divided between consumer and the consumed.


  On the wall directly behind her were rows and rows of illuminated red numbers all counting down to…something. But none of the numbers counting down were the same. All were isolated countdowns of different things, though what, I couldn’t know.


  “The spoiled never come down unescorted,” she said. Her name tag read, Luna. “Are you lost, dear? If you’re meant to be punished in the dungeon, you came down one floor too many. It happens.”


  The spoiled. Milk. Expired.


  “What is the retirement center?” I don’t know where the boldness came from. The wrist band made me brave because It was my get-out-of-anything card. I’d be taken to Gabriel first. He would show me mercy.


  “Oh, you’re still quite young,” she said. “You don’t have to worry about retirement just yet. And it’s nothing really to worry about. You’ll be taken some place where you can live out the rest of your life in peace. Somewhere pleasant. You’ll see. You should go back to the common areas. You don’t want to be punished for coming down here, do you?”


  Even without her touching me, I almost felt compelled to say, “No Ma’am”, tuck my tail between my legs, and scoot back upstairs as if nothing had happened. But I resisted the urge.


  “What happened to the girl who was just brought down?”


  Luna’s eyes narrowed. She no longer thought I was an adorable puppy that had tripped all over itself and wandered off the path.


  “Go back where you came from,” she snarled. Her eyes glowed and quickly shifted back to normal. “Maybe you should be taken to the dungeon. How can you have lived in this place as long as you have and not understand the rules?”


  “Take me to her,” I demanded. My boldness nearly matched my boldness with Gabriel when we’d first met. Only this time it wasn’t the boldness of a death wish. It was garden variety anger, made easier to display by my certainty that I was ultimately safe.


  “Well, if you want to retire so badly…” Her smile held malice, and I knew beyond all doubt that retirement was not a good thing. Something bad had happened to that girl.


  The fear started its slow seep into my veins. There was a time not long ago when I would have kept demanding, kept pushing because fuck, what did it matter if I died? I was tired. I was ready. I wanted out. And now…I didn’t.


  I wanted to be brave for that girl. She might still be alive, and maybe I could save her. But instead, I backed toward the exit. From this side, it didn’t open immediately.


  It wasn’t a sensor.


  Luna held up a small glass key box as if there had been any doubt her life consisted of watching those cameras and opening the doors. She’d known I hadn’t belonged here. She’d just been curious.


  “If you don’t let me go, the king will have your head.” I was sure I wasn’t bluffing. I was sure this was true.


  She laughed. “Nice try. We have a queen—not a king—though not for lack of trying on her part. How have you managed to be so stupid and survive so long?”


  I raised my arm. To a casual observer or the motorized cameras watching from above, it might look like a defensive posture, but I was offering the wristband for scanning.


  “Scan the code. You’ll see I’m telling the truth.”


  She laughed, but took a scanner from the desk drawer and passed it over the bar code.


  “Scan error. Please try again.”


  The woman scanned a second time.


  “Scan error. Please try again.”


  She shrugged. “Oh well. It’s not that I’m not curious, but they’re always leaving me with these nearly-broken scanners. I mean, what am I going to need them for down here? The guards always have an extra one for me to use to double-check for records. And between you and me, I think the record-keeping is just to give me something to do so I don’t go out of my mind with boredom.”


  My gaze swept the room, searching, probably vainly, as if there would be an extra scanner lying around on the floor—one that might have fallen out of a pocket. One could hope. I couldn’t believe I’d put my faith in their technology when nobody knew me here. To them I was just a numbered food ration.


  She rolled her eyes. “Fine, I’ll look in the drawer.”


  I stood awkwardly, waiting to see if something as inconsequential as a faulty scanner had sealed my fate. It was pointless to bang on the door or scream or try to run. Run where?


  “Aha! Here’s one. All the way in the back.”


  Luna passed the scanner over my wrist band.


  “Scan error. Please try again.”


  “Oh well,” she said. “Guess today’s not your day, Delicious.”


  Panic unfurled, invading each cell of my body, grabbing control of each molecule of oxygen in the room. I wasn’t entirely sure the room wasn’t being sucked of its oxygen intentionally. Did she need to breathe the same as me? Crazy thoughts.


  “Please! Just try one more time!” I dropped to my knees, unable to believe I was begging for my life. By this point I was certain they killed the people who came down here.


  Gabriel’s face flashed in my mind, the feel of his hands on me, his mouth on me, his soothing voice whispering in my ear, and the trust I’d put in him despite my better judgment. I didn’t want to leave him. But I was angry he’d destroyed my death wish—my one true safety buffer in a world that didn’t favor me. It would have been so much easier if I just didn’t give a fuck. How could this be happening to me?


  Something changed in her, as if I’d flipped a switch in her twisted little brain. Luna smiled and came closer, all graceful, sinewy predator. “Maybe I could play with you before I take you to the retirement center.”


  Her fingers trailed through my hair, stroking the base of my neck. She gripped my hands and pulled me up to stand. Razor-sharp red fingernails clawed at my throat. She pressed me against the steel wall, lapping at the spilling blood like a kitten with cream until she’d healed the damage she’d done. Her hand slipped underneath my pants and panties, stroking me in the same way Gabriel had not too long ago. My hips arched involuntarily toward her, seeking release, imagining it was my master’s hand and none of this was happening.


  “Do you want to come one more time before you retire, my dear?” She removed her hand. “Beg me to let you come.”


  I stood frozen, unsure which outcome would be worse and knowing this option only stalled the inevitable. My hands were pressed against the wall at my sides, bracing myself, trying to support my own weight. Her hips pressed against mine, grinding on me in a mockery of the sex act. I heard a small click as the broken scanner in her pocket lit up and caught the bar code at my wrist.


  “Guest 352. Personal property of the king. Unavailable for feeding or play. Touch on penalty of death. Only bar code scanning allowed. Guest 352 has no restrictions and may occupy the same spaces as the king. If lost, return to the palace immediately.”


  The speakers down here were weaker—or else the connection between the speaker and the scanner weren’t working well. But Luna heard it. I knew from the scared look in her eyes as she slowly backed away from me.


  “How did you hack into our system?” she demanded.


  “What?”


  “How did you do it, you little cunt? We don’t have a king. You had to have messed with it. You’re one of the rebels aren’t you? I should drag you up to the queen for public torture and execution.”


  The urge to tell her Gabriel was here and that her queen wasn’t was strong, but if she wanted to take me up to the queen, more power to her. I’d be safe if I could just get upstairs to the ground level.


  Couldn’t Gabriel feel me? He had before. I’d felt it, too. It was as if the sharing of blood linked us in some metaphysical way where he just knew if something was happening to me.


  I laughed. It was a weak, unconvincing laugh, but I needed to goad her. “Fuck the queen,” I said and spat on the ground for good measure.


  Luna backhanded me, and her ring caught my cheek. She didn’t bother to lick up the trail of blood moving down my face or heal the burning cut she’d made.


  “That’s it. I’m taking you to her. It’s been a good long time since we’ve had a public execution party. Maybe the citizens need to be reminded it’s not wise to defy us.”


  Something must have shown on my face. Hope? I don’t know what it was that gave me away, but Luna turned suspicious. She saw the trap as if it had been sprung in slow motion, giving her plenty of time to leap out of the way to safety. As if to be sure, she grabbed my wrist and bit down into my arm, drinking, while her free hand pressed against my face as if to read me, sucking the thoughts from my mind. I tried not to think, but it was useless.


  She pulled back, horrified. “Oh my God. Oh my God. It’s true.”


  She paced, glancing at me every few seconds with a wild, paranoid expression as the blood trailed down my arm.


  “If you take me back to him, I’ll explain things. I’m sure he’ll spare you.” Lies. I was sure he’d paint the walls with her blood and hang a coordinating painting on top of it.


  Luna’s panic attack ran its course, then seemed to fade all at once. “He doesn’t know you’re down here. He has no way of knowing where you are. Does he?”


  “He’ll sense me. He’ll know. He’ll find me. If you want any hope of survival, you better take me back to him right now!” My voice trembled. Why wasn’t Gabriel here? Maybe the sensing thing he did was only short range. Maybe it didn’t span the distance from the queen’s wing all the way down here. Maybe it couldn’t pass through steel.


  Luna laughed. She gripped my wrist and dragged me through the giant empty room to a door at the other end. The door slid open, and she pulled me through as I struggled to twist out of her tight grasp.


  “Look, bitch,” she hissed, “I’m not letting you go. I’m not going to die for some trivial human toy. You can die in a brutal way or a pleasant way. Because right now, I want to start tearing you apart in strips and gorging on the blood until it’s gone.”


  The violent imagery made me stop fighting. My anger was at Gabriel, for bringing me here, thinking to use me in the power plays his kind had used to subjugate mine. Whether it was Gabriel’s methods in our city or Amari’s methods in this one, it was all the same game where humans were chattel and disposable food products—whether we knew it or not. There was no way out of this enslavement.


  Collars or wristbands or the illusion of freedom, it didn’t matter. It was all a Gordian knot that only a fool wasted their energy trying to untangle. I desperately wanted back the indifference to my own life that I’d had before—the comforting wall no one could scale or penetrate. I couldn’t cope with wanting to live. With begging to live.


  I couldn’t believe I’d gotten on my knees and begged this bitch for my life. Now that the curtain was pulled back, and I saw how truly hopeless it all was, how could I be so afraid of losing it? Damn Gabriel. That stupid fucking asshole. I’m going to bring you back to life. I could hear his smug, arrogant, self-assured voice in my head.


  The hallway went on for what seemed like forever, but this time there were many doors along the way. Luna selected a room and unlocked it with the glass key box.


  “Lie down on the bed,” she said.


  Luna pushed me into the room and closed the door, blocking my exit. As if I could escape her. She was orders of magnitude stronger than me, and she was the only one with the keys to anything down here. And I still didn’t know how to kill them, nor did I think they left such handy tools lying around for their quick disposal.


  I backed away but didn’t lie down, trying to delay whatever this was for a few minutes longer.


  “It won’t hurt. It’s like a dream—a very real, vivid dream. You’ll have everything you’ve ever wanted. You’ll see anyone you want. It will be perfect and wonderful and every good feeling you’ve ever had. It will seem to last forever, and then it will slowly fade away. You won’t see death coming. You won’t feel any pain. You must know how merciful this is. It’s the best death you’ll ever be offered.”


  I screamed in my mind for Gabriel to come for me, even though I was still so angry with him.


  “You know I can make you,” she said. “I can get into your mind and turn you into a robot to get you in there like the girl who came down here before you. It’s better for you to comply. Where is your pride and dignity?”


  Where, indeed. Gabriel had stripped it from me in the cell when he’d peeled back all the layers of me to find the fragile, vulnerable core inside. He’d laid it bare, stripping all my protections and safeties. And this was the price.


  I started for the bed.


  “Wait. Undress first. We send the bodies straight to the incinerator after, and I like that outfit.”


  There was a lascivious glint to her eyes, and it had little to do with what I wore. She wanted to stretch this out, to further humiliate me, to punish me for putting her in danger by being here at all.


  “Whatever I say will happen, will happen anyway. Be a good girl and spare yourself the extra suffering. The sooner we get you in that bed, the sooner you can have the peace and happiness I know you crave.”


  My hands trembled as I unhooked the fastenings of the corset and removed it. My fingers strayed to my bare throat, missing the gold band. I wanted to scream at Gabriel for tagging me like an animal. How did he expect these uncivilized barbarians to treat me like anything else with a fucking code on my wrist, being scanned like a product at the grocery store?


  I stepped out of my boots and undid the pants and slid them down.


  “Panties, too,” she said.


  When I’d complied, Luna approached my naked form, trailing her fingertips over my throat, my collarbone, my breasts, the curve of my hips.


  “Such a shame,” she murmured.


  I got underneath the covers in the bed, relieved to be away from the scrutiny of her gaze. She locked my wrists into cuffs and stuck patches with wires coming out of them to my forehead.


  “Don’t worry,” she said, stroking my hair, “it won’t hurt.”


  She turned off the light and shut the door. A cool white misty smoke moved into the darkened room, not unlike the smoke in the tube when I’d been tagged. But whatever was in this smoke was a much different substance.


  My eyelids closed. I tried to fight, but they refused to stay open under the onslaught of whatever I was being dosed with. There was a brief moment of panic, but then everything changed.


  Luna had spoken the truth. At first I knew it was a dream, but then the other reality faded away, and the only thing that existed was the dream.


  My new and much better reality.


  The sun was insanely bright and warm. A gentle breeze stirred the air and rustled the brightly colored flowers on the trees. I’d never seen trees like these before except on screens, or the rare education visits to see how things grew and were kept alive inside lit glass domes in a world with so much night.


  Birds chirped and chattered back and forth to each other in the trees while smaller animals moved about in the bright green grass. There was a family of greyish brown creatures with long ears and twitchy noses. They had huge hind legs for their size and hopped around. I couldn’t remember their name.


  “Helene! What are you doing? Get over here!”


  It was Simone. As I walked toward her, knowledge of Luna and Gabriel and the terrible world I’d known dissipated behind me. As I moved toward my sister’s voice, it seemed as if the second city and everything before it was a dream, and a moment later I forgot it existed at all.


  This was all that was real. And it was wonderful.


  Simone wore a striking yellow sundress, and her shoulders were tan. Freckles dotted her nose and cheeks from all the sun she’d gotten, and her long blonde hair blew out behind her in the breeze. Hinkly rolled in the grass, then ran toward me, his tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth as he bounded closer, happier than I’d ever seen him.


  My parents came into view. They had a large blanket spread out, lying in the sun cuddled together, shoes forgotten several yards away. There was an open picnic basket and several plates and cups and half-eaten food.


  My mom sat up and used her hand to shade her eyes from the sun. “Helene, where did you run off to? You’ve been gone for a long time.”


  Where had I run off to? I couldn’t remember.


  “I saw her napping under that big tree over there,” Simone said pointing to a huge oak that looked as if it could only have been constructed out of the strongest magic.


  I looked down to find myself in shorts and a tank top. I reached into my pocket. “Where’s my countdown clock?”


  “Your what?” my dad asked.


  “You know, it’s the clock we have that warns us how much time we have until night.”


  Simone’s nose scrunched. “What’s night?”


  “When it gets dark outside?” I didn’t know where that thought had come from. I wasn’t even sure what happened at night or why it had given me a moment’s fear and hesitation.


  “Oh, honey, I think that was just a dream,” my mother said. “Are you ready for strawberry pie? It’s your favorite.”


  I was about to ask what a strawberry was when I remembered, yes, that’s my favorite. I really must have had some dream. It still interfered with reality. As I moved closer to the blanket and took the pie from my mother, the images of night began to fade to the point that I couldn’t remember what I’d been trying to describe. Even the concept of something being dark seemed nonsensical.


  The most darkness I could ever remember was shade from trees or buildings.


  Simone peeled her sundress off to reveal a bikini and ran off in the other direction. I put the plate down and followed her.


  “Hey, what about your dessert?” my mom shouted after me.


  “I’ll be back in a minute.” I turned and looked at my parents for a long moment as if they might vanish. Where did such a strange thought come from? Of course they weren’t going anywhere.


  Just over the hill was a waterfall that flowed into a pool of water so pure and blue it dazzled me. Simone was already swimming.


  A deer stood next to the water, undisturbed by my sister’s splashing, and drank. It glanced at me, then returned its focus to drinking.


  “Come swim with me,” Simone shouted from the water.


  “I can’t, I don’t have my suit.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Oh my God, Helene, you put it on under your clothes before we left the house. What is wrong with you today?”


  Oh yeah. I did put my swimsuit on. I don’t know how I’d forgotten. I peeled the shorts and tank top off. I closed my eyes and turned my face up to the sky as the warm sun licked my belly. I don’t know what weird thing I’d been dreaming to disorient me, but the ease and comfort of life washed over me. And I was so glad to be awake where everything was easy and bright and warm and safe.


  How had I not been safe? I tried to remember the dream under the tree. Where would I get an idea like that? As far as I knew, nothing bad had ever happened. Fear became a foreign concept. Where had I gotten the word night from? The mind was a funny thing. I dove into the cool water and began to swim laps with Simone.


  Clouds rolled in. Thunder clapped in the distance. The sky grew dark. “What’s happening?” Simone said. “This isn’t right! This doesn’t happen here.” She got out of the water and ran back in the direction of the picnic, panicked.


  I pulled myself out of the pool. The wildlife had gone. Everything grew still. I ran up the hill after her, but when I reached the summit, my parents were gone. Simone was gone.


  “Mom? Dad? Simone?”


  The howling wind answered back.


  The darkness grew; the storm intensified. The trees went bare as the blossoms and buds seemed to be singed into oblivion from within. The grass withered and left a dry, cracked, barren earth beneath my feet. One of the cracks opened wide, and I fell.


  A hand grabbed onto mine, pulling me back from the abyss.


  “Helene, everything is okay. Open your eyes. You’re safe.”


  Safe. That word could only exist in a world that was anything but.


  I opened my eyes. I was naked in a bed. Patches with wires were beside me crumpled in with the bedding. The room was chilly but otherwise normal. Gabriel held me against him. And everything came back in a rush.


  The real world.


  The tears streamed down my cheeks and wouldn’t stop.


  “Why did you take that away from me? Why?”


  “It wasn’t real,” Gabriel said, trying to soothe me.


  “I don’t care. It was good. Why can’t there be anything truly good?”


  “You would have died.” His wrist was suddenly at my mouth. “Drink so you can heal.”


  I turned away. I didn’t want to drink. I didn’t want to heal. I wanted the sun and the breeze and blue sky and birds and my family. I wanted things to be easy and bright and happy and warm. I wanted to return even knowing what was really happening to me. It was cruel to bring me back here after moments of such pure happiness.


  “I don’t care. I’m going to die anyway. It doesn’t matter. Who cares if it’s today or fifty years from now? I’m marching toward it anyway with no slow down in sight. This was the best ending I could have hoped for, and you ripped it away from me!”


  “You don’t have to die. I can keep you with me. You’re mine. I told you. I’ll keep you safe. You don’t ever have to die.”


  I didn’t have to get sick or age or anything else, but why would I want to stay forever in this place even if Gabriel theoretically could protect me and even my sister? Would the option of living forever extend to her? Or would I lose her like my parents?


  I was angry at myself for chasing Simone in the fake reality down to the waterfall. I’d seen and spoken with my parents only briefly. I should have stayed and had the pie. I should have soaked up every second with them I could get while I’d had the chance.


  “Look at me!” Gabriel said. “None of that was real! You want some fake illusion messing with your mind? It wasn’t real. You couldn’t keep it anyway.”


  “Oh, you mean like everyone’s life? Whether good or bad, you can’t keep it anyway. Why couldn’t you let me have that brief bliss and then be gone?”


  He seemed genuinely distressed that everything he’d done and our time in the cell had been undone by just one potent dream.


  “And when you get bored with me?” I asked. “I’ll age and die. And it won’t be like this. You stole this ending from me!”


  He shook me like some rag doll. “I won’t get bored. I understand this. I understand what you’re going through more than you could possibly know.”


  Bullshit. He didn’t suffer. Nothing bad ever happened to him. He had all the power and control over everything. He could play games with the lives of my lesser species. We were nothing but pleasurable objects to him until we became inconvenient and were disposed of like so much garbage. It didn’t matter how the game was set up, whether by Gabriel’s rules or Amari’s.


  “Helene!”


  I turned toward him, not bothering to disguise my contempt.


  “I won’t get bored, but if I do, I promise I will give you a good death first. Like this. You can have all this again.”


  “So you’re going to put me in a chamber like this and hook me up to a machine and put whatever that gas was in here? Do you even have any of this stuff?”


  He shook his head. “It’s a death sleep. The machines and the smoke are just a shortcut. We can choose to do this if we kill when we feed.”


  The monsters here simply didn’t want to drink expired milk. And they didn’t want to defile themselves by sharing blood with a human. So they made it neat and sterile and separated out from everything else.


  He helped me back into my clothes and led me from the room and down the reflective hallway.


  When we returned to the larger room, Luna cowered on the ground, crying. “Please, Your Majesty, I didn’t know. The scanner didn’t work.” She looked up at me, pleading for me to maintain the lie that might spare her.


  Why hadn’t she run? I glanced at the desk and didn’t see the key box. Gabriel must have it.


  “Please,” Luna whimpered.


  “Is this true?” Gabriel asked. “Was it an innocent mistake? I know you’re hurting right now, Helene, but if you lie to me, I will punish you.”


  I was so shell-shocked from having the real world rush back in all its darkness and pain that I couldn’t decide if the idea of the whip was the worst horror imaginable or if I hoped there was still some catharsis and peace to be squeezed out of the experience.


  I looked from Gabriel to Luna. She was desperate, and despite what she’d done, I wanted to save her. But he would find out if I lied, and I didn’t think I could deal with the dungeon right now.


  “No, Master, it’s not true.”


  Luna looked stricken, but she pushed past it to allow her fury to break the surface. “She shouldn’t have even been down here!” she screamed.


  Gabriel turned to me. “Why were you down here? I told you to go find the rebel camp.”


  My self-pity receded as the last effects of whatever had been done to me in that room wore off. After a mere few minutes outside the chamber and its mind-altering effects, it was nothing more than a faded dream—nice, but not particularly worth revisiting or dwelling on.


  I wanted to tell him I still wanted to be here. I didn’t…but I did. What he’d done with me in his dungeon hadn’t been undone, I’d just needed to wait for the effects of that room to wear off. But I was too angry.


  “I was trying!” I said. “A girl upstairs was pronounced expired. She panicked and tried to fight them. I thought she must know what happened in the retirement center, so she might be part of the rebel faction. I was trying to find her and get information so I’d at least know where to start looking.”


  Gabriel turned to the still cowering Luna. “Where is she? The girl that was brought down here?”


  “It’s too late for her,” Luna said.


  “She’s dead?”


  “No, but…nearly. She’s too far gone. She can’t be saved at this point.” Luna’s gaze went to the wall behind the desk with rows of red numbers flashing down. They were timers for the death sleep chambers.


  “Which one?” Gabriel demanded.


  “N-number three.”


  Only five minutes left for the girl. I looked at the timer for the room I’d been in. It had stopped with almost an hour still on the clock.


  “She can’t be saved,” Luna said again.


  “Yes, she can.”


  Luna realized how Gabriel planned to heal the girl and made a disgusted face. “I can’t believe the queen wanted you so much. You’d truly give a human your blood? That’s sick.”


  “Helene, come with me. I don’t want you alone with this malcontent.”


  I followed Gabriel to the death sleep chambers. He opened the third door.


  “Stay back so the smoke doesn’t affect you again.”


  I waited in the hallway and watched him through the window. The room was filled with a thick, misty fog. I could barely see the girl lying in the bed, her clothing neatly folded on a chair nearby.


  I wondered if Luna had taken advantage of this girl before putting her in the death sleep. Maybe she considered it a perk of the job. I wondered if she just went for the ladies, or if she played with men as well.


  Through the smoky mist, the girl’s features were peaceful as the machine beside her beeped away. I wasn’t sure how it manufactured the illusion or why the smoke took so long to do its job. Perhaps it took that long to be painless, and the induced dream state was to remove the fear. On the surface, it seemed like they were trying to be humane. And yet the whole thing left a sick feeling in my stomach—especially since she’d still had so much life left in her.


  Gabriel pulled down a heavy metal lever, and the smoke began to recede and clear, sucked in by the same vents in the wall it had come out of. He ripped the electrodes off her and bit his wrist. He held her mouth open and pressed his arm against it. After a few seconds, she latched on.


  When she realized where she was, what she was with, that her arms were strapped down to the bed, she started to struggle. It was as awful watching her come from her blissful state back to the real world as it had been experiencing it directly.


  I could see Gabriel speaking softly with her. Once the room cleared of smoke, he motioned me to come inside.


  “What’s your name?” he asked.


  “Ivy,” the girl said.


  “Helene, tell Ivy that I keep my promises.”


  I raised a brow in question. The girl, still strapped to the bed and terrified, craned her neck to look at me.


  “Helene is human like you. We do things differently in my city,” he said.


  Different. Not necessarily better. Maybe I’d been away from the direct horror of it for a while now, but I couldn’t forget how bad it had been. It was just a different flavor of terrible.


  “He keeps his promises,” I said. At least he had so far to me. Everything he’d promised, he’d fulfilled honorably.


  Ivy looked at Gabriel. “Will you please uncuff me?”


  He took the clear key box from his pocket and pressed one of the buttons. The cuffs sprang open, and she sat up, keeping covered with the blankets as she rubbed her wrists.


  She looked at me. “H-he said I’d live out my natural life if I tell him where the rebels are.”


  “Then you will.”


  Gabriel could make her tell him, either through torture or mind control. Maybe this way was easier if she’d comply.


  “What will happen to them?” she asked. “There aren’t that many of us.”


  “The offer on the table is your life or death. It is not your concern how I rule. If I have to pull it out of you through torture or mind control, you won’t be spared.”


  “He doesn’t kill humans in our city,” I said. I don’t know why I encouraged her, but I believed Gabriel would be fair and just. It was foolish for her to lose her life for lack of that knowledge.


  Ivy was convinced by my sincerity and told us where to find those who opposed the queen.


  Gabriel helped the girl get dressed, and we left the cramped room. Luna was still on her knees as if her begging had been put on pause. Gabriel walked over to her, grasped her head, and ripped it off her body without even a beat of hesitation.


  I gasped at the brutal display, but he ignored my sensitivity. He carried the head down the hall and locked it in one of the rooms. I heard the metal lever lock down and the gas come on. Meanwhile, the body still moved in a macabre display in front of me.


  Gabriel returned, his face giving away no emotion. I was too afraid to ask what he’d done. I’d never seen him kill. I didn’t think he sullied his own hands. In my mind he was a civilized monster. But could such a thing exist?


  “Even decapitated, my kind can survive for several hours. Her head needs to be separated from her body long enough to die. I reversed the program. No sense giving her pleasant dreams.”


  As if on cue, Luna’s screams reached our ears.


  “Bring the rebels to the palace, Helene.”


  I glanced in the direction of Luna’s head and back at Gabriel, uncertain. Because of how he’d dealt with me, it hadn’t occurred to me before just how ruthless he could be. We didn’t have much time before day. If I didn’t do as he asked, would we be stuck here until night fell again? Simone would worry—if she survived.


  “It’s not a request. Bring them to the palace.”


  


  Chapter Ten: 37 hours until day


  



  Convincing the rebels to come with me wasn’t easy. They’d been holed up in an abandoned warehouse at the edge of the city. The only reason they agreed to come was that Gabriel had Ivy. They’d known she was nearing expiration, but her number had come up to be scanned and fed on. She’d had to go to the palace in order not to raise suspicion.


  There were only about thirty of them, and none were particularly impressive. These were the humans the queen feared? This ragtag group of social misfits? She’d made it sound like the city swarmed with defiance. Instead, I’d found a mediocre band of frightened subjects without a real plan. They had ideas and dreams of escape, but it seemed more like a support group than anything.


  More than twice on the way back to the palace, I considered telling them to just go. Run. Hide. But I was afraid of what Gabriel would do if I defied him. I still couldn’t get Luna’s headless body out of my mind…writhing in the large, open room while her head screamed like a tortured wraith from behind another door. I wondered what horrible thing she’d dreamed in her final hours to make her shriek that way.


  The guards were ready for our arrival and let us pass without question. The common area was crowded with both monster and human alike. Gabriel sat on a gilded chair on an elevated platform at the far end. Ivy stood beside him.


  When she saw us, she called out, “Evan!”, and rushed forward. Gabriel motioned, and a guard restrained her. I turned to find more guards closing in, blocking the exits, moving in a circle around us.


  “Helene, come here.”


  A path was cleared for me.


  “You lied to us!” one of the rebels shouted at my back. Evan, maybe? None of us were on a first name basis.


  I glared at Gabriel. “You said you’d spare them.”


  He shook his head. “I never said that. You assumed.” He extended a hand. “Come here, Helene. Don’t embarrass yourself in front of everyone.”


  Still, I stood. The defiance embraced me like an old friend. But I feared my rebellion might bring retribution on Simone. He knew what I couldn’t stand to lose or see hurt. But he didn’t offer that threat. Instead, he nodded, and one of the guards stepped in and picked me up, carrying me through the crowd up to the waiting king.


  He held me firmly on his lap.


  “Ladies and Gentlemen of the second city, your queen has not only broken the Treaty of the Division of the Kingdoms, she has committed treason against you by installing a rebel force to get my attention. Well, she got it. You will no longer be answering to the queen. Amari is dead.”


  I wondered if he’d gotten inside Ivy’s head to learn the rebels’ secrets while I’d been out collecting them.


  Murmurs rose from the gathered subjects. Gabriel continued. “I am your sovereign now. Many of you know Amari wanted to rule both of our cities with me. Unfortunately, you will only be getting me in this deal, but you will be free to carry on as you have with little interference. I will appoint someone to manage things in my absence and return to my own home.”


  More murmurs. How quickly they seemed to fall in line behind him. Had they cared so little for Amari? Did they have no strong leader to fill her shoes?


  Gabriel waited for the whispers to die down. “These are the human rebels. Kill them. Show no mercy. Let the other humans watch so we will not have this problem again.”


  Ivy sobbed and struggled, but the guard held her tight.


  The guards trapping the rebels, fanned out, allowing the other monsters in to attack. Then they moved back into position. I couldn’t see the slaughter from my vantage point. But I heard it.


  It was bloody and brutal and quick—like a pride of lions running down a gazelle. Shouts of vicious glee filled the hall with unbridled joy at the violence they’d been allowed.


  Blood pooled and flowed from under the feet of the statue-still guards.


  I would never forget the screams of those I’d led into Gabriel’s trap. Their desperate cries turned to whimpers, then strangled gurgles as I imagined them choking on their own blood.


  Then silence.


  It was as if death had fallen over all the inhabitants of the hall—even its predators.


  The humans who’d been forced to watch the carnage, cowered as the guards stepped aside to let the gluttonous beasts through. Their faces and clothing were smeared with rebel blood. It was nothing like the feedings I’d witnessed.


  I hated Gabriel for making me participate in his cruelty.


  ***


  It was a full restless sleep after the massacre before Gabriel got everything in order enough for us to leave. Silence filled the car as Santo drove. He’d been a ghost at the palace, his job to wait until it was time to shuttle us back to our own city.


  I sat in the back with Gabriel and Ivy. He’d wiped her memory of all that had happened and everything she knew that might cause her any sadness. True to his word, he’d spared her life, and the only way to do that in a city that killed you at the first sign of aging, was to bring her with us. She was happily oblivious to the chill between Gabriel and I as she stared out the window.


  “I can’t wait to see your city!” she said.


  The poor fool had no idea her boyfriend had just been slaughtered right in front of her or that she was sharing an enclosed space with the monster who’d ordered it. I shut my eyes, trying to block out the memory of her screams as she watched them rip the man she loved to shreds along with all of her friends.


  It was my fault. I’d taken everything away from her. I should be hired out to kill people’s families. I was so damn good at it.


  I hadn’t wanted to believe Gabriel could be so cruel. He’d kept his promises to me. I thought something would happen but not this. Couldn’t they have used mind control to shut down the rebel faction?


  It seemed doubtful many citizens of the city would jump into the fight. They were both too afraid and too comfortable. They didn’t want to ask the hard questions or confront the reality that surrounded them.


  The dehumanizing way they were treated, made my stomach churn. But when I’d gone outside to see how night operated, it had been so different from what I was used to. People seemed happy, safe. I didn’t see any sign of crime or danger.


  Women and children could wander outside at night with no fear of what might happen to them. They were all well-fed and cared for, and everyone seemed to have nice homes with enormous windows that would let the sun in during the day and the moon and starlight in by night. None of the houses had the crazy level of security mine and all the rest in the first city did.


  Even with the price they paid in their bodies and blood…even with their lives cut so short by decree, at least the entire time wasn’t spent in terror or struggle. For the briefest moment I wished for their life—even knowing my parents would have been gone in that reality as well.


  I couldn’t forgive myself for ripping everyone Ivy loved away from her, or for taking the death sleep away. I knew how tempting it was to stay in that beautiful safe place. No doubt her dream had been just as wonderful. What did it matter if it all faded into oblivion if you didn’t see it coming? I couldn’t say it was any more evil than watching death march toward you and all the awful things that happened on the trip to get there.


  But for now, Ivy had no idea of what had been taken from her. Her bar code was gone. So was mine. But I still felt like a thing to Gabriel instead of a person. He dressed it up differently, but it was the same.


  The weight of the collar around my throat seemed as if it were choking me. How could it have been so few hours since Gabriel and I were here together, and all I’d wanted was to be with him forever? When he’d said I belonged to him and made me repeat it, despite the panic, I craved it—to never lose him, to never leave him, even as thoughts of never seeing my sister fought in the background of my mind for attention.


  Gabriel watched me in what appeared to be a detached way, but under the surface, something boiled. He’d been silent during the trip. I’d been silent. Ivy still stumbled along in her mind-control fog, unable even to see the discord that surrounded us.


  “Ivy?” he said.


  She turned, still happy and excited. “Hmmm?”


  He put his hands on either side of her face and stared deeply into her eyes. “You will not hear or remember anything else said by anyone while in this car.”


  When his words took full effect, and she fell into a deeper hypnotized haze to give us privacy, he turned to me. “Helene, we must talk.”


  Great. She’d been my buffer from him.


  I looked away, fighting the tears that started to flow down my face.


  His hand was gentle on my back when he spoke again. “Helene, I know this is hard for you. I can’t imagine what you must think of me or what you must feel.”


  But couldn’t he? If he wanted, couldn’t he tear into my mind like it was paper? Couldn’t he just feed and know? Of course he could.


  “Then let me enlighten you,” I said. “You’re a monster. There is nothing in you that’s good. I will never care for you no matter what you make me do or how long you keep me.”


  I resisted as he pulled me into an embrace. He pressed my cheek against his shoulder and stroked my hair.


  “Do you think I took pleasure in that? Do you think I enjoyed slaughtering innocent people?”


  “Yes. I do. I think it gave you a great big hard on.”


  “My poor, sweet, confused Helene. Amari left me no other choices. If the rebellion ever took hold, it could spread to our city. What about your sister?”


  He’d played that card about as far as he could already. I couldn’t keep taking the bait like some easily played fool.


  “It wasn’t right. You know it wasn’t right.”


  He sighed. “There are times when there is no right choice, only a series of bad ones. You look at me, and you see power and privilege, but I’m the one who has to do the hard things to keep the city alive. The war was fought to determine guardianship of this world. I have to protect my piece of it. Even if, from your perspective, the road to get there seems evil. There is no one else but my kind who can save and keep it all going. This world must have guardians to survive. And there are always prices. Deaths. Casualties. Sometimes by my hand. I know you can’t truly understand that, but I took no pleasure even if it looked that way. I couldn’t show weakness. They would have turned on us, and I couldn’t have protected you. That blood was spilled for you.”


  As if I didn’t already feel guilty enough.


  A moment later his wrist was in front of my mouth. I didn’t want to drink down all his lies, but I had no choice. He wanted me to see the truth for myself. But seeing it didn’t make it much easier to swallow.


  


  Chapter Eleven: Fifteen hours until day


  



  I lingered in the entryway of Gabriel’s home like a stranger in a foreign land while he took Ivy to get settled. I was hanging on by a thread. It would take only the tiniest extra bit of horror for me to shut down completely and be right back where I started, longing for death, beckoning it to me like a dear friend, fantasizing about its dark embrace.


  When Gabriel returned, he spoke with a guard in hushed tones. I heard the queen’s name and watched the guard’s eyes widen, but he nodded. From the moment we’d returned, he’d been preoccupied, first with finding a room for Ivy, and now with going to see the queen. I wasn’t sure he even remembered I was there.


  I followed a distance behind him down to the dungeons. Gabriel went to the far cell, the one we’d inhabited for so many hours. It felt like the place I’d been born in, but then he had to go and remind me of what he was and ruin everything I thought we’d shared.


  The door didn’t shut all the way, and I eased up to the opening to listen.


  “Your rebel problem is taken care of,” Gabriel said.


  “I…but…are you sure? How can you be sure?”


  I jumped when something heavy slammed against the wall. Had he thrown a chair? The table?


  “Amari, did you think I wouldn’t find out? Did you think I’d let you stalk me for hundreds of years and never retaliate? I told you NO. We all agreed to go our separate ways and rule our individual territories. You thought I would join with you to save your city from an imaginary rebellion?”


  “It’s not imaginary!”


  Gabriel’s voice went lower, and I had to strain to hear. “Like hell it’s not. You should have been more discreet. Did you think I wouldn’t be able to find a rebel to pull the truth out of? You instigated it. You used your mind control powers to convince humans to go against you to form a resistance. You let it fester so that when you lured me out there, it would seem as if there was some immediate danger.”


  “That’s ridiculous!”


  She gasped for breath, and I imagined he must have his hand around her throat, choking her—even though such a thing wouldn’t cause any permanent damage. He was only intimidating her for now.


  He growled. “Is it?”


  She coughed. “Even if your story were true, there is a resistance now. We must stop it. It will spread. We could use mind control, but we don’t know who has been recruited. It would be impossible to isolate everyone and stop the seed of rebellion now that it’s taken root.”


  “How convenient for you, but that won’t be necessary. I squashed it. The humans will be too terrified to go against my city now.”


  “Your city? Don’t you mean mine? Or ours?”


  “No. I mean mine. Your people know you’re a traitor. They believe you dead. No one is coming for you. You will be executed on the rooftop at sunrise. Santo is coming to chain you up there. Unless, of course, you want to become my slave alongside Helene. The offer is still on the table. I would love nothing more than to spend the rest of eternity with you at my feet where you belong.”


  A growl. “I’d sooner die.”


  “Then die, you shall.”


  I jumped when a hand landed on my shoulder and spun to find Santo. He pulled me away from the door. “Hear anything interesting? You’ll be in a lot of trouble if he catches you eavesdropping.”


  Santo took me to the end of the hallway and what looked like another dungeon door. “You need to go to his private quarters and wait for him. Go this way. It’s a tunnel that connects the buildings. It’s faster.”


  He pushed me through the door and shut it behind me. He was right. The last thing I needed was for Gabriel to add to his list of my punishable infractions.


  ***


  I don’t know what else Gabriel did between the time I was shoved into the tunnels and when he walked into the cottage, but he was gone for a few hours. It was only twelve hours until day would be announced. Twelve hours until my sentence would have been over, but now I barely held out the hope I’d even see Simone again. Things had shifted too far. Gabriel seemed to have fallen into a sort of madness where I was concerned. Or I’d gained an awareness of what had been there all along.


  He’d been gone so long, I wondered if the queen had begged him, if she’d seduced him, if she’d convinced him to spare her or agreed to his terms.


  Gabriel looked tired when he came through the door. I’d never seen him tired. He always appeared vital and healthy and sharp and alive. Strong. Dangerous. Right now he almost looked human.


  “Helene,” he said quietly.


  “Why didn’t you erase my memory, too?” If Ivy could be free of the burden of seeing and remembering the slaughter back at the palace, why wouldn’t he do the same for me?


  “I don’t want secrets between us. I want what we have to be honest.” He sat beside me on the sofa, and took my hands in his.


  I pulled away. “We have nothing.”


  His eyes glowed, and I sensed him hold back the beast and the full shift that turned him into something I couldn’t pretend to relate to. It energized him, made him come alive again.


  “You are MINE,” he snarled.


  I’d dropped the Master language, and he hadn’t called me on it because we both knew that I didn’t care. If he would leave Simone alone, he could just kill me if he wanted. I don’t know how I ever could have thought that he could magically heal psychic wounds as deep as mine. There was no healing for me, and he’d never understand. He would never know what real pain or suffering or fear was like. He’d never know vulnerability or weakness or the feeling of being trapped in one’s home for fear of what lay outside it.


  The sun could hurt them, but even if he had to spend time indoors, it wasn’t as if he lived under any real threats. It wasn’t as if someone could storm into his place and hurt him.


  “So I guess you aren’t letting me go in the morning.”


  “You will be released when the sun rises as we agreed. But you will return to me by nightfall or Santo will come collect you. You acknowledged our relationship has changed. It was no longer about the deal. You knew you belonged to me in a more permanent way. You agreed.”


  “We have no relationship!” Maybe day would give him enough time and distance to lose interest in me. But if I pushed too hard, he might keep me locked away forever and not even give me the brief relief of the sun.


  He took my hands in his again, this time holding tight even when I fought to escape. “Look at me, Helene.”


  I didn’t. He squeezed my hands.


  “Ow! You son of a bitch!” I glared up at him. In truth, he could have crushed my hand. Was I supposed to bow down in gratitude that he hadn’t? That he’d only squeezed enough to hurt me a little? That he only used enough force to get me to comply while repackaging everything like it was some version of mercy instead of cruel manipulation?


  “Fuck you!”


  “Helene, don’t be melodramatic. You will see your sister. You’ll have plenty of time in the sun in safety. Then you will be safe here with me.”


  He held the carrot out. Security. Safety. I hated him so much, but he didn’t seem inclined to truly harm me—at least not for now. And I knew that with him at night, I was safe from the rest of the world. I wasn’t sure I could have coped with full freedom anyway. Night still lurked, waiting for me. It still was the long ceaseless stretch of time locked behind doors and terrified.


  “What about Simone? How is she expected to survive night by herself?”


  “She won’t be by herself. I’m sending Ivy to live with you. I’m arranging for a new house in a nice, secure neighborhood—plenty large enough for the three of you. When night comes, Simone will have everything she needs and extra security as well as a roommate.”


  “What will I say to her about my absence?”


  “You’ll tell her you made a deal, and you’re paying a debt.”


  “And will this debt ever be paid in full?”


  Gabriel didn’t answer. I struggled to pull away from him. He released my hands, and I broke down.


  All the anger and hopelessness and tears I’d held back came cascading out of me. I stood and paced because I couldn’t sit next to him. I couldn’t stand for him to be so physically close to me. It made me feel ill.


  “Please, erase my memory. Please. You can’t expect me to go on like this with you, knowing your cruelty. I thought there was something civilized in you. Something good.”


  I’d started to feel happy and safe with him. Down in the cell, I’d bloomed inside his care. I’d felt connected to him in ways that words can’t express. Every bit of language I could find to describe it would be a dim echo of the real thing. But now that all seemed like lies, fantasy. A merciful death sleep evaporating and ripping my illusions away piece by piece.


  I dropped to my knees beside him. “Please, take this away from me. I can’t know what happened back there. I can’t handle it. I’ll never feel anything for you but revulsion if you don’t make me forget.”


  “I know, despite having my blood, you still think I’m heartless and that I take some sick pleasure in the suffering of others. I don’t. Not my kind. Not your kind. But the way of the world cannot be changed. You live, you suffer, you die. We all suffer.”


  “You don’t.”


  He looked away. “Amari was a threat to this city. And she made her city a threat to us. I neutralized that threat. Tomorrow night, my kind will begin erecting strong, high gates around our city to further protect it.”


  He said it as if his system of unrestrained night was such a moral and noble system. Given the choice between the two, I might have chosen Amari’s rule.


  There was a knock on the cottage door.


  “Come in,” Gabriel said.


  It was Santo. He carried a large black bag.


  “Leave it.”


  Santo dropped the bag beside the door and left.


  Gabriel turned to me. “Simone is being assisted in moving into the new house right now. Ivy will go home with you when morning comes. Money has been transferred into your and your sister’s accounts. An account has been set up for Ivy as well. The bag contains food, some money, and directions to the train. It’s a two mile walk through the path in the woods behind the property. It will be safe in the day, and Ivy will be with you. You’ll take the train to the neighborhood listed on the paper. The house is number 438. You’ll need the key box inside the bag to get through the main security gate, and the second one is for the house.”


  None of this would pay for the lives he’d taken, the lives he’d ruined. His speeches about “the way things are” weren’t working anymore. I could never believe or accept that he understood me or anything I’d ever gone through. We were opposites in every way.


  When he looked into my eyes, he saw it. He saw that he’d lost me. He could put a collar around my throat. He could keep me prisoner. He could whip and chain and fuck me, but he would never have me again. I was sure I was beyond his reach now.


  “Come with me, Helene.”


  I followed him downstairs to his own private dungeons, cringing as we moved down the stone hall. I didn’t want any part of whatever he had planned for me. The door to the cell creaked open. It was smaller and even more intimate than the cell in the main house. This room, too, looked like it could be lived in, and was already sparsely furnished. I wondered if he spent time down here during the day. There were stacks and stacks of books.


  “We will not leave this room until you surrender yourself to me again. I don’t care how long it takes.”


  “What about the sun?” I asked.


  “Oh, you can’t hold out that long. I’ve got plenty of time.” He smiled when he saw my fear.


  We both knew he was right.


  “Please, set me free for good in the morning. Just let us be done.”


  “No!” He walked me back until I was pressed into the corner. His fangs descended, and he pierced my skin and drank.


  He laughed when he pulled away, a thin line of my blood dripping down his chin. “You don’t want to go. You love me.”


  I shook my head furiously. I didn’t love him. “No. I don’t.”


  “Poor lost lamb. You do. You can lie to yourself, but your blood doesn’t know how to lie.”


  Tears tracked down my cheeks. It couldn’t be true. I couldn’t love him. I didn’t love him.


  “I won’t make you say it tonight. I’ll let you believe your lies. But you will surrender to me. You will call me Master. You will know who you belong to before we leave this room. You will never question it again.”


  Gabriel dug through a container in the corner until he came out with a leather strap. He sat in a plush chair that looked like a slight downgrade from the chair I’d ground against for an orgasm not too long ago—except this one didn’t have arm rests. I shut my eyes against that memory. I couldn’t let myself go down that road, couldn’t think those thoughts.


  It brought back too much of how I’d felt like his—of how it was all I’d wanted, all I could imagine wanting. Had I been…happy then? How could I be happy with him?


  I noticed shackles bolted to the ground beside the chair.


  “Undress and come to me like a proper slave.”


  “Just release me, please.”


  The leather strap hit the side of the chair, and I jumped. “You don’t want to be released. You just want me to be something I’m not.”


  “Then hypnotize me. Turn me into your living doll, so I don’t have to know the monster I keep giving myself to. So it’s not my fault.”


  His eyes glowed. “I will only say it once more, Helene. Undress and come to your master on your knees.”


  My hands shook as I undid the pants and slid them down my legs. I tried to drag out the unfastening of the corset, but Gabriel was on to me. His impatient growl sped my fingers. I pushed the panties down over my hips.


  A tear slid down my cheek. “Master, please…”


  He smirked. “I told you, you’d call me Master. Now crawl.”


  I sank to the floor and crawled to him, my will melting in a puddle around me with each inch closer to my fate.


  When I reached the chair, he pulled me across his lap and locked my ankles into the restraints on the ground so I couldn’t pull away. He took both of my wrists in one large hand. A tremble moved through me.


  “Master, please. I’m sorry.”


  “For what?”


  “I’m sorry for everything I said. Please.”


  “I accept your apology, now breathe deep, Helene.”


  The strap came down across my bare ass and thighs. The tears arrived as quickly as they always did. It only took ten lashes to drop me back into the space I’d been in with him before when we’d bonded so tightly. It took so little for my body and mind to remember—for the desperate desire for his hands to be on me to flower once again.


  He didn’t torment me needlessly. When he felt me break, he put the strap down and rubbed the red, swollen stripes he’d left. I was so ashamed I’d broken so quickly, so easily.


  “These I won’t heal. I want you to take them home with you. I want you to remember and hold onto them as long as you can.”


  Oh God. I wanted that, too.


  He pushed a finger into me. “So wet. You were born to be under my hand. Go. Get in the bed.”


  I slid from his lap, crawled to the bed, and climbed in.


  I’d thought he might fuck me in some slow, gentle way that some might call making love, but he pinned me down and drove into me as if he couldn’t own me enough. He was relentless in his possession, his conquest, his colonization—bringing my body’s needs in line with his own.


  But afterward, he held me forever, pressing soft kisses against my skin.


  “Let’s nap together upstairs in a nice bed. It’ll be the last time before you go home,” he said.


  Gabriel unlocked my collar and put it back into its box. I hated myself for feeling bereft when he removed it. I’d been so sure I was beyond him. Done. Finished. I’d thought he could never touch that place deep inside me again, but all it had taken was his fangs in my throat and the strap stinging my skin for me to surrender everything back to him again.


  I made bargains in my mind, excusing his cruelty once again, believing his rationalizations for the things he did, wanting to stay with him forever.


  All I needed was some time away from him in the daylight, and I was sure I’d be back to normal, that he didn’t own me in any deeper way. It was just the drama of the night that had unfolded. When things were normal and safe, I’d have space to think and realize how bad he was for me.


  I don’t love him. I repeated this thought in my mind like a mantra, like a prayer. I could handle nights with him. Somehow. As long as I had the day to find my own sense of self again. I don’t love him. I couldn’t. He was a monster. Without him and the society he’d set up, my parents would still be here. I could never let myself forget that. He was my enemy. I couldn’t love him. But each time I thought it, it just felt like a bigger lie.


  I settled upon, This is wrong. It was the one thought I could make myself believe. It was the only thing that didn’t deny the gravity of things, the reality. And it was the only thing that didn’t deny my conflicted feelings for him.


  Gabriel put his hands on either side of my face. “I’m sorry, but I need to do this to ensure the safety of my people. I trust you not to betray me, but it’s not just about me.”


  I didn’t realize what he was talking about until I felt that control inside my head, like his hands inside my skull, molding and shaping my brain into putty. It was a weird internal pain as if my mind resisted him.


  Could there be any part of me that still resisted him?


  “You will not speak of me or my kind to anyone. You will keep the truth of this city and our world to yourself.”


  It wasn’t an order or a request. It wasn’t a question. It was a compulsion—something I couldn’t have disobeyed if I’d tried. I realized how much of his puppet he could have made me. And yet he’d gone out of his way to gain my obedience through other means. He’d gone out of his way to keep the truth in front of me. He could have hidden anything he didn’t want me to know about him. He could have made himself out to be perfect and caring. Manipulating my mind and will were simple things to him.


  But he hadn’t. Did this mean there was good inside of him or was it just a more clever and multi-layered manipulation?


  He removed his hands from my face and stroked my hair. His lips pressed gently against my forehead.


  We left the dungeon and went upstairs to his room. He pushed a button on the wall, and I heard a loud grind of metal as solid sheets of iron covered the windows in preparation for the coming day.


  “Would you have kept Amari?”


  “She never would have agreed. I know her too well. I’m a monster, Helene. I was just twisting the knife. I don’t want anyone else but you.”


  I shouldn’t have been happy to hear this, but an irrational exuberance rose inside of me at his words. I didn’t know if they were true, but I wanted desperately to believe them. He saw my inner turmoil and bit into his wrist.


  “Here, see for yourself. My blood can’t lie to you, either.”


  When I tasted him, I tasted his devotion to me, warped and twisted though it was. I tasted his terror when he’d thought I might die in the death sleep. I tasted the completion he felt when he ruled over me—the same completion I felt under his rule. I didn’t know if this was his version of love, but I saw the truth of his words. He’d never wanted Amari. He’d only wanted me.


  I pulled away. “Why me?” I still didn’t understand what it was about me that had caused him to become so single-minded in his possession. I wasn’t foolish enough or girlish enough to think there was anything excessively special about me.


  “I’ve never met a human who, in the end, didn’t beg for their life to be spared. I could never relate to clinging to a world of suffering like they did. I’ve felt the same as you. I’ve struggled with why I should go on at all. I looked into your eyes, and I saw my own reflection. I thought if I could make you want to be here in the world, I could make myself want to be here. But that isn’t what happened. I don’t want to be here because I somehow fixed you and believe there’s hope for me. I just want to be here with you. You make me want to get through day to get back to you.”


  I reached out and took his hand as my tears began to fall again, almost without my notice. I wanted to believe he understood—that somehow we could hold onto each other, and it could be enough. Still, I wanted to ask what was so terrible in his life that he’d want to die. From where I stood, his life looked perfect. But even if I didn’t understand, his haunted expression couldn’t be denied.


  He squeezed my hand, breaking the moment. “We only have a few hours until day. We should rest. I need to get you out of here before the sun returns to change the rules.”


  But we didn’t wake before the sun. We woke to piercing, shrieking screams that sounded like a banshee ripping the universe apart in its screeching pain. It was Amari, dying on the roof of the main house. I turned to Gabriel and leapt out of the bed, horrified.


  “Helene, it’s okay,” he said. But his voice sounded like sandpaper.


  How could it be okay? He was old and shriveled and weak—as if he were a normal human who had reached the end of a very long life. It seemed as if he was dead and melting away into nothing, but it was only the sharp contrast from the strength and vitality of the night. He’d seemed tired before we slept—as if the coming sun had already begun draining his energy.


  I was sure I could overpower and drag him into the sun and give him the same fate as the queen. And yet, the idea repulsed me.


  I offered my vein in hope that it would heal whatever this was, but he shook his head and pushed me away with some effort.


  “A-are you dying?”


  Gabriel groaned and doubled over. “No. I’ll be fine. This always happens. Once I’m underground I’ll feel a bit stronger. I’ll survive it. The farther I can get from the sun, the better.”


  I wasn’t buying it. This happened to him every day? For a thousand hours? How could anyone stand this? How could anyone get through it over and over again?


  “Now you know the real price of the curse. When the sun was only up for short periods and we were below ground, we could sleep through the worst of it. It wasn’t that bad. But now… The other gods couldn’t have this place so they wanted to destroy it. My kind. Your kind. Everything.”


  And yet he and the others had done what they could to save it. Were they afraid of their own mortality? Even if they were ageless at night and could live possibly forever, they could die. Did they fear there was nothing beyond that veil? Did they think suffering was better than not being?


  I wasn’t sure I believed he’d be much better off underground.


  “Let me stay and take care of you.” I wanted to see Simone, but how could I leave him like this?


  “No. You must go. It’s not safe for you here. I know you think I seem weak now, but when the pain gets to be too much, I have bursts of strength. More than normal. I’ll lose control and hurt you. Really hurt you.”


  He meant kill. We both knew it. He just couldn’t say the word, and I wasn’t sure I could hear it.


  I’d been living inside my bubble, convinced I was the only one who knew what suffering meant. And if not only me, then only my kind. Certainly not Gabriel or any of his kind. They were unstoppable and powerful and never felt anything but happiness and the pleasures of their own hedonism. For the first time, I thought humanity got the better deal in all this.


  I’d obsessed each day about the clock ticking down to night and all the fear it brought until I was too tired to feel fear at all. Meanwhile, each night, a similar terror clock ticked down for Gabriel.


  “What will you eat?”


  “We keep stored blood, but I’ll eat mostly what you eat. I can’t keep a lot of blood down during the day. I will be fine. It’s not this bad underground.”


  “I don’t want to leave you like this.”


  He struggled out of the bed and descended the stairs in a lilting old-man hobble. I got dressed and followed him. He paused at the door and gave me the bag. It was heavier for him than for me. He seemed so brittle and fragile, I was afraid he’d break apart if I touched him.


  “There is a balance in even the most extreme worlds. It’s my turn to be in the cage and your turn to be free for a while. Enjoy your freedom and your time in the sun while it lasts. I’ll see you tonight. I promise.”


  Gabriel always kept his promises.


  “I love you, Master.”


  A slow, sad smile. “I told you.” He tucked my hair behind my ear—his awkward attempt at tenderness. “We’ll be together again soon.”


  With a final burst of energy, he opened the door and shoved me into the harsh brightness of the day.


  I’d longed for the sun, with its warmth and safety on my face. Now all I could think about was Gabriel alone underground, suffering incessantly until night gave him the freedom that day gave me. There was more grinding metal, and an iron sheet covered the door, sealing him into the cottage and me outside of it.


  I took the countdown clock from my pocket and flicked the gold square open.


  I don’t know how I’ll survive the forty sleeps until I see him again.
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