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   ALPHARD’S STORY 



 
FOREVER BEYOND REGRET I sit here on this dark throne imprisoned in my deepest, darkest of thoughts.  I imagine the life I’ve lived has become my source of regret and torment. It’s not yet my burden to bear, yet being here has become my place of solace with the truth of what I am. 
  This seat is heavy with tragedy. The history of betrayal my family endured remains in the cracks of the gilded mold. I can no longer hide the feeling in my heart, the source of all my misfortune.  It has been centuries since I last felt human before being reborn into a Harpy. 
  This immense pain in my chest aches as if I’m being squeezed by sadness to the point of shattering like glass. It continued to rip me apart as the past rushed in all at once, haunting the corners of my memory. Remembering was a curse and my enemy.  As much as I begged the ninth heavens, my memories would not re-write themselves. This was my personal hell.  Every vivid moment of the first blood I tasted from my victims entered my mind and etched its grievance on my awakened heart. 
  Although nothing ached more than my failure as a mother. My heart mourns every second, replaying my daughter’s recent death in my mind. Re-living the misery of watching her disintegrate before my eyes. If only I hadn't fallen so deep into the pit of darkness, her life would have been much different. Now there’s only regret. She is gone and now I’m without cause in this evolving modern world. All I’ve experienced has molded me by the pure rage that my legacy created as the Dark Princess of the three clans. 
  My mother stands in the distance grieving at the sight of me. The breath I take is shakened, the tears that swell my eyes; it’s all overwhelming. I’ve become speechless, yet I’m filled with the anger of a mother scorned with bad luck. It has cursed me with losing everything that was once so precious. 
  What have I done to deserve such a cruel fate?  I wish things would have happened differently, yet I contradict myself with the good memories far beyond my reach and the love I felt before becoming the heir. 
  I imagine a large mirror before my eyes.  Its frame molded with the skulls of my victims painted in black as my soul.  The image in the mirror reflected my innocence as a child before being consumed by the darkness which was destined… 
    
 
  
 CHAPTER I 
 
 Remembrance 
 
THINKING BACK OVER THREE THOUSAND YEARS AGO, to the days of my youth.  My birth into this world was a blessed moment for my mother Celaeno.  Even though she was the darkest soul among her other siblings, she had long wished to have an heir to succeed the throne and to share that special bond between mother and child.  She envied others who shared a connection to their kin; actually, that wasn’t the only thing she envied. 
  It was the desire for a love she could never feel again; she allowed her heart to blacken from the light that filled the world with joy, happiness, and love. By becoming a Harpy and the Queen of the three clans, she could never genuinely love again in her lifetime. Becoming a Harpy was the one sacrifice she had to make to gain a power so immense it was comparable to a God’s. That, and immortality. The price to pay was to let go of love and become consumed by the hate and darkness that would inevitably take its place. 
  My mother and her two sisters’, Aello and Ocypete, made the sacrifice long ago to Hades, the God of the Underworld. It granted them the title, Angels of Darkness, and became tormentors of the Gods. They saw them as seductive creatures and appeared as angels with beautiful silk crimson black wings that allured and deceived their victims.  They brought misery and suffering to the Gods, Demigods, Fae, Demons and the mundane. Their number of victims rose throughout many of the dimensional realms based on a binding contract. 
  Vengeful beings of all kinds would often seek the help of a Harpy to fulfill their deepest or darkest desires. They made contracts with them to achieve unspeakable acts that few would have the courage to follow through on. Some were acts of revenge, others were just to fulfil simple pleasures, such as freedom.  When the agreement was proclaimed in blood and oath, it was the duty of the Harpy no matter the cause to succeed that contract. In return, many were in their debt until it was settled; most of the time it was just a favor that needed to be satisfied when a Harpy came to collect.  If they refused to give, their lives were taken along with everything they loved with no sympathy. It was a simple price for a justified agreement of getting what they wanted.  However, due to my mother’s fierce reputation, no one ever dared to deny payment for a contract. 
  But even with all the power and immortality, loneliness was the hardest to endure.  Hades granted my mother and her sisters’ the privilege to have children, but for the sole purpose of carrying along the bloodline.  They would have to transition to become a Harpy. Their kin had to accept the same sacrifice to become members of the clan. 
  Although, my mother withheld from having children for many ages.  Her role as Queen was a huge responsibility to keep the clans united within a rule.  This was to maintain harmony and not have rogue Harpys wreaking havoc against the other realms.  It was her duty as Queen to keep them in line, so there was no time to bear children. There was just too much at stake when she shouldered that much responsibility. 
  Her sisters had multiplied their clan, giving birth to countless children, building an army that was unstoppable and deadly. They all vigorously trained to be the head of their families. They had their strength in numbers to conspire to take the throne for themselves.  This left my mother insecure and worried about my life among the clan. When she chose after a while to conceive me in secrecy that is. 
  My mother, the Dark Queen, chose not to keep me in her kingdom. After my birth she sent me to the mundane world to live with a family in the northern region among the Norse clan. Where they gathered in the cold mountains of a vast green forest where villages below the summit touched the ocean and ice. 
  I remembered the odor of burning coal from the fire my brother Thor used to mold weapons and hammered iron next to our small isolated hut. He worked as a blacksmith and became known for wielding a large heavy hammer that only his strength could carry.  His green eyes expressed how gentle he was despite to his muscular build. He was once a warrior that fought alongside his father before he became a blacksmith and lived a peaceful life here in the mountains with his family. 
 My new mother, Frigga, was a strong woman against enemies but had a gentle soul for children. She had the soul of a wise woman which reflected in her dark eyes.  She was our teacher when we learned about the different realms and the creatures that roamed the forest, ocean, and the Underworld. Her love for knowledge was her livelihood, and her strength was her love for us. She could not have children of her own.   Thor, Loki, and I were all fostered in her care and protection, but we all saw her as our mother, regardless. 
  Loki was always the trickster of the family; shape-shifting into a creature or as a villager he’d memorize during our visits to deliver Thor’s weapons. We traded for supplies we could not find in the cold mountains.  His thick black hair and dark eyes amplified his devious nature from the moment he came into this world. His passion was for jokes, tricks, and deception, which he thrived on to make life more interesting by his standards. We could never tell the difference when he shape-shifted into a character since he had the ability to connect with the mind and soul of the person or creature he impersonated. That was his power as a Demigod. It was the gift to create full authenticity of his character. Unfortunately, it annoyed the rest of us who wanted to have a peaceful living at home. 
  We lived a quiet life in the forest near a peak that enclosed us in isolation from the unwanted eyes of the outside world.  The morning mist was like the fresh scent of clouds that rolled over the mountain.  I enjoyed the silence while it lasted until the age of my sixth birthday when I was disturbed by whispering voices entering my mind. The whispers were from the trees of the forest. It gusted in through the window like the wind, with several voices trying to talk all at once.  The trees echoed with fast whispers that became high pitched. My ears had become overwhelmed with sounds. The forest spoke so loudly it was earsplitting. 
  The words were unclear in my mind, so I didn't understand what they were saying at first. I didn’t know what was happening. All I felt was the noise penetrating my eardrums, making the pain unbearable. I ran outside from my bed into the snow and dropped to my knees in the ice, sending chills up my body. I held my hands tight against my ears trying to block the sounds rushing in. The voices became louder and louder until I screamed for them to stop. 
  My brother Thor ran from the shop and lifted me into his arms, holding me tight as I cried.  Frigga hurried over. I'd see her lips move, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying over the loud voices of the woods.  My vision faded and soon enough I fell into a deep sleep. 
  Frigga had enchanted my ears, so the sounds would sooth in and not all at once.  It took a little for me to hear my brothers’ voices again and my mother’s sweet gentle words that filled my heart with love.  Frigga explained the gift that had awakened inside me in a way a child would understand.  I had the ability to hear the voices of nature. I understood animals of all kinds, trees, flowers, insects, and all Fae no matter the language spoken, I would understand. The voices of entities were now clear words in my mind.  I understood creatures and Gods, and I learned to connect with them and hear them without error. 
  It was a difficult gift to control throughout my childhood, but in time I heard things without a problem, and I focused my attention on what I wanted to listen to from my surroundings. Eventually, I spoke to everything that spoke and they could understand me as well. 
  My education from Frigga opened my eyes to the magical world and all the creatures that carried many types of gifts.  Some were darker in nature than others such as Vampires, Werewolves, the distinct Demon creatures that roamed the Underworld, and Harpys. She taught me about the nine realms of existence. Where we existed was known as the third realm of the mundane which always aged in time.  Many higher dimensional beings entered this realm to sway the scales of mortals. 
 The fourth was time, where past, present, and future was one. Some had access to the fourth realm which meant they could have unlimited entry to various times in the mundane world simultaneously. Frigga explained mortals known as seers linked their mind to the fourth realm abilities and predicted the future. 
  The fifth realm and up were higher beings that didn’t exist in time and were granted unlimited life, extraordinary gifts, and power.  Frigga, Thor, Loki, were from the fifth realm of the Gods and Demigods.  Then I learned about the ninth realm which our kind called it the ninth heaven; the highest reach to the border of heaven itself where all is divine.  Beings aware of the realms always thanked the ninth heavens for the things they experience and receive in their life. 
  When I became eight years of age that’s when I met my trusted friends. I remembered it as clear as day how we’d met so long ago.  My gift had heightened, and I controlled it better without the use of Frigga’s enchantment. 
  I discovered one day, while strolling through the wilderness for mushrooms for the evening soup, I heard voices in the distance. As I listened-in close to the sound and tone of the words, I noticed it wasn’t my native tongue.  How they spoke, and their accents had an earthy dialect that reminded me of what my mother taught about Fae. They were close by, so I crept to see who they were.   It was two boys near a stream, sitting and laughing to jokes I didn't understand from afar.  When my eyes caught a better gaze, I noticed one had long dark silky hair that shined in the sunlight.  He had it tied up with some silver-like bracelet he used to keep his hair in a ponytail. His skin almost pale as winter snow, wearing a black leather attire that contrasted with his complexion, making him seem lifeless with his vest, slacks and boots that shimmered in the light with a silver lining in the seams. The other boy was in plain slacks exposing his chest in the sun. His amber hair was like fire with intense energy in his gaze as they sat enjoying the warmth of the summer’s day. 
  I stepped on a twig by accident, startling them from their fun.  They rushed to their feet pulling out their knives ready to attack, hunting with their eyes for any sight of threat.  My mind raced, and I had to think about what to do next. I didn’t want to make the situation worse, but I had to do something before they saw me as an enemy.  Then after breathing deep for courage I stepped into sight.  I the pale dark-haired boy and noticed his pointed ears and his golden eyes that shimmered like diamonds.  He was a Dark Elf based on what my mother described on the Fae that lived in the forest here.  The other boy had beautiful deep gray eyes that appeared to glow as if he were a predator gazing at a prey. 
  They both captivated me, so I smiled and apologized for the intrusion. “I’m sorry for disturbing you.” 
  They cocked their heads looking at me. 
  “We can understand you!” The Dark Elf’s eyes widened with surprise.  “Can you understand us?” 
  “Yes. I can understand you,” I nodded my head. “Excuse my intrusion, but I heard you two talking from afar.” I glanced at them both.  “My home is nearby and was just picking mushrooms.  I do apologize again from startling you.” 
  The other boy had a grin on his face “You didn’t startle us” He played it off and holstered his knife behind his back.  “You understand us? How? You look human.” 
  The Dark Elf boy came closer and looked deep into my eyes as if he was peering into my soul with his. “She is not mundane… She’s something of a mix, but not human.” He dropped on one knee and he placed his right hand over his heart.  “I am Alucard, milady, from the Dark Elf clan, son of the general to the Dark Elf army.” He greeted me in the traditional Elven way as a sign of respect.  After that he was back on his feet and glanced at his friend.  “The wolf boy over there is Edon.” 
 “I’m the first son of the supreme alpha of the Werewolves.” Edon stated with pride. 
  “How wonderful… To meet the prince of the wolves,” I gave him more pride to his large ego. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both.  I’m Alphard.  To explain how I can understand you and how you can understand me is the ability I’ve been gifted with.  I can hear nature.” 
  “That’s a rare gift.” Alucard pointed out.  “I’ve never known of someone with such a gift before, not unless you are one of the Gods.” 
  “Yes, it is even rare among the packs to learn of such a gift,” said Edon. 
  “Well, I can assure you, I am not a God.” I exposed the burns on my arms from being too close to the fire in Thor’s shop. “I burn and bleed just like any other mortal. What I am… I’m not sure. My mother won’t say who I am and what I am until I’m of age.  I know I have this gift.” 
  “How old are you?” Edon came closer like he was more secure knowing I wasn’t human. 
  “I’m eight years of age.” 
  “I’m ten,” Alucard spoke out. 
  “I’m the same," Edon sniffed my hair. “You are from that family of Demigods that lives away from the village. My father told me we have a treaty with the Norse Goddess to let them live in peace within this forest. 
  “My clan made the same treaty to ensure your family’s’ safe passage within the Dark Elf territory,” Alucard stated. “It must be lonely to be in such isolation.” 
  “Oh no!  I have my brothers and I love being this deep in the forest.”  I whistled into the wind that carried like an echo through the leaves of the trees. 
  Suddenly, the wind blew a gust to answer my call. The birds flew from their nest circulating around us and the Fairies appeared from hiding in the branches of the trees and floated around me with illuminating colors of blue, green, and yellow. They lit up brightly around me and landed on my shoulders. The boys gazed at me with amazement as if I fascinated them at that moment. “Most of the creatures here have become my friends, so I’m never lonely.” 
  They watched me call upon the creatures of the forest one by one, filling the surrounding with life.  Their amazement for me was so great that time went by and they never left my side throughout the entire day.  When night arrived with the setting sun, they escorted me home where my brothers greeted them with intimidating attitudes, but everyone soon got along. 
  Unfortunately, Frigga punished me for being late and for forgetting the mushrooms.  Even though I had to suffer the consequences for the day, it was the best I had experienced since coming here. 
  Thank the ninth heavens for my two new friends. 
 
 CHAPTER II 
 
 Friends Forever 
 
EVER SINCE THAT DAY, Alucard and Edon had always met up with me in the forest to play.  My brothers and Frigga at first were insecure with me leaving the hut every day to see them, but soon enough it became a habit for the Wolf-boy and Elf to be around our territory to escort me into the forest instead of trying to find them alone.  Even my mother, Frigga, would sense them nearby and would tell me to go meet them. 
  I believed the friendship we had was special with every day that passed. It gave me relief since I no longer had to rely on the company of my brothers’ and mother to have fun in the forest of the cold mountains. Now, going out with my two new best friends gave me more personal knowledge about the creatures of the forest Frigga couldn't teach. 
  Alucard had met many types of beings with his father and the clan; such as Western Witches.  They were knowledgeable just as Shamans, but they had split into two factions; the white and the black.  Edon said the Witches were once Sorceresses that practiced the balance between white and black magic. They had the ability to manipulate energy to their will and manifested things through certain rituals.  Some rituals were so powerful they opened doorways into the Underworld to either enter or to send someone through.  It was most commonly used to exorcise a spirit back into the Underworld if they were causing a ruckus in the mundane world. 
  Alucard told a story about one Sorceress who believed the mundane didn’t have the sincere heart to help. She believed they didn’t understand the consequences of desiring things such as power, things from the beyond, manipulate love, and greed.  He explained that the tale was to teach a moral lesson about the natural law and the understanding that actions come at a price with a tainted heart. 
  In the story, a ruler who had just lost his son to illness approached the Sorceress.  The mother begged with jewels and gold to bring back her boy. She even pleaded on her knees, wanting to see her son again. 
  The Sorceress explained that she had the power to bring back people from the dead. She asked the royal couple, “Do you understand that this is against the natural law?”  There will be a great consequence that will fall on their family line, and their son will not be the boy they remembered. 
  “What he will become and what he will do in this world, are you willing to live with the burden and suffer the consequence?” 
  The Sorceress believed even if she explained well it would not sway the heart from wanting what it desired above all else.   The mother agreed to all, so their wish was granted.  Once the ritual was complete, and it brought their son back into this world. As the Sorceress said, the boy wasn’t their son in spirit, but a Demon; a Vampire who pillaged the night, bringing terror among the land. 
  Due to this nightmare brought upon by the Sorceress actions and going against the natural order, it caused a controversy fate couldn't reverse. It created witches of the left and right hand and continued to extend their coven throughout the ages, trying to forget the disgrace of the past. And the coven exiled the Sorceress with an everlasting curse.  Fate cursed her with immortality; to never die and her bloodline would suffer from misfortune or death. 
  After Alucard told the story, I thought about magic more than a source of miracles, but as a root to destruction, depending on the intentions. Knowing this, I reflected on what my heart might choose if I had to face a similar circumstance. Will I heed the words of warning or will I still continue forward, knowing the consequences?  Am I willing to go that far to get what I want? I understood why this became a popular story among most beings. It helped the youth realize the weight in certain choices and just try to be mindful of them. 
  Other than telling life lessons, Alucard spent some of his free time away from training to teach me how to use a bow and arrow.  I learned Dark Elves were skilled in archery and swordsmanship, which made them agile warriors on the battlefield. They are disciplined in the art of protecting the forest, just as a Wood Elf, but they are less merciful on their victims at war.  Their thirst for blood overshadowed their good intentions.  That’s why the Wood Elves created an agreement with the Dark Elves to not raise their sword until they’re called forth for a worthy cause. 
 When I first used a wooden sword in a spar match with Edon, I was a klutz and bruised my fingers from getting smacked by the wood. Edon was skilled with daggers and had speed when he ran the trails in the forest.   His aim was always precise when he threw his sharp knives at a target off in the distance.  I would stand far against a tree and the dagger would hit the bark near my face without a scratch on my fair, clean skin. 
  My friends had become patient with me due to my lack of warrior strength, but I did become skilled at archery more than the sword.  I enjoyed the blood-rush of targeting an object from afar. The silence of the string, releasing the arrow in harmony with hitting my mark gave me a sense of accomplishment; even though I never dared to harm an animal. 
  With us getting to know each other, Edon opened-up and shared with me his skill for tracking.  Even though I had my gift to cheat, his skill was precise, and he tracked creatures of the forest I didn’t realize were there. He had a love for the wolves of the mountain.  He introduced me to a gray wolf that didn’t run with any pack. Its eyes iridescent orange that appeared to glow in contrast to his dark fur. He walked alone in the forest for most of his life; however, I realized the creature was content with being by itself and had no fear of the future.  I too became friends with the lone wolf after that day. 
  Alucard and Edon had been loyal friends since before me.  I learned that most dark creatures of the Underworld allied together more than others.  Werewolves and Dark Elves are the closest of allies, making them strong enough to protect the forest creatures from any imbalance against nature. 
  While talking to Edon, I learned he was the firstborn of two other siblings, and one was yet to come from a vampire companion his father chose as a new mate to replace Edon’s real mother.  He never mentioned much about her except that she was the true alpha queen.  She was even stronger than his father and was the pack leader until she gave birth to his twin sisters, Phyla and Pharah, who were the same age as me now. 
  After that, she left and never came back.  His mother gave up her original title as the supreme alpha. Edon’s father took the title in her place.  They found out later; she left out of duty to Hades to serve under a queen in the south, which was a high honor for a wolf to receive an assignment degreed by another dimensional God. 
  Even though Edon had a hard-egotistical exterior, I only expressed sadness and empathy for him. I knew what it was like not to have a birth mother. I never knew my real mother or what she was like.  The emptiness in his heart was from missing his mother and wanting the affection she took with her the day she left the pack. 
  I also hoped to know who I was and where I came from, but I contradicted myself by being insecure about knowing the truth. It terrified me losing my family for the sake of asking about my birth mother. I loved Frigga and my brothers too much to have it all change. So, I hesitated to ask about her even though I was old enough to handle the truth. 
  Between Edon and me, Alucard was the best of both of us. He believed in honor and loyalty as a theme to his journey through life.   He was strong, fearless, and had no regret in the choices he made and how he lived. 
  I admired Alucard in a way that eased my insecurities about the future because I relied on him to give me strength to prevail on my path.  He trained me to be better at protecting myself against the unforeseen world. My times with him in training, I saw why Edon had admiration for him. He had grace in his movements with a sword. It was like water gliding and twirling to the wind. 
  Alucard was trained to be the next leader of the Dark Elf army after his father chooses the time to pass on the family sword, Valora.  It was known as the mighty sword of the Dark Elf clan, forged with a light enchanted metal to cut through stone. It remains weightless in its wielder's hand during battle. Its name meant courage and the full power of the weapon can only release in the hands of someone with an earnest heart.  The spirit of every Dark Elf that wielded Valora, ingrained their soul into the blade to grant the owner the skill of their ancestors. They would describe it as letting the spirit of the warrior aid in battle to an honorable victory. 
 Alucard made himself worthy of the privilege with his kindness towards others. I saw the gentleness in his eyes for the things he loved so much and cared for.  His friendship with Edon was loyal to a fault; however, that loyalty swayed as we grew older together and they noticed me with different eyes. 
 
 CHAPTER III 
 
 Silence 
 
THE TIME HAD PASSED QUICKLY for the three of us. Alucard and Edon had matured into their bodies; chests and shoulders broader and lean with muscle. Their faces became more handsome and less child-like with strong chiseled jaws and narrow cheeks. 
  Edon’s coming of age was given the marking of an adult which was a branded mark on his chest with the crossed daggers. From what I learned through our time together, the symbol was of his pack that specialized fighting with daggers and had versatility. Alucard became more agile with his lean body stretching back the bowstring as he released arrows one after the other at the targets I set up for him throughout the forest.  Edon’s legs carried him as fast as the wind through the snow and he flitted through the trees without breaking a sweat. 
  Our days together were exciting and full of life until it became more noticeable that they saw me as a potential companion for them. It was earth-shattering knowing this change was happening before my eyes, I felt sadness etched into my heart, since I loved them both as friends. I didn’t want to lose either of them because their love for me grew into something deeper beyond control. 
  I dozed off, chopping firewood to keep the fires burning in the shop. I sensed Loki behind me, snickering.  He had shape-shifted himself to look like Alucard. 
  “Good evening, milady! Will you be my companion?” 
  I swung the axe; frightening him to the point of falling back on his behind in the snow.  “Loki!!! What have I told you about your tricks?” 
  “Oh, my dear sister.” He struggled to get back up on his feet and wiped the snow from his behind. “You have become a beautiful young lady.”  He took my hand and kissed it like a fool. 
  “Stop it.” I pulled my hand away in embarrassment. 
  “Dear sister! You have so much on your mind.” He shape-shifted into Edon. “What a confusing scenario you have put yourself in.” He gave a devious grin. “You’ve noticed it right, sister. The change?” 
  I rolled my eyes. “What are you talking about?” 
  “You know…. Oh, you know.” His smile became larger and his voice became more kiddy. “You are now sixteen and have bloomed into such a gorgeous flower.  The two boys are now men.  What shall you do my young sister? I know you have noticed the change…” He came close to my ear and whispered. “They see you now not as their adorable childhood friend, but as a flower ready to pluck!”  
  I elbowed him in the stomach, and he gasped for air in pain. “They are my dearest friends. And yes, I’ve noticed them acting different. I’m not blind.” 
  “Well then m’dear sister, what are your going to do about your two suitors jostling for your affection? Will you choose?” 
  “No,” I groaned.  “I cannot choose between them.” 
  He shifted into Alucard once again. “Will it be the gallant Dark Elf?” He shifted back into Edon. “Or will it be the rugged wolf?” He twirled around me. “Which will she choose? I wonder…” 
  “I don’t know.” Loki’s silly game depressed me. Despite his childish nature he uttered honesty I must no longer ignore. “I don’t feel what they feel for me.  I love them both, but my heart doesn’t want the same. I don’t want to hurt them, yet I don’t want to lose them either since I love them just as friends only.” 
  “Tsk-tsk, my sister...” He shifted back into his true form. Tall and skinny with dark hair and eyes like the night sky. “How long will you play this game of hearts?” He walked away, leaving me to my thoughts. 
  The nausea built in the pit of my stomach. “How long will I?” I whispered into the wind. 
  After listening to my brother’s rant, I disappeared into the woods to hike away my racing thoughts. In a moment of unawareness, Edon leaped from a branch above and landed in front of me. 
 My heart slammed against my chest in fright.  “What are you doing?” I held my chest, panting.  “You scared the life out of me.” 
  “Sorry, I couldn’t help myself.” He laughed. 
  I smacked him on the arm which was like hitting a rock on the palm of my hand. “Ugh… You will be the death of me one day.” I slumped away. 
  Alucard revealed himself from behind the tree trunk, chuckling. I punched him in the arm too. “You knew… Ugh” I walked away from them both. 
  “Sorry,” they both said as they became concerned if I was angry with them.  I turned back with a deceitful wide grin.  “Got you! You both are so gullible,” I laughed, walking deeper into the forest.  “You forget, I have a trickster of a brother. Remember that before you scheme again.” 
  We ended up at the stream where we first met so long ago. It now covered in ice and snow from the long, frigid winter.  Icicles hung on the branches above like an ice garden of crystals glimmering in the light. 
  “Why did you bring us here?”  Edon asked. They both held curious expressions. 
  “What’s wrong, Alphard?” Alucard asked while tugging at my arm. “You seem different lately.” 
  I took a deep breath. “You two think I haven’t noticed you, treating me different since we’re older now.” 
  They both looked off to the side avoiding eye contact. 
  “I talked to my brother a while ago,” I confessed. “For once I have taken his honesty to heart.” I stood closer to them both and placed my hands on their cheeks to force them to look at me. “I love you.  I'm well-aware you have feelings for me. And I understand you two are trying hard to impress me lately.  We have been together for so long—you know I can’t just choose when my feelings for you both are the same.” 
  Edon grabbed my hand. “I know you love us both. We know that.  But can you at least give us a chance to prove ourselves to you?” 
  I could see the pain in Edon’s eyes as he looked into mine like a puppy.  He genuinely wanted me to be his. Alucard had a similar look but with more ease like he would respect whatever decision I make. 
  “I don’t want this to end. It would wound me if you felt hatred towards each other because of me.” My throat felt tight. I cleared my throat, trying to settle my voice.  “Am I worth the trouble?” 
  “I don’t know if we'll hate each other,” Alucard answered. “But we both know you are worth it, and we love you enough to respect your decision. Edon’s right, though, give us a chance.” 
  I wrapped my arms around them and hugged them. The sickness builds in my stomach again as my heart fell into sin.  Things just wouldn’t stay the same between us, but I have no control nor the power to stop the change from this point on. “So how are we going to do this?” I asked with my voice shaky. 
  “Maybe we should try to find out who you like more. Feeling-wise,” Alucard suggested.  “I remember my mother explaining it’s a feeling that can make things clearer if you're meant to be with that person. Your souls will spark and connect, and you would know by your first kiss with that person if it’s meant to be.” 
  “A kiss.” My head lighten. The air left my lungs for a moment at when I imagined kissing them. I took a deep breath. “Well, if you think it will help… Ok.” 
  “Really?” Edon’s face flushed red. I smirked.  “Don’t just look at me—you two have to figure out who’s getting my lips first.” My blood rushed through my veins, my heart pounded as if it would burst out of my chest; my hands shook. It didn’t seem right, but it’s what they wanted, and my brother was right.  I can't have them linger and wonder about it for too long. I don’t even understand my own feelings. I’ve loved no one intimately before, so how do I consider anyone as my opposite. I wouldn’t know what it’s like even if I kissed them both. How would I know? The question clouded my mind. 
 It was cold; the breeze rustling the waves of my long, dark hair. Alucard suggested Edon should go first since he cared for him and he understood that he loved me.  They acted like gentlemen towards me, so why couldn’t I imagine myself with either of them? 
  Edon approached me with less confidence than usual.  He appeared nervous as was I since he’d be the one to take my first kiss.  He stood close, and I realized how tall he was compared to my height.  It was hard to reach his face. His arms went around my waist; gentle as he pulled me closer.  I put my hand to his neck and pulled him downward where our lips touched. The warmth of his strong arms and the softness of his lips, it was a wonderful experience for a first time.  However, it wasn’t there. That feeling that was supposed to be, it wasn’t there in my heart. My hand rubbed its way through his hair as we stopped. I gazed deep into his gray eyes and saw how happy he was to touch me.  My heart sank even further. He let go of me and Alucard moved over next. 
  Alucard was shorter than Edon and his body wasn’t too broad for me to get my arms around.  He gazed into my eyes with his gold gems that always pierced my soul.  I knew I had to go forth with the kiss. My lips caressed his, and I felt his lean arms around me; embracing with a passion different from Edon’s.  They were dissed-similar in every viable way, imagined. Although it still wasn’t there. No spark. 
  My heart wavered as I realized they were not the one I'd call my companion.  It ached inside me because I witnessed and felt in both their love grow even stronger for me.  I pulled away from Alucard. The smile that appeared on my face was a fake one. 
  “I never knew how kissing felt. Thank you!”  I walked over to Edon and hugged him tight. “Thank you for making my first kiss so wonderful.” I pecked him on the cheek. “I’m sorry to you both, but I can’t choose right now.” Tears dripped down my face. 
  Edon squeezed me tighter in his muscular arms.  “It’s ok.” I could feel his sadness seep into me. 
  “I have to go. It’s getting late,” I said. 
  “Did you want us to walk you home?” Alucard offered as a gentlemen. 
  “No thank you. I’ll be ok.” I gave Alucard a hug as well and made my way through the forest. 
  The sun was setting, and the darkness shrouded the sky.  The full moon rose to meet the sun, aligning halfway like lovers who’d never be in each other’s gaze for too long. My heart wept with the sun and moon during my long stroll in the cold darkness of the forest.  The mountain offered a silence more tranquil when emptying my thoughts in the loneliness.  It was a good hour to gain clarity on my decisions from today. It was a gift to have these moments to myself or, so I thought. 
  The cold winds of the mountain rushed over the horizon, carrying the screams of the forest that echoed around me.  The sound plagued me with a stroke of fear that sent a message of shock under my skin. 
  In the distance, the gray wolf appeared ahead of me, his eyes glowing in the night. Hurry! 
  I gasped at the sound and ran in the direction where the trees became louder and louder. The sun had nearly completed setting over the tall mountain and my eyes struggled to adjust to the night.  The trees continued to moan, hurry…. hurry…hurry!  They echoed frantically in my sensitive ears. I panicked and quickened my pace. My feet struggled through the thick patches of snow and my legs ached from running. My lungs fought with the air to keep going.  The cold burned my throat as the temperature dropped to a deathly freeze.  The gray wolf followed close; panting as it ran with me to the direction of a single voice.  It knew what I knew.  I heard the child in the distance, screaming for dear life.  “Help,” Her frightened voice resonated in the cold winds, blowing against my face, motivating me to run quicker. 
 In the distance, there was a small lake covered in a thick sheet of ice. I stopped at the edge just before stepping on the sleek surface and my eyes hunted for the voice of the child I listened from afar.  The voice gulped another help across the lake, and I saw a young girl had fallen through a weak area in the ice and was struggling to stay afloat.  If she slipped under, her fate was sealed to the lake. She cried out again, and I no longer hesitated. 
  I raced across the ice and skated my way towards her.  My feet had little control on the sleek surface as I rushed using my hands to guide me across until I was able to reach her. I grabbed onto her hand and lifted her from the water. 
  In that moment, fear struck me as I had no grip. It was too slippery, and I didn’t have my knife to anchor myself from falling over. So, as I pulled the girl towards me, I slipped into the freezing water with her. 
  My body splashed into the icy depths. The cold seeped into my muscles and my lungs shortened to where I was gasping for air.  My skinned burned and went into shock.  With every ounce of my energy before the inevitable, I grabbed the child and threw her upward with the burst of sheer will until she got back onto the surface and back to safety.  As for me, my energy was completely depleted. 
  Slowly, my body had succumbed to the freezing cold. The muscle that kept me going had become stiff. My lungs become constricted to a point where I no longer breathed in the air to stay alive. Everything gave away, and I drifted under the ice. I no longer controlled my life as my body floated further from the hole along with my hope. I listened to the child banging on the clear surface above me. Although, in that moment it had become silent. The water gave me ease in the cold dark abyss. 
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   The fight was not there anymore. In that moment, I thought of my brothers, Thor and Loki, and then my sweet mother and her gaze that filled me with all the warmth I’ve ever needed. Poor Edon and Alucard, I should have asked them to walk me home. I remained in my thoughts, thinking of all the love I’ve experienced and how grateful I was for living. I did the best I could with my life as my memories flashed in my mind.  This can’t be it. I wish I'd experience more than just this. 
  In that moment, my heart sealed with the icy water as I imagined before my eyes, a figure floating towards me like a shadowy mist, drifting closer and closer. Its thin black arms became more solid and its face was like a ghost with no distinct form as it reached out ready to kiss me. Then I realized it was death I saw, granting me the mercy of death’s final kiss. 
  Just as I thought my end had come, my brother slammed on the ice with his large hammer. The force of the break was so powerful from his godly strength it only plunged a hole and didn’t crack the rest of the surface on the lake.  He reached in and grabbed my arm. Then lifted me away from my would-be watery grave. 
  The breeze from the mountain wind chilled me to the bone while Thor held me tight in his arms.  My limbs were already numb, and the cold locked my joints in place. 
  “Alphard!” Thor tried to get me to focus again on him. 
  My vision faded as the exhaustion set-in. ‘Stay awake’ I willed my mind as the numbness was so tempting to let myself go into the darkness. I knew if I fell asleep I would never awake again. 
  Thor carried me back to safety on solid ground.  Loki arrived and transformed into a polar bear, wrapping around me with his warm fur.  The body heat from his form was comforting, but the chills still overwhelmed me.  Thor created a fire, and they laid me close to the heat of the flames.   My teeth chattered so hard, I barely spoke. 
  “What happened,” Thor asked with fear in his eyes. 
  “The girl?” My voice quivered. “The girl fell through the ice. Is she ok?” 
  Thor looked at me as if I was delusional.  “There was no girl.” Loki glanced at me in his bear form. “You were alone when we found you.” 
  They confused me at that moment. “I swear a child fell through the ice.  The forest guided me to her.” 
  “The wolf guided us here, and the forest was acting strange so we both were aware something was wrong,” Thor responded as he gazed at me in worry. “Sister—we found only you. And thank the ninth heavens we did.” 
  What just happened, I thought. I had never been this close to death before, but who was that girl? Was she in trouble? Where did she go?  I know it was all real. 
  Our mother arrived in the darkness.  “Alphard.” Frigga gasped in worry. “What happened?” 
  We were in complete silence, unsure of what was to be our answer. Thor looked at Frigga. “Mother!  I believe she is not safe here anymore.” Fear struck our mother's eyes after my brother spoke. 
  I glanced at them both in confusion. What were they not telling me? They have kept a secret from me. Why am I worried? 
  The full moon rose high in the sky that night.  The blanket of stars that lit the mountains would be the last I ever see as I listened to the gray wolf howl deeply into the night. 
 
  
 CHAPTER IV 
 
 Farewell My Home 
 
MY LAST MEMORY OF THE ONLY HOME I’ve ever known was the beautiful sunrise over the mountain horizon. Light shimmered off the snow like diamonds.  The wind was still, and the silence of the forest gave me cause to worry. There was the sound of clanging in the shop as Thor hammered an iron plate to get a day's work done. 
  The heat of the blazing fire warmed the hut and the smell of cinder seeped in through the cracks of the wall like any normal morning. Loki was splitting wood in my place while I gazed out the window. I was still healing after last night's incident, so he took over most of my chores under Frigga’s orders. 
  My muscles ached from the bitter cold right down to the bone.  It was tough to move since I still had trouble bending the muscles in my hands, knees and feet. The chills in my body remained, forcing me to have on a thick wool blanket all morning. 
  Frigga stayed inside in the dim, heated, room and sat next to the fire, shuffling the wood so it burned better. However, I got the impression something was off. She had been acting odd since the lake.  Her eyes dozed off at the fire as if she was dreaming into the flames. I could tell she was in deep thought over what happened the night before. Something was definitely off between my brothers and Frigga.  They forbade me from entering the woods today and I wasn’t allowed to meet with Alucard and Edon. It was unusual for them to be this concerned since it was only natural for accidents to happen. We’ve all been injured many times, living here in the mountains.  What was different about today? 
  I contemplated, sitting by the window, longing for a chance to stroll in the forest once again; to practice my bow skills with Alucard and run through the snowy hills with Edon. To play with the snow Fairies in the crystal peaks, north of the mountain. They would have escorted me there by now. 
  After my encounter with them yesterday, it gave me a haunting sensation of heartache. The sensation was still there from their lips.  Then I remembered that strange sense of ease from my near-death experience. The image was still clear in my mind when I met the mysterious apparition in the depths of the lake. The cold darkness of that fateful moment made me realize I needed to be more honest with my heart. 
  Suddenly, in the distance, the gray wolf appeared out of the clearing of the forest.  Its orange iridescent eyes glanced into mine with no need to search for me. It knew exactly where I was, by the window. A faint voice invaded my mind. I listened close to its words.  She’s coming! 
  “She’s coming,” I said faintly, yet my voice was loud enough for Frigga to hear. 
  Her face twisted in fear, like she understood what it meant. Frigga staggered up in anxiousness as if she suspected there was something out of the ordinary in the woods. 
  “Loki! Thor,” she called out to my brothers nervously, for them to stop what they were doing. “On your guard,” she ordered. 
  Thor at once stopped hammering and stepped out of the shop drenched in sweat, black dust on his face and arms.  Loki dropped the axe in the snow and scurried to stand next to him.  Both had protective stances while searching the area for changes. 
  In the distance, I saw a dark figure appear out of the shadow of the forest. The person stepped into the light and approached our area.  As the figure drew closer to where it was easier to see, I realized it was a dark-haired woman coming towards the hut.  Eyes deep gray as the steel my brother hammered. Merely glancing at them too long gave me chills as she advanced closer and closer with strength in each step, crushing the snow. The body she had was curved and lean like that of a warrior. Her stance shouted defiance and expressed the fierce focus of a predator. She reminded me of Edon, the way she carried herself with the confidence that announces a large ego and not being bothered by the freezing cold.  She was barely clothed only wearing tight black leather slacks and a thick leather chest guard with red wings embroidered into the surface as an emblem. It exposed her sculpted arms to the cold like she felt nothing. The sound of her boots trod heavily, kicking the snow with every step. 
 My mother approached her cautiously. Why did Frigga and my brothers’ have such fear in their eyes towards this stranger?  They acted as if they knew this mysterious woman even though I didn’t recognize her. Her furiously dark eyes glanced straight at me and whispered into my mother’s ear a sentence, but I could not hear the words that exited her lips. 
  “Just give me a moment with her.” My mother told the woman, bowing her head in obedience before walking back to the hut. 
  She came inside and the sadness in her eyes said more than words. A spark of panic triggered my muscles to spasm, and the anxiety swirled in my chest. “What’s going on?” I gazed at her, confused. 
  Frigga paused for a moment not knowing how to answer the obvious. The woman outside would take me away. “It’s about your mother.” 
  “My Mother?” The word tangled in my mind.  Who was the woman waiting outside? She continued to stare at me with intense eyes and shrugging her shoulders with impatience. 
  “She wants you home now.” Frigga knelt down in front of me. “That woman outside will take you back to her. To your real home.” 
  “My real home?” My tone became enraged. “Here is my home.” 
  “I know my sweet child.” Her face frowned, and her eyes glazed over. “This will always be your home.” 
  “I don’t understand.” I shook my head from side to side like a petulant child. “What’s going on? Why does my mother want me now after abandoning me for all these years?” 
  “My love, she didn’t abandon you.” Frigga took my hand and kissed the palm to comfort me. “It was unsafe for you to be raised in your true home,” Frigga explained calmly. “She trusted you in my care. And she gave me the responsibility to watch over you; to keep you safe from her family. Your family.” She paused for a moment to collect her voice. “Last night was not by chance. The very family that your mother was trying to protect you from has found you and you are no longer safe in my care.  Which is why that woman there will take you back to her where she can protect you much better than I can from now on.” 
  Tears fell from my eyes.  I wanted to be strong for Frigga and do as she asked by going with the strange woman, but I couldn’t. A burst of energy circulated inside me and I rushed to the back of the hut, and out the back window. I fell hard into the snow. The cold woke up my muscles, and the ice stuck to my face.  My body was clumsy, getting up to run. I didn’t have on the proper attire to block the winter breeze from chilling my frail skin.  It hurt and pricked me like needles. 
  “ALPHARD,” Frigga yelled as I ran fast into the forest.  It was cold, yet I didn’t care.  I wanted to get away. My intention was to see my friends one last time before that woman took me anywhere.  I sensed that she would chase after me and hunt me down.  Something aligned with my intuition giving me the notion she was like a wolf, but the energy in her aura was so much stronger than what I’ve felt before, knowing Edon’s strength. 
  She had speed as the sound of her boots hit the snow not too far behind.  My heart raced against my chest and all I could think about was Edon while running. 
  “EDON,” My voice echoed in terror across the forest. 
  In that moment, something large scurried ahead; growling and rushed in the snow.  An enormous wolf ran passed me and leaped at the woman chasing after me. I listened to them struggle as they attacked each other, snarling. As they fought, I heard Edon’s thoughts loud and clear, screaming for me to keep running. 
  In the corner of my eye, I saw Alucard leap through the tree branches with his sword to aid in the fight. They both yelled for me to keep running. Don’t stop! My legs didn’t fail.  I managed to keep running, knowing my friends were trying to help me. 
 Just as I approached a steep hill, something came from behind and within a swift second, it knocked me down the hill.  I tumbled in the snow, rolling wildly, down and down, until I hit a tree. My vision spun out of control until my head hit the snow. The scenery of the forest faded with my vision going black. I had passed out in an unconscious sleep. 
  In my dreams, Frigga’s face appeared before me in sorrow. My brothers waved in the distance where our mother joined them into the darkness that engulfed the light. I wanted to scream out to them to wait for me, but my throat tightened as if it was being held back by unknown forces. Edon appeared out of the darkness.  His appearance differed from usual, his eyes fixed on me with a mad-man’s glare.  His face appeared more mature and the gentleness I once knew was no longer in my presence. He had deep scars across his body and face. The rage in his eyes soon enough became a vicious growl. 
  All of a sudden, in the darkness of my nightmare, a lady’s voice spoke out in my dreams. The tone of her voice carried a warmth that woke me from my slumber. My eyes peeked opened to a bright light.  It was strange, my skin was warm, and I smelled the salt from the ocean. 
  The sun was brighter than usual as my eyes readjusted to the brightness of the room. The bed was soft and comfortable, which differed from what I was used to. I was disoriented, and my vision adjusted to a better focus as I analyzed the surroundings. 
  I noticed a woman sitting on the edge of the bed, staring at me. Her dark hair as long and wavy as mine. Her eyes deep hazel with hints of gold just like mine. Suddenly a pleasant aroma filled the surrounding air. She smelled of honey and chamomile. It soothed my senses and gave me a sense of ease in the luxurious bed. She wore jeweled necklaces that glimmered in the sunlight from the window and wore silver bangles on her wrist. I glanced at her hands folded over her knee and sat cross-legged in a short black dress that revealed most of her chest and back. Her back straight and her shoulders back in a proper posture and acted refined.   Her skin had a beautiful glow different from the women I’ve seen in the villages from home. That’s when I concluded that this lady was not of the cold north. 
  It took a few moments to realize I was no longer in the north region when I heard the ocean and saw how clear the sky was, glancing at the balcony window. I struggled to sit up even though I was sluggish and weak. As I moved, a sharp pain rushed in my head and back. 
  “Please don’t move so sudden.” Her tender concerned voice didn’t stop me from trying to sit up. She came close to me and enfolded her slender arm around my back and pulled me towards her; gently aiding me into a sitting position. “You hit your head hard and your back is bruised from hitting the tree.” 
  It jumbled my memory about what exactly happened in the forest. How did I lose my footing on the hill?  “My memory is hazy.” 
  “It seems those two friends of yours put up a good fight against Luna,” She leered slightly. “I’m afraid she became too excited and accidentally knocked into you while fending off the Dark Elf.” Her hand reached out for me.  I became insecure and leaned away at first. She took her hand away and then tried to reach out again, so I understood that she wanted to examine me.  So, I trusted her touch and let her check the cut on my head I soon experienced the pain for myself. “She sends her apologies. She commended your friends though. If you’re concerned, they’re still alive and well, but not without repercussions. Luna can be feisty in battle and can become quite violent.” 
  “Who are you, may I ask?” I gazed at her pondering. 
  She affectionately touched my cheek with her soft hands. “It has been a long time my child, since I’d last seen these beautiful eyes. I’m your mother.” 
 My heart sunk deep and dead on the inside, and I turned away to not meet her gaze. 
  “I know it confuses you about what’s going on and for that I do apologize.” She grasped my chin with her fingers and guided my face back to hers as if she wanted me to pay close attention to what she had to say. “For so many years not knowing who you are and why I wasn’t there to raise you. Of course, you'd assume I abandoned you to that family. Believe me when I say I didn’t want it to be this way.  You are my only daughter and I will do anything to keep you alive as long as possible before your ascension.” 
  “My ascension?” A thousand question raced all at once in my mind. 
  “You are unlike any other being, Alphard.  You’re a Harpy and my only heir to the throne.” 
  Frigga had told me about Harpys. Beautiful, seductive women born to serve as tormentors by the decree of Hades. Dark-hearted and will do unspeakable acts under whom they serve.  They were strong and feared by many.  My mother’s title is The Dark Queen Celaeno. She’s the eldest of two other siblings chosen to turn into Harpys. 
  It was all coming together in my mind about what I am, but I still didn’t understand.  It also hurt, and I felt depressed from being taken away from my home and Frigga, giving me up so easily after being my foster mother for all this time. Now I didn’t know what had befallen me, being at the mercy of my real mother. 
  “What did you mean by keeping me alive,” I asked in sadness, trying not to cry. 
  “My sisters and their kin want the throne.  To them you are in the way, so they want to end you… Or least try.” 
  “So that means they have been trying to kill you too,” I said. 
  “Yes, in a way. But I’ve made a few changes to make sure that never happens.  The throne will always remain with me and my children. Not my sisters.” 
  The window in my room had only a balcony viewing the ocean.  The vast clear blue water extended far in the distance and a bright cloudless sky that appeared breath taking. 
  Celaeno noticed me gazing at the ocean. “It’s beautiful isn’t it?” she commented. “It’s different from what you are used to in the cold northern mountains.  You will become accustomed to the change.  When you are better, I can have Yuna take you to the beach and show you around the island.” 
  An Elven woman entered with long reddish -blonde hair and emerald green eyes. Her pointed ears were not as long as Alucard’s and her skin wasn’t as pale as a Dark Elf’s. She had color to her soft skin tone. Her pale green dress was laced with gold and had beaded embroidery along the seams. She was a unique and enchanting sight compared to how Frigga described them in her teachings.  However, there was an ugly deep scar on her neck that caught my attention. She gave me a sneer for staring too long. 
  “Yuna will be your handmaiden from now on,” my mother introduced her.   “She will assist you with your needs and will be your guide.” My mother stood up from the bed. “I thought she would be perfect for you and sort of a treat. I’m sure you have noticed the scar on her neck. It’s a stab wound she received before I took her into my care.  Her vocals were severed, so she has no ability to speak. Your gift will be a pleasant change, which I’m sure Yuna will be happy to be listened to, occasionally. But for now, I have an engagement to attend for the day.”  My mother walked around the bed and to the arched door of the room, and her eyes met Yuna’s stern gaze. “Yuna make sure my daughter is taken care of and please make sure she doesn’t get hurt any further trying to escape from that bed.” Yuna bowed her head in obedience before my mother exited the room. 
 Yuna once again took a glimpse at me in annoyance and walked to the table near the balcony with a few items that didn’t appear familiar. She poured red liquid from a jug which resembled a pitcher painted black with gold images, decorated around it of a Harpy in its bird form on the terracotta bowl. I watched her come towards me with the bowl in hand and she held the rim near my lips.   
  “What is it?” I asked, but she had a blank stare.  I leaned forward with my lips on the rim of the bowl and she tipped the sweet liquid in my mouth.  I coughed realizing it tasted fermented like the ale Frigga brewed for solstices. 
  “It tastes different, but it’s familiar,” I said aloud. 
  I heard a faint voice. “It’s wine.” I glanced at her, but she didn’t speak another word. 
  “I like it. Thank you.” I moved out of the bed. 
  “No-no-no-no no.” I listened to the panic in her voice. 
  “So now you speak.” I sat back in my current position. 
  “Please don’t move too much, milady,” Yuna spoke with her mind, sounding concerned. “I don’t want you to push yourself when you’re still healing.” 
  I touched my cut again.  “It hurts.” 
   Yuna sat next to me to check the cut. “It’s just badly bruised.” It was intriguing to see Yuna talk without moving her lips as her sweet voice entered my mind. “You have other injuries you’re healing from as well I can sense.” Yuna noticed my mood wasn’t well. 
  “I think it’s just my heart that needs healing.” 
  It was lonely even with Yuna in the room to aid and look after me. This castle and this island were unknown, and I knew no one. Not even the woman who called herself my mother. 
 
 CHAPTER V 
 
 Beauty of the Sea 
 
THE DAYS HAVE GONE BY while healing from my fall.  Yuna stayed by my side most of the time, making sure I wasn’t alone, since the injuries on my back had left me bedridden and in pain. My mother, the Queen, gave strict orders for me to not overexert myself until they considered me strong enough to go about without help. 
  Some nights were too much to deal with on my own. Nightmares of my fall and being away from my brothers and Frigga plagued any good dream that invoked in my mind.  I yearned to have comfort in the tower.  Yuna would sleep next to me on the rough nights. She’d held me in a loving cuddle when I would awake, sweating and weeping tears that soaked my pillow. 
  Yuna was a gentle soul even though her past had many tragic tales in the times we spoke.  Her lost voice made it troublesome to associate with others on the island, so she was just as lonesome as I was.  My ability for hearing gave her that sense of connection once again in the castle by using her inner speech to chat about her history.  It wasn’t pleasant for her to share her past, but I understood sometimes it's challenging to express about one's personal life with just any ear, so I appreciated any occasion of connection we made during our time together. 
  She was one of the Woodland Elves, born in the eastern forests far different from the Dark Elves of the north. They had based their livelihood on spring and summer, known as defenders of all woodland creatures; nurturers of nature. However, one night her underground village underwent a vicious raid where many of her people and members of her family became enslaved into servitude. Since she had the gift to call upon mythical creatures, her owner made certain she would never summon a single creature again to aid her. The scar on her neck was her lifelong punishment for trying to use her gift. The Dark Queen, on a contract, executed the owner. She saved Yuna from her servitude and many others who were casualties of their realm and brought them here to the island known as Sanctuary.  I never knew Harpys had a caring nature for victims or indeed had the capability to be merciful. 
  My mother’s kingdom consisted predominantly of women who worked to serve her in gratitude. In return, they had freedom and didn't have to dread the outside worlds. The isle had a blend of Water Nymphs, elegant, fair creatures that flourished in absolute joy by dancing in the streams naked under the moonlit sky.  Their Auras would glow blue in the night as Yuna escorted me around the castle grounds when I could move without staggering like a klutz. 
  We watched them perform a water ritual of singing with blissful tones; twirling and making the water glow hints of blue and green.  They splashed sprinkles of water in the air that appeared like fluorescent stars dropping from the sky and onto their fair skin. I remembered it as a beautiful sight that gave me more comforting dreams, just as sweet as the Nymphs we watched dancing in the night. 
  Just thinking about how beautiful Fae were. The desolate mountains didn’t have as much to look at like here on the island. Then I realized I had experienced no other life while being in isolation with my family. This was an opportunity to be somewhere quite different from home. That’s when it sank in. Sanctuary was my new home. 
  It gave me immense joy learning about the Fairies that fluttered into my balcony in the evenings. They glowed neon and all the colors of the rainbow in the blackness, shimmering Fairy dust on the shore below, sparkling like fireflies.  I relished the view from the tower and the harmony of the ocean striking the rocks near the cove.  The essence and the warmth of the island mist was a dream. 
  There was nothing I disliked about this new home. However, as days went by, I missed my family, Alucard and Edon.  My dear friends would know how to keep my smile radiating in the gloomiest of moments. 
 I connected with Yuna better and depended on her more.  She checked on my back from time to time; her tender hands gently rubbing my skin. The warmth was comforting until an unexpected sensation swept over my mood. The blood in my body pumped unusually.  A pulse throbbed in the center of my abdomen making me hunch forward; my muscles stiffen. 
  “Are you ok, milady?” she asked regarding my reaction. 
  I clutched my gut, suffering as if a ball of electricity was swirling radically, provoking my body to convulse. I experienced a craving I couldn’t describe.  It was a slight hunger and my skin appeared oily.  My heart pounded hard; my body suffered a minor soreness. 
  Suddenly, Yuna’s lips was fondling my collar. Her round bottom lip kissed behind my ear; I felt the fever of her breath on my skin. I watched her in the reflection of the mirror as she continued to seduce me. Her eyes had eagerness and passion as if it sealed her into a trance; fixated on my body as her arms folded around me, tugging me tighter to her breast where it pressed against my exposed back. 
  I focused on my eyes in the mirror and they gleamed gold in one eye and the other like an emerald green; my skin shifted like a wave into a snake-like scale. I rose at the sight and yanked away from Yuna.  I leaned on the counter with my palm over my eyes breathing heavily. 
  Yuna stepped away regaining her consciousness.  “I apologize, milady.” She concealed her lips with both hands. “I don’t know what came over me.” 
  “I don’t know what happened either.” I stood hunched over, grasping my still throbbing abdomen. “Something came over me.” 
  “The odor.” Yuna stepped back significantly further from me. 
  “What?” I spun around to meet her face, but she had already exited the chamber before I had a chance to ask. 
  It was peculiar about what took place.  My eyes and skin appeared normal now as if it never happened and the spasms ceased.  I continued looking at myself in the mirror for any minor difference, but nothing.  I was completely myself again. 
  After that day, Yuna kept her distance from me. I didn’t investigate why or urge her to clarify what she meant about the odor. She dropped her eyes out of shame even though I didn’t consider it was her fault.  I wouldn’t dare to tell my mother about our lewd encounter because I didn’t know the rules or whether it was proper for Yuna to do such sensual acts with me. 
  I sensed a tinge of worry in her when she was near. She would follow two body lengths away as we strolled down the stone staircase built into the cliff of the palace. A monumental stone arch that had an entrance that led to the separate side of the coast blocked the secluded beach. 
  My strength came back, meaning my body had entirely recuperated from my injuries.  We hiked along the shore and I had better composure to my stride in the short black tunic someone sewed to fit my slim body. The material was thin, and the fabric breathed better in the sweltering weather than my old wool clothing that kept me warm in the cold. 
  The intensity of the sunlight baked my bare back and my feet pushed against the sand grains as I stepped into the sea water.  The waves washed up onto my ankles, including a sense of serenity with the coolness of the water.  This was the first occasion I had such a thought of relief since I arrived and soon enough I had a smile once again. 
  In that enchanted hour, it shortly became ruined by someone familiar, shuffling towards us on the waterfront.  I peeked back to meet my mother’s hound, Luna, approach me. Her smirk was as wide as a crescent moon, glaring at me with her venomous glowing red eyes. 
  “Your mother would like to speak with you.” Luna’s wide grin quickly became stern that sent chills down my spine. Her eyes dimmed down to a normal dark gray and was less intimidating. 
 Something about her eyes seemed familiar. 
  “You and I haven’t been formally introduced.” I gave her a blank stare; however, the anger that raged in my veins couldn’t stop the images that raced through my mind, envisioning the battle she had with my friends. It left me a bitter taste in my mouth, speaking to her formally. “Luna is it?” 
  “I see you’ve healed well. I’m glad.” She sneered deviously. “I commend you for being so bold trying to escape.  You have speed, I’ll give you that.”  She approached much closer to where she was a whisper away. “At least you will not be in so much of a disadvantage when I break you.” 
  My blood boiled as she turned away and made her way back up the beach. I noticed a brand mark on her left shoulder blade of the crossed daggers, which was the same symbol for Edon’s pack. My eyes widened when the description he once told me fit the woman that threatened me. Luna was his mother.  I glanced at Yuna in the distance as she turned away as well to follow her. 
  I had a sickness appear in the pit of my stomach I was on my own and my mother’s unknown intention for me gave me no comfort.  What will become of me here on this island?  Darkness crept into my heart; leaving me vulnerable as the feeling of tranquility shortly faded along with my hope. 
  In the hall of the castle, my mother sat on her black throne carved from wood with relics of faces and twisted arm rests with black suede fabric, neatly sewn over the cushions she rested on. On the top of the backrest, wings were painted black and red that represented a Harpy.  My mother’s arm relaxed over the arm rest with her legs crossed in her long black silk dress draped down to the white marble floor. Her attire was one piece held together on her body with thin strings of fabric that were too loose to keep her large filled breasts in place as she slouched to the side, putting more weight on the armrest. Her cleavage was distracting me as one breast fell out, exposing her navel.  I down cast my eyes, trying not to stare. 
  My mothers’ hazel eyes dazed off in concern to look at Luna, standing to the side, not far away from us.  I caught a glance of Luna, her eyes leering at my mother’s exposed skin, but kept a straight face as my mother nodded her head to not look and then made eye contact with me. 
  “How are you feeling my dear?” She asked even though her eyes were cold. “Your injuries, have they healed?” 
  “Yes, mother.” 
  Her eyes lit slightly when I acknowledge her for the first time as that title. Yet she fell back into composure. 
  “I’m glad.” She stood up and took a better look at me.  Her hand reached to touch where the cut on my head was.  Then she circled around me, touching my back and shoulders as if she was searching for any signs that the injuries had not fully healed.  Her intentions for the inspection puzzled me.  I wasn’t naïve based on Luna’s threats on the beach. 
  “Superb,” my mother said as she finished. “Luna said you are strong.” She sat back on her throne. 
  “Thank you, mother.” I bowed my head to show that I was grateful. “For taking care of me.” I looked at the floor.  “You wanted to speak with me.” 
  “You and I haven’t seen each other much. I apologize.” She seemed more agitated than usual. “It seems my sisters refuse to give up the underling that tricked you into the lake. 
  “How do you know about that,” I asked, keeping my eyes downcast. 
  “I have my sources. As much as you might think I’ve always kept my eye on you from afar. I know about your life every step of the way from when you were a child till now.” 
 I made eye contact with her; trying to figure out if I should either act surprised or touched. My mind wandered, and it made me think Luna knows as much or even more by the frown on her face as she intimidated me with her eyes like she wanted to be violent towards me. If I wasn’t my mother’s daughter, I imagined myself being crushed to the floor by her. 
  “As you know it hasn’t been easy keeping you concealed from my sisters’.   We are not a family that take too kindly to weakness.  They train their daughters to kill at an early age.  And I’m afraid in your current state you wouldn’t last long in our ways.” She sighed with doubt.  “You are strong, but not strong enough to survive your family.”  She reached out her hand. “Come kneel here.” I knelt before her knees as she combed her fingers through my wavy hair.  “You are so beautiful.  I want you to succeed me one day and have a daughter of your own.” She cuddled my cheek with her warm hands.  “To feel this oneness looking upon you, sweet child. Seeing myself locked inside every fiber of your soul with a heart I lost so long ago. You even have my eyes.  It’s astonishing how much I longed to have you here beside me again.” She gazed deeper into my eyes with empty despair. “Do you know how much I wished for this? No mother should be separated from their daughter. Even though my heart became blackened, I wish I felt love for you. It hasn’t been easy. And it won’t be easy for you.” She took her hand away. “Luna will be training you from now on. You will learn to defend yourself no matter the pain you endure.  I will not have my sisters take you from me so easily.” 
  From the corner of my eye, I saw Luna’s face split into a crooked grin. My life was about to change drastically due to my mother’s worry.  I had become concerned with what might my future held while being my mother’s heir and what kind of pain Luna had in store for me. 
  *** 
    
  My training started every day at the crack of dawn by the edge of the cliff; overlooking the ocean. Luna spent most of the time tossing me down into the dirt.   Her body was a solid rock and her hits hurt worse with the blunt force of her strength, colliding with my frail body. 
  “Again,” she ordered sternly without breaking a sweat. 
  I motivated myself to get back onto my feet even though my muscles were bruised and throbbing in pain. Sweat dripped from my forehead as I brushed the dirt off my black dusted tunic. My hair, I tied it into a ponytail to keep the strands from distracting my vision. 
  The wind was wild from the ocean breeze colliding with the edge of the cliff. The leather chest plate I had worn for protection was constricting, but it kept my body from experiencing the full blow of Luna’s vigorous attacks.  I shifted my leg to have a stronger stance and charged at her once again.  She slammed her hand against my chest; plunging me into the ground. I gasped as the pain exploded from my chest as I lost my breath. It hurts! 
  “You are too predictable.”  Luna stood up straight after she pushed me down further with sheer force. “Visualize and then attack.” 
  I got up from the ground until she swept my hand out of alignment with her foot and I fell back in the dirt. “Learn to get up quicker.” She grasped the edge of my chest plate and lifted me up without a struggle to my feet. “Never assume your opponent will give you time to feel pain.” 
  I coughed to the taste of iron rising from my throat.  As I spit out the grains of sand and dirt all I saw was the crimson red, spilling out of my mouth. 
  “Your training with the Dark Elf didn’t do you much good.  You’re agile, but you lack strength and tactic.” She handed me a wooden stick carved into a curved sword. “It will be in your best interest to learn as quickly as possible.” Suddenly, she elbowed me in the face.  Then she charged with her wooden sword slamming into mine. 
 Her speed was a force to reckon with.  Her agility was far superior to mine as our wooden swords slapped together creating a loud echo in the wind.  The force of her hits was so strong it pushed me backwards. She easily hit me in the leg, which stung worse than her punches.  I flinched in pain as she landed another hit on my arm. 
  “You need to get used to the pain.” She recommended in a firm tone. “Strive pass the aches is the best advice I can give you.” Then she kicked me in the chest, knocking me back on the ground, and held the tip of the wood sword to my neck. “I’d suggest you work hard at learning the basics, because in time we will use real swords when we spar like this.”  She slapped the stick on my face; leaving it flushed red. “That should help motivate you.  It will give you plenty to look forward to during your training.” 
  The morning was torturous, getting hit more than I counted.  My arms and legs were covered in cuts and bruises, and my face ached from getting slapped with her stick.  I'd only imagine how bad it would be with a sharp sword where she can slice me to death. Luna stopped after my hands no longer grasped onto the wooden sword any longer.  The pain in my fingers were excruciating. When I tried to bend them, they locked, making it difficult to grasp anything. 
  I made my way through the archway on the beach, leading to the other side after training. The rock wall reached high and stretched far out to sea.  The cave was damp and carried an earthy scent that reminded of a musty odor after a long rainy season. 
  The other side of the rock arch was breathtaking.  The view of the long stretch of sand and rock boulders extending out into the water was like paradise. I collapsed in the sand, exhausted. 
  The chest plate was heavy and hot, so I removed it and laid it in the sand next to me.  It was nice when the breeze finally soothed my wet chest. The sweat dried off my skin, and I fell back into the sand, laying in comfort since its firmness was better than a bed. The sand molded to my body easing the tension off my back and neck. 
  The sky was clear blue with not a cloud in sight.  The sun's warmth felt pleasant on my fair skin.  My chest ached slightly from being kicked so many times, but as soon as my body became relaxed, I fell into a light sleep. 
  I could hear the waves in the background loud and clear. It was a calming, mellow sensation in my heart that awoke me from my nap.  My eyes slightly opened to the sound of footsteps. I could see in the distance a figure walking along the beach, enjoying the roll of the waves washing up on her feet.  My eyes hadn’t focused yet, but I could tell it was a woman. 
  Once my vision cleared up, she had just a piece of pale blue cloth around her waist, fluttering in the breeze.  Her upper body was exposed to the sun; her hair long and wavy with a mix of caramel and blonde that covered her shoulders. She swayed her hair to the side and my eyes widened as the sight of her breasts became clearer in my field of vision. 
  My eyes matched her beauty; allured and intrigued that she was bold to act so freely. She was lovely to watch, and I held my breath. My heart was beating fast from the sight of her. I’ve never reacted like this before. The wind brushed through her hair as she knelt in the water and reached in with her hand.  I sat up slightly on my elbows; curious to see what she was doing. 
  She picked up a clam that was under the sand.  It opened for her and gave her a solid white pearl.  She had a smile while gazing at the shimmering cream and purple tints.  “Thank you,” she said to the clam before putting it back in the water. 
 I was so curious; my eyes did not blink for a second. I continued to hold my breath, hoping she didn’t notice me yet. After wishing to disappear, she glanced my way, and I thought my heart stopped with my body, paralyzed by her eyes finding me. She combed her hair with her fingers away from her face as she became upright once again.  I was still on my elbows in the sand without moving a muscle.  It was even more awkward since I couldn’t stop staring at her as she walked in my direction. The distance between us decreased with every step.  She was getting closer and her deep blue eyes caught my attention over her firm breasts. 
  The gazed deeply into my eyes. “Hi there,” she greeted pleasantly. She noticed the cuts and bruises around my arms and legs. “Are you ok?” Her gaze was gentle as she expressed true concern in her eyes. 
  I sat there staring at her in silence, and she smiled and sat beside me with my eyes following her unconsciously.  I was completely tongued-tied by her radiant presence. 
  “I hope you know you are kind of acting rude.”  She inspected my bruises on my arms. 
  I snapped out of my trance and forced my eyes to look away from her.  “I apologize.” I coughed again; some blood splattered in my hand. 
  “Do you mind if I touch you,” she asked. 
  “Huh?”  A jolt aroused in my abdomen from that question. 
  She gave a slight chuckle. “It’s ok. I’m a healer. I need to touch your wounds. Do you mind? I promise—you will feel much better.” 
  I loosened up. “If you may, thank you.” I sat in a better position while she touched my chest near my heart.  Her hands were soft as silk against my skin. 
  “This will only take a short while.” She tilted her head back, breathed deeply as her eyes closed. 
  I experienced a cool sensation expelling from her hand and flowing into me like water.  My body reacted as the blood streamed faster in my veins with the cool sensation of the sea, expanding under my skin. The bruises on my arms and legs disappeared, and my cuts sealed and vanished without a scar. Then my chest stopped aching from the internal injuries.  I was less fatigued and the pain throughout my body was gone.  Being healed felt so relaxing that I laid back into the sand, sighing in relief. 
  “Better?” Her hand lifted away from my chest. 
  I nodded still not being able to say anything. 
  “The euphoria will only last for a brief time.” She leaned back on her hands to sunbathe while I experienced a blissful high. “Usually one’s first time experiencing water healing can be pleasurable.” 
  “Is that what you call it… What you just did?” I finally broke my uneasy silence as I still had cool tingles under my skin. 
  “Yes.  I activated the water in your body and manipulated it to start the healing process quicker.  That and a touch of my essence to regenerate.” She glanced at me. “It restores the body to its true, original health.” 
  “Amazing,” I blurted out in astonishment. 
  “You look as if you haven’t experienced magical healing before.” 
  “I haven’t actually,” I felt my arms and the top of my head where my scar used to be. “I’ve only heard of it.” 
  “I haven’t seen you here before.  Are you new to the island,” she asked while turning towards me? 
  “Yes, in a way.” I was vague. 
  “By those marks. I assume you are in training with Luna.” She had curiosity in her tone. “You are not the first I’ve had to heal due to her. I kind of wondered when I would see another of her victims.” 
  “You assumed right.  She has been training me. However, I believe she’s enjoying the opportunity to hurt me too much.” 
 “Ha! That hound takes intense pleasure in breaking whoever serves the Queen on this island.” 
  It depressed me at that moment, and I turned to my side away from her.. “I miss my home.”  
  “Were you taken?” 
  “Yes and no,” I answered yet again vaguely. 
  She stood up from the sand. “Come,” she said. “I want to show you something.” 
  I turned around to see she had her hand extended. I grabbed it with mine and she pulled me up to my feet. She kept ahold of my hand as she guided me to the rock boulders. I hesitated. 
  “It’s ok,” she said assuring me. “Trust me.” 
  I followed her; climbing over the rocks.  We reached the edge where the waves crashed.  Something was curious about this woman, but I couldn’t figure out what she was.  She knelt near the water and just touched it with the tips of her fingers. 
  The ocean water cleared like glass where I could see the ocean bottom.  The colors of the coral reef illuminated in the sun, and fish of all colors swam in groups from all around.  It was like experiencing a new depth to a world I never knew existed. 
  “This is my home,” she referred to the ocean. “No matter where I am, as long as the ocean is within my sight.” She turned to look me in the eyes. “I’m home. I too came from somewhere else that I miss. My family—as long as I stay connected to the ocean I’m never alone and I can find comfort with the time spent here on this island.” 
  “Do you serve the Queen?” I asked. 
  “No. But she grants me sanctuary since I’m a healer. We are all here because of something.” She released the enchantment on the water. “I understand you are hurting right here.”  Her hand grazed my chest over my heart.  “This unfortunately I cannot heal. Only time can do that.” She climbed back over the rocks and we were on the sand once again. 
  “Thank you for showing me. And for the healing even though I’ll just have more wounds tomorrow.” 
  “Then you should come find me tomorrow and I'll heal you again.” Her brilliant smile warmed my heart yet again and my grueling day ceased to exist in my mind. 
  “Do you have a name?” I asked. 
  “Amphitrite is my given name… Although everyone calls me Amphis.” 
  “Amphis...” I lost the frown on my face. “It rolls off the tongue better. 
  “And your name?” Amphis asked rolling her eyes. 
  “Alphard!” 
  Amphis stopped in here tracks. “It’s beautiful, but it’s odd to give a child with such a name. Our names are like a decree to who we are.” 
  “Why is it odd?” 
  Her eyes expressed with amazement. “You don’t know the meaning of your name?” 
  “No. Not really to be honest.” 
  “It’s described as the solitary one. A star where no other as bright shall shine near it.” 
  “Oh!” Why wasn’t I surprised by her response? The title was suitable and how I endured a sense of loneliness in my heart. “A name that decrees who we are.” My heart always fell into despair whenever the weight has lifted off my soul. “Well, I apologize for my rudeness earlier.  It’s been a pleasure, Amphis.” I took her hand and held it in mine. “We shall part ways until tomorrow.” As I let go, her expression changed ever so slightly as the connection between our energies became aligned within that moment. 
  “Until tomorrow.” 
  I made my way back to the castle and to my room in the highest tower.  Yuna had waited for my return.  The silver locket around her neck caught my eye when I entered; wearing her usual pale green dress and the scar on her neck slightly smaller than before. 
 “Is that new?” I asked getting close to her. It had a smell that caught my attention. It was a hint of an unusual fragrance that smelled like lavender and vanilla. 
  “Yes, milady.” Her voice spoke into my mind. 
  “The aroma is pleasant. What’s it for?” 
  “To help null my sense of smell. It’s been bothering me lately the odors I’ve endured.” 
  “I forgot Elves have a keen sense of smell.  I apologize if you’ve felt bothered lately.” 
  “It’s all right, milady.  This happens often when our senses are out of control.” 
  Yuna inspected my body. “There are no cuts and bruises and all the old bruises have healed and vanished.” She looked at me astonished. 
  “Yes, someone healed me with water healing abilities, and she could do things that seemed like a dream.” 
  “The beauty of the sea, milady.” Yuna snickered.  “Ocean Nymphs are like a dream. Rare as they come” 
  “Rare?” 
  “Yes, milady.  There is a few among Fae. And they are mythical in the arts of healing and caring for ocean life with nearly the same power as a God.  Even Poseidon is allured by them with how lovely they are.” 
  I stepped out on the balcony to view beyond the arched wall where I could still see Amphis from afar, bathing in the waves of the ocean. No wonder I couldn’t keep my eyes off of her. My chest still sensed the phantom sensation of her hand when she touched me. Even though I knew the next day would bring excruciating pain from Luna’s barbaric training, I couldn’t help but to act thrilled to see her again. 
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 CHAPTER VI 
 
 The Cove 
 
THE NEXT DAY, ALL I COULD THINK ABOUT during training, was Amphis. Her face clouded my focus and left me distracted as Luna created more cuts and bruises all over my body. However, today she split my lip and eyebrow, hitting me in the face with the wooden sword. It made it clear it wasn’t just training that Luna was doing. 
  Based on what mother told me about watching over my life in the mountains, I’m sure Luna knew about me and her son. Although, I didn’t know why she had such aggression towards me. Her eyes always intimidating, so I would never dare ask about or bring up Edon.  That day was a mystery after my fall, and I didn’t really know what happened to my friends when they encountered her in the forest, and if they were honestly ok like my mother said.  I could only hope Luna wouldn’t harm her son too much even though he fought on my behalf. The only thing I could do was stay silent about everything and be slung around like a puppet as per my mother’s will. 
  When my training was over, I wondered where Amphis lived on the Island.  I wanted to find her, but I didn’t know where to look. The island was not small and had many beaches and unknown forests. 
  Yuna mentioned Amphis stayed on the cove at the far edge of the island. I crossed the stone arch, and it was quite a walk along the hot sand to get on the other side.  I found the entrance to a path, leading to a private paradise of evergreens, palms, and streams of flowers where Pixies and Fairies fluttered around.  This was the cove. 
  The Fae-folk on the island helped her build a small hut underneath bended palm trees; arched over, creating the foundation of the roof, covered in twisted twigs and vines; overlaid with large leaves. It appeared simple yet peaceful in isolation, reminding me that my new home was also in solitude.  She had her privacy, living on this tranquil beach with ocean water; clear, blue and calm. Not a single wave in this quiet paradise. 
  Amphis waited for me by the door with a warm smile and this time wearing a short fitted pale blue dress covering her breasts. Today she looked less distracting than yesterday, which made it easier for me to keep my focus on her beautiful clear blue eyes.  They looked so enchanting; I didn’t have the will to turn away. 
  “You found me.” She frowned upon noticing the cuts on my face.  “No mercy today I see.” 
  “No—I’m afraid not.” My lip split wider as I spoke, and blood dripped down my chin. I caught the drippings with my hand before it went down my neck. 
  “Thank the ninth heavens she didn’t get blood happy with you.” 
  “And this is not blood happy?” I referred to the all the marks Luna had inflicted on me for the day. 
  “I’ve seen Luna do a lot worse than this to the other servants.” Amphis found a piece of cloth in her hut and dabbed it on my lip; it stung to the touch. “Ever since I arrived Luna has been hungry for violence or for something else. I could never tell what drives her to be who she is when she is inflicting pain on others out of pleasure.  To do this, you have to either enjoy it or it’s a way of releasing frustration.” 
  “I don’t know her well,” I added. “I know she has children she doesn’t see. 
  “That is true.” She guided me into the hut and sat me in a rickety, wooden chair. “She did once have a family. Even an entire pack.  From what I learned, Hades gave her a proposition she didn’t refuse.  Power and strength, in exchange for her service.  Hades turned her into a Hell Hound.  The first and the only one of her kind. Her bite became lethal and can kill an immortal being.  It’s why they fear her and most of all the Queen.” 
 “That I know firsthand,” I muttered. 
  “Luna is loyal to the Dark Queen and follows her every step.” 
  “I’ve noticed that Luna never leaves her side unless she orders to do other tasks.” I thought about how she looked at my mother's beauty to suggest there’s more between them. 
  “Some would even think over time Luna fell in love with her mistress. Although, those are only rumors from the other servants.  I never can trust gossip around this island. But if it were true,” She paused for a moment. “It would be sad.” 
  “Why? May I ask?” 
  “Because a fully transitioned Harpy can no longer experience true love towards their companion.  It would be like an unrequited love.” 
  “Huh. Why am I not surprised by that answer?” I responded softly over the sadness that clouded my heart, thinking about what's destined for my life. 
  “A Harpy can want and desire, but never truly feel love towards a significant other. And Luna is loyal to a fault.  Her mistress is her life no matter what arises, but the pain is there from a love untouched.” Amphis’ tone became mellow and empathetic for Luna. “I can only imagine being with someone for so long and never loved in return, especially being an immortal where all there is, is time. And the loneliness can be hard.” 
  “Do you feel lonely sometimes?” I asked, meeting her eyes. 
  “Not really.” She heaved a sigh. “I’m at peace with the solitude.  It’s better than losing my freedom in this world. 
  “I know what you mean.” I frowned, thinking about my entrapment to this fate my mother has placed me on. 
  Amphis circled around me and placed her hand on my forehead. 
  “Where were you from originally?” she asked, sending her energy into my body. 
  “I came from the north in the mundane world.” 
  “The north? The Norse people of the ice and cold?” 
  I could sense her surprise. “Yes. That was my home.” 
  “What was it like?” Amphis asked insinuating she wanted to learn more about me. 
  “It’s not always cold. But not as warm as here either.  It was still nice to swim in the lakes and the forest was a vast green as far as the eye could see. There were tall mountain peaks that had everlasting snow that never melted even in the summers.  The winters were cold; however, it didn’t matter when there was a fresh patch of snow on the ground. As the sun rose every morning, the light reflected off the snow, making it shimmer like a sea of diamonds.” I shut my eyes to live in the memory of watching the dawn and dusk of my home I longed to see again. “My family lived in the forest in isolation just as you live here in silence. We too stayed away from the villages.” 
  “Why did you and your family live so far away from everyone?” Amphis asked still healing me. 
  “Because my brothers’ are Demigods, and my mother was a northern Goddess.” 
  “Huh?” Amphis pulled away in curiosity. “Who’s your family?” 
  “My brothers’ are Thor and Loki. The sons of Odin. My mother Frigga.” 
  “Odin… Frigga. The Gods of the north.” 
  “Yes,” I exhaled over her amazed reaction. 
  Amphis mouth dropped open slightly. 
  “Thor's really strong with his father’s godly strength.  Loki is a shapeshifter, but a trickster unlike any other.  Our mother, Frigga, is not our real mother, but she loved us and took care of us as her own in the mountains.” 
  “Do you have a gift as well?”  She asked. 
  “Yes. I can hear and understand nature.  I can hear the trees as they speak and the animals. I can also understand any language of any being.” 
 “That’s an amazing gift. I have the same ability.” 
  My eyes widen. 
  “I can speak to the ocean life and understand when they talk. Where I am from, Mermaids were my closest friends.  Beautiful sirens of the deep, but deadly to mortals, since they feed on the life energy of humans.” Amphis frowned for a sheer moment. “Good things only last so long,” her eyes held that faraway look as though her life in the past was a distant dream. 
  “Why did you have to leave?” I asked, noticing her despair. 
  “There was something I needed to get away from.” She turned her frown into a grin. “So, I escaped and came here like most of the females that needed sanctuary.” She paused for a moment. “Let’s go by the water. I want to show you something else today.” 
  We went back outside onto the sand. The air was still and there were no waves.  Amphis stepped out into the sea. 
  “Come here.” She reached out wanting me to take her hand and go into the water.  It was warm on my feet as I held her hand.  We strolled out further until the water covered our legs and the sea was at our waist.  She stood close while sending her energy into the water making it clear like before.  I could see how white the sand was underneath our feet. 
  “Why were you brought here?” Amphis asked abruptly? 
  “They brought me here to serve the Queen just like everyone else,” I lied. I didn’t want her to know who I really was. I knew for certain she’d treat me differently if she knew. 
  “Even if you didn’t tell me your gift. I wanted to show you mine.” With her same hand in the water she manifested a widespread pulse that expanded out into the sea. 
  “What was that?” I saw it ripple out on the ocean surface. 
  Amphis clutched my hand tighter. “Wait and see.”  
  We waited for just a short while where I stole glimpses of her face. I wondered about what she meant by escaping, but all I wanted was to just be around her, which gave me the comfort I needed to forget about my hardship. 
  Then unexpectedly, three large white sharks swam into the clear pool. Their bodies large and wide enough to swallow me whole.  Their teeth sharp enough to rip through flesh, and their eyes black as the dark abyss of the sea. I gasped with fear. 
  “Easy,” Amphis said pulling me close to her. “It will be ok.” 
  The sharks circled around us and I remained uneasy and threatened when I could hear them in my mind. “Fresh meat.” 
  “That’s not very nice to say to my friend.” Amphis was stern with the sharks and let them know how disappointed she was by their behavior. 
  “Friend? Not Food?” The sharks said together. 
  “No! She is not food. Friend!  Please, be nice to my friend.” 
  They circled closer to us. One grazed my leg, which made me jump with fear. The other sharks went near Amphis and she petted them gracefully with her free hand. 
  Amphis nudged me. “Say something to them.”  
  “Are you sure,” I said hesitantly. 
  “Go on,” She nudged me again. “Don’t be rude.” 
  I saw them swimming closer, and I cleared my throat. “Um hello. “I mustered up to say. 
  “Hellooo.” 
  “Hellooo friend.” 
  “Hellooo.” 
  I snickered at how the sharks were speaking. They were funny to listen to and the fear in me slowly faded.  I felt secure enough with Amphis to pet one shark that kept rubbing against my leg like a kitten I once had growing up. 
  “Ok, my friends,” Amphis called their attention to her.  “Thank you for visiting. You can go back to what you were doing.” Amphis politely sent them off back into the sea and the clear pool disappeared. 
 I fully submerged my body in the water. My heart was still beating so fast from meeting sharks for the first time after hearing about them from sailors from the coastal villages back home. Sharks were dangerous creatures if you were helpless in the sea. It amazed me that Amphis could control them and not have them harm us.  The sea water was cool on my face and the salt washed in my mouth, making all my insecurities wash away into this harmonious feeling of happiness. 
  “That was unworldly,” I finally expressed to Amphis. 
  She too dropped deeper until her face was near the water. 
  “It was great, right?” 
  “Yes, it was. Thank you. But next time tell me what you are summoning.” I laughed “I thought my heart would burst with how fast it was beating.” 
  “But then it wouldn’t be a surprise.” Amphis gazed deep into my eyes with sincerity. “You are safe with me. No ocean creature will ever harm you as long as I’m here.” 
  “So, you are an Oceanic Nymph. Well, at least that’s what I heard.” 
  “That is true,” Amphis answered. “I’m different from a water nymph, which I believe you may have come across them on this island. They just stay near small pools of water, and they are too ritualistic with their moonlight dancing.  That’s something I don’t do.” 
  “Well then, what do you do instead?” I asked. 
  “I go swimming deep in the depths of the sea for extended periods at a time.” 
  “You can do that? Stay under?” 
  “I can breathe underwater, so yes it’s possible for me.” She looked happy, knowing I was interested in her abilities. “Being down there it’s a magical place.  I love being in the sea. One day, if you want—I can show you” 
  “Really?” 
  “Yes really,” Amphis assured me it’s a promise. “But do something for me in return.” 
  “What is it?” I asked with hesitation; not knowing what she intended. 
  “I want you to try hard to get better at protecting yourself.  Become strong enough to survive Luna in training.” She had a hint of sadness in her tone. “I want to help you. And I understand you miss home and you're distracted by it.” She wrapped her arms around me in a warm-hearted hug that released more burdens from my soul.  I held her, feeling how tender and warm she was even under the water. “I've felt connected to you since yesterday. And since then, I’ve sensed your pain in both heart and body.” She whispered in my ear. “I’ve known how much it hurts. Please forgive me. I cannot disconnect from you.” 
  I didn’t understand what Amphis was telling me.  However, then I realized when her heartbeat into mine as one, and her touch amplified as if she was an extended version of myself. It was invigorating and confusing. This is what it's like to create a link with someone and finally that passion I was looking for was there that I never had with Edon and Alucard. It ignited like a spark, blazing harmoniously within my soul. 
 
 CHAPTER VII 
 
 Love Is Acceptance 
 
TIME HAD PASSED SINCE I PROMISED AMPHIS I’d become stronger. Our connection was unlike anything I’d ever experienced before.  Something linked our emotions and we could sense if the other was in pain.  It was like no secrets could be hidden between us, which made me conscious of my efforts to make sure Amphis didn’t find out the dark secret I kept from her.  I could sense how much she cared about me and our friendship became stronger with patience, but I couldn’t fully trust her with my true identity. 
  She shared negative thoughts about Harpys. When talking about my clan, there was nothing positive she could say about them. Some words that spilled from her mouth was heartless, dark, manipulators, feared. As Amphis spoke, her dislike for Harpys was evident, making my anxiety grow as I listened to her. To hear her speak about my true family with such disdain helped me with my decision to never reveal to her I was to become the thing she despised. My ascension was a surety, the longevity of my growing friendship with this beautiful being wasn’t. 
  I shared my gift with her one night in the forest near a pond where I knew Pixies had lived in the center of the island.  Twinkling lights in the trees were like fireflies in the dark.  The pond swirled in fluorescent colors from the Fairies enchanting the waters. I had asked them to help me impress someone special.  Amphis’ eyes widened as the small lights floated around us. 
  “It’s like the stars had come down to meet us,” she said as she held my hand through the night. 
  Life became so much more fun with Amphis there to raise my spirits and to make me smile.  Every day I met with her after training. I kept my promise to become strong. It seemed so long ago, yet the memory was fresh in my mind. 
  I trained increasingly after my lessons with Luna.  I worked on becoming more agile, by running faster like the wind, and I had to become flexible like water.  Amphis helped me to move like the water by approaching an attack passively, not to disarm with brute force. 
  She taught me how to swim for extended periods of time that worked every muscle in my body until it ached. It amazed me at how strong she was despite her fair appearance.  Her endurance while swimming left me struggling to keep up. She had me feel the gravity underwater; to experience how the water slowed my movement.  Her power was beyond imagination as she easily bended the water and moved it around like snakes; twisting and turning in the air.  Then by using the force of her energy, she could cut through the ocean surface like a blade and split apart the water to move it aside in the cove; creating a path into the sea. 
  The ocean was peaceful with Amphis and I was safe with her; always in content when we were together.  Without her, I would have run away long ago and try to find my friends and family again. Although, I wouldn’t have my freedom for too long. I knew my mother would find me as she peeked upon my life for so many years.  I always feared my mother would already know what I’ve been doing all this time, but I wanted to act blinded by ignorance for as long as possible, before something made the truth known. As time passed, my body changed and became stronger.   Muscles grew in places I never knew existed.  My body leaned out and built definition like my mother’s collection of Greek and Roman sculptures of the ideal beauty. 
  Along with my body maturing further, training with Luna became easier over the years; working hard every day improving myself to something worthy of a fight. It was no longer easy for her to hit me. I’d became quick at dodging and running away. Luna would try to run after me in the woods, but even she had trouble matching my pace.  I learned to run and glide through trees just like a Dark Elf.  I gained the speed of a wolf; moving quickly and dodging Luna’s sword.  The sharp curved blade would glide near me, but never touched me. I chose as my weapon, lightweight, double daggers to fend her off; my blades colliding with hers.  However, she would always land a hit that would send me flying to the ground. 
 “Better,” Luna expressed with a grin. Even if it was one word, I took it to heart as a compliment. 
  I would end up in the cove afterwards for healing. Amphis always waited for me, knowing when exactly I’d arrive. Our connection grew stronger with every length of time we spent together to a point I read her thoughts.  We’d lay on the beach sunbathing some days. Other days we would swim out to the coral reef. Then our relaxing days, we would sit in the forest near the pond where I once took her that starlit night. 
  She had always been open about her life; telling me stories of her home, when she experienced attraction, romance, and her first kiss.  I sometimes forgot she is an immortal being that has lived for hundreds of years before me. It was awkward with how much she had lived through and I was only nineteen years of age. 
  Three years we have been friends, finding comfort in each other’s company.  However; just like I’d sensed it before with Alucard and Edon, I was sensing a change in the way she now looked at me. It made my heart flutter. Her gazes became longer. She became bolder, flirting with me with stolen touches when we laid in the sand; she would have me rest my head on her lap.  When I napped in the sand sunbathing, I felt her breath on my face like she wanted to kiss me. 
  If only she knew I wanted the same. There was still the fact she will never accept me as a Harpy. Then there was this strange hunger inside me.  It grew stronger and my will to keep it locked away grew weaker. I never understood what happened that time with Yuna, triggered by our sexual desire. Since then I kept my feelings under tight control; pulling back from what I wanted the most for the last three years. Amphis is what I wanted. 
  “Can you please tell me more about your life back in the north?” she asked. 
  I hadn’t opened up too much about my life, only because deep down inside I still held an ache in my heart from missing home. 
  “I miss my friends,” I longed over their faces in my mind. “I was friends with a Dark Elf and a Werewolf back home.  Friends since childhood.” 
  “A Dark Elf and a Werewolf.” She looked at me puzzled.  “Those are creatures of the Underworld and you were friends with them.”  
  “What’s with the look?” I asked. 
  “Dark Elves are not the friendliest of creatures in the dark forest. They keep to their own and do not let in outsiders. So, I’m surprised you made friends with one.  You must have really captivated them.” 
  “My ability intrigued them.  Apparently, it’s a rare gift among their people. 
  “It’s not a common ability to have. What were their names?” she asked. 
  “Alucard and Edon.  They were my best friends.” I gave off a vibe by accident and Amphis realized it. 
  “I sense that there was something more to this dual friendship.” She sounded like my brother Loki, getting excited over secrets being revealed. 
  “It's complicated.” I tried to be vague. 
  “Complicated how?” She asked. 
  I stayed silent. 
  “Did they fall in love with you?” 
  I glanced at her with sad eyes. “Yeah, they did. Complicated.” 
  “I’m not surprised though.” She brushed strands of hair from my face behind my ear.  “You’re enchanting. And you are kind. Even the island is mesmerized by you.” 
  I looked away. “Now you are just teasing me.”  
  “Tease not.  Every breath I take, telling you this will be worth the smile on your face right now. So, now I want to hear the rest of the story.” 
  “Well, they wanted me to choose between them. To become their companion.” 
 “Did you choose?” She looked as if she was listening to a suspenseful story. 
  “Humm… I kissed them both.” 
  Her eyes widened. “Awe,” she played. “Alphard has two suitors.” 
  “Not really. I didn’t choose either of them.” 
  It became silent between us. 
  “You didn’t see them that way,” Amphis spoke for me, since I had a tough time saying it. 
  “That’s right. I didn’t love them the same way they loved me. I don’t really know what that kind of love is, anyway. But at least I gave them the chance they wanted. In the end, coming here made the choice for me.  I never had the time to tell them how I truly felt.” 
  “I’m sure they knew,” she tried to comfort me.  “It’s difficult handling the truth. Love for another is something only known here.” She grasped her chest referring to the heart. “Over here will light the way to the one for you. Without it you become lost wandering from lover to lover never genuinely feeling content. So, it was the right choice to not choose them.  Because you never know when love enters. You're never prepared for what will happen or if you will accept them. Love is complicated like that since we are talking about our polar opposites.” 
  “Have you ever found true love?” I asked curiously. 
  “I have not,” she admitted honestly. “Only romance from lovers that only lasted for a brief time. I envy the mundane sometimes and how they can find love so quickly and pass on from the world and start over again through reincarnation as someone else; finding love all over again; living countless different lives; and experiencing everything differently through different eyes. It’s amazing how well the mundane life can be.  Immortals living the same life for eternity is rather boring when you really think about it.” 
  “You don’t seem bored right now.” 
  “I’m not, but only because I’m here with you.” She gazed deep into my eyes, approaching closer. 
  “We should get going.” I stood up and away from her.  My intuition told me she wanted to kiss, but I couldn’t get passed the assumption that she might not look at me the same if she knew my secret. She said love is about accepting your other, but my insecurities clouded my judgement.  Besides my racing thoughts, what was the point of falling for her when soon enough I’d lose my ability to love? I could tell Amphis sensed my insecurities from afar. She must never know, or I fear these pleasant moments will end along with our friendship. 
  *** 
  The months became harder to find time to see Amphis.  My mother had me for some days to accompany her to dinner and lectures. She shed light on our history with the mundane and how there is a severe deception on our actual appearance.  They described us as ugly and bird-like more than a woman. Pictures depicted us mostly bird with a female head. Some described us as bird-like head and female body. Either way, many described our kind as being overly hideous, which I found amusing, looking at the overly alluring woman before me. 
  Our conversations made it hard to understand what it truly meant to be her daughter; learning of her deal with Hades and their close friendship was boring to listen to. Her affairs with Hades disturbed me a great deal. 
  Luna and I still trained and when we did, I caught glimpses of the rage in her eyes.  Then I understood what Amphis meant by love never being returned.  I’m sure my mother knew of Luna’s desire; however, she was cold in that way, ignoring one's feelings as she ignored mine when I asked if I could visit home.  Mother denied many times for me to see my family, which weakened my will and hope of ever seeing them again. 
  To pass the time in the castle, I learned about my mother’s habits and how she kept beautiful women around her at all time.  They were all gorgeous of many races from Elves, Sirens, to Fox Spirits; and they were all my mother’s toys to do as she pleased with.  I even peeped one evening in her chamber where she took rest in a colossal size bed with all of her servants lying around her, creating a circular barrier for my mother’s protection. Only Luna would stand near the entrance and watch my mother through the night until dawn. I was always curious when did Luna ever sleep and how did she have so much energy to toss me around in training? 
 Luna was just an unstoppable force with regenerative abilities, always restoring her body back to full health without help. As once a Werewolf, it was a common trait, but as hound her ability had doubled. Her power gave her infinite strength to protect and serve my mother for eternity. 
    
  *** 
    
  My mother taught me a lot about our clan and how her and her sisters separated into three clans when they produced offspring. I and my mother represented the Dark, we can control the darkness by conjuring it into solid matter like a weapon. My mother could bend the shadows to her will; rendering victims paralyzed by constricting their shadow; then controlling their body like a puppet. She also used the power of the Dark to create portals to enter from one place to another; misting through walls and dropping through floors with ease. It was the reason my mother was the most powerful of her siblings and the most feared. She was deadly in every conceivable way. 
  Her sisters, Aello and Ocypete, represented the Swift Storm and Swift Wing clans, respectively. Each had their own strengths that correlated with their title.  Aello brought chaos through storms of destruction; lightning and whirlwinds that decimated villages and kingdoms.  Ocypete had strength in her wings to fly swiftly in the night without being seen, which it considered her clan the silent killers and had vast experience in assassinations. 
  One night, I witnessed the swift wing clan in action as they raided the castle in the dead of night to find me. Most of the servants were fast asleep and too deep in their dreams to realize the castle was under attack. When they found me in the tower, it was the first time I ever saw Yuna show her true self. She was not the frail girl I thought her to be. Her magic activated, forming a barrier around me. Then she created an air shield that glowed a green pentacle, like the color of her dress. The energy from her shield had so much force it burst from her hand, knocking my foolish cousins out the balcony window. It was only then when I saw the wings of a Harpy for the first time. My mother later explained we keep them concealed until needed. They expanded outward, Angelic-like, with a mixture of black that glimmered like silk in the moonlight; and a deep crimson red that appeared to look like blood. 
  After that night, I wasn’t allowed to leave the castle on my own, unless escorted. It had been weeks in the least and months at the most before my mother felt secure again to let me have freedom to venture on my own.  I either trained with Luna or I was back in my room with Yuna as my bodyguard. She kept a close eye on me as per my mother’s orders and I couldn't see Amphis for a long time. During that time, we’d write notes back and forth to each other.  I wrote apologies and lied I was on duty ever since the families made an assassination attempt on the Queen. I even produced a story that everyone was on duty for days on end. Our notes were delivered by a Fairy every other day to the cove and back. 
    
 
 “I miss you, Solitary One. It’s been lonesome for once without you here.  When will the Queen finally let you free? –O.P.” 



    
  Amphis sent a letter I’d never expected to read, somehow, I found it surprising she was lonely. 
  I noticed as time passed; it became much easier to lie, and it wasn’t hard to keep my emotions from spiraling into something Amphis felt. I had gained a sense of control but was slowly losing who I was and the innocence that gave me purity. 
    
 
 “I miss you too, Ocean Princess. I have no sense of when it will end.  Hopefully, I’ll visit you soon. –S.O.” 



    
  More days passed and still I didn’t have my freedom. Then I received a note from Amphis.  Having it in my hand was like salvation to my secluded life in the tower. I opened the small rolled note to read. 
    
 
 “To my dearest, Solitary One.  I’ve been desiring to ask you this for a long time now. So please don’t avoid my question like I’ve known you to do when you’re insecure about answering. I understand even after all these years, you have a hard time opening up. I’m well aware you don’t trust me enough to express your feelings even though I don’t understand what I’ve done to make you feel that way in the first place. Just know I’ll always have patience with you, but it’s only fair I know. Why did you pull away from me that day when I tried to kiss you? I 've sensed something more than just a friendship between us. I can see it in your eyes the way you look at me.  That day I longed to kiss you because I had the same desire from you. Did I assume wrong about you feeling something more for me as well? -O.P.” 



    
  The note made my heart sink deep in the pit of my stomach.  I did not understand how to respond.  And she was right, it was only fair to give her a proper response. 
    
 
 “You are special my charming, Ocean Princess. I will give you the honesty you deserve by saying, yes. I desire you the same.  Although, it scares me, these feelings swelling up inside me. I’ve never felt this way before about someone.  That spark, I never had before with my friends ignited deep inside my chest when you caught me staring at you on the beach. I couldn’t help staring at how alluring you were to my sinful eyes, I immediately wanted you all to myself.  All this time that feeling never faded. It kept growing stronger. I pulled away because there are things you don’t know about me and most of all you are the reason my life has become bearable on this island.  It would pain me more than anything if our friendship ended.  It’s what I fear the most.  It terrified me back then with my friends and it terrifies me now.  I wanted to kiss you too, but not at the risk of losing you one day. –S.O.” 



    
  Within the same day, I received a response in the evening. Curiously, I read it, knowing Amphis was eager to respond. 
    
 
 “Alphard! I have a gift for you. When you are released from your obligations, please come by. I promise, you will love it. –O.P.” 



  Eventually my mother gave me freedom once again to wander on my own.  My mother was acting more unusual as if she was preparing for something. Then I realized she acted strange when I turned twenty years of age two months ago. It was different being more mature. My body filled out and my muscles were lean from all my training with Luna. Every step I took in the sand had confidence.  I wanted to see Amphis, so I ran the rest of the way; impatient and thinking of the surprise she had for me. 
  She waited for me on the beach by the Cove.  As soon as she saw me she had a grin the size of a crescent moon on her face. 
  “Someone is excited to see me,” I spoke playfully. 
  Amphis wrapped her arms around me. “I’m thrilled you’ve finally come.” She let go and held out her hand. “And to give you this.”  In her fingertips was a handmade leather choker with a blueish green stone embedded in the center. 
  “It’s beautiful.” I reacted to the shine as it gave off a magical glow in her hand. 
  “This stone was hard to get. But finally, it arrived.” 
 “What is it?” I asked. 
  “It doesn’t have a name. It’s a special stone, made by Mermaids.” Amphis tied the choker around my neck and made sure the stone was touching my skin. “It’s enchanted with the power to breathe underwater. Wearing this you can follow me to the depths of the sea.” 
  “You’re taking me today?” I gazed at her in excitement. 
  “If that’s what you want to do—yes,” She answered. 
  I took off all my clothes and sprinted into the ocean nude.  I dove my head under, realizing my lungs could now breathe in the saltwater as if it was air. Amphis rushed after me; swimming naked beside me.  I loved watching her under water, with how her body glided with grace in her movements. 
  I handled the stonework on my neck. It had to touch my skin at all times to keep the enchantment flowing through me.  I followed Amphis, swimming out to sea, where I could see and touch the coral reef beyond the cove. A school of fish went passed us; grazing their scales against my skin while swimming by.  The colors were bright with sea life that made it seem like a paradise. 
  We swam further out to sea where a family of dolphins came to meet us.  They moved smoothly through the water and quickly around me.  They leaped in and out of the water from above playfully. Amphis grabbed my hand and guided me to a sandbar where we could submerge from the water and rest.  She gave me a look, and I knew what it meant. 
  “I can feel it in my heart the dark space that clouds you even though I know deep down you wish that nothing will change.” She moved closer with intentions in her eyes I couldn’t help but to swim into her soul more than the sea.  “I’m not going away. I’ll never stop wanting you here with me even if you are afraid to tell me what you keep locked up so tight.” Her body proceeded even closer to mine until she was a breath away. “All I ask is for a chance.” 
  My will caved in as her lips touched mine in a gentle kiss. She tasted salty from the sea water, yet it was sweet like berries.  Her hands grasped my waist and pulled my body closer to hers until I felt her soft breasts press against my chest.  Her tongue touched mine in sheer passion, and I too held her in my arms, and I felt how soft, light she was and delicate in-comparison to my hard exterior.  Her back arched as I ran my hands down; fondling her thighs.  I easily lifted her legs around me, and she locked it tight around my waist. My blood boiled, with the heat rushing to my head. Her lips still overwhelmed mine with a deep embrace; taking my breath away. 
  A fire burned in my abdomen as our kisses became more intense. Suddenly, I suffered a jolt in my core, and I pulled away from her. Her lips continue to graze my cheek and trailed down to my neck; her other hand grasped the back of my neck, making sure I did not pull away. 
  Something in my body was reacting to the heat that burned hotter and hotter as she touched and kissed down my neck. I didn’t want to stop, but my skin shifted like last time and I could see the snake-like skin form and shimmer up my arm. 
  “Stop,” I uttered in a soft tone with barely any energy to say it louder.  I pulled away her arm.  She noticed me struggling and shaking. 
  “Are you all right?” She released her legs from around my waist and held me close. 
  My skin became heated like being burned by fire in her arms. 
  “You’re burning up,” Amphis expressed concern. “We need to get you back.” 
  I held her wrist as she tried to break apart from me. “Please.” I panted and tugged her back. Then I slowly leaned my head on her chest. “Let me stay like this for a while.” I breathed heavily with my heart still racing fast against my chest. “It will pass.” I breathed again. “It will pass.” 
 I noticed her heart, throbbing on my forehead.  She was just as excited as I was. However, this uncontrollable emotion of desire was unknown. The lust I underwent occurred with an insatiable hunger for something as if I were a predator seeking prey. What could it be? What did I need to satisfy this hunger? 
    
  [image: image]
 

 CHAPTER VIII 
 
 Truth of Monsters 
 
THE THOUGHT OF AMPHIS STILL LINGERED on my mind.  I brushed my lips, still having the sensation of our kiss even the next day, waiting outside the dining room after receiving a message from my mother. She had summoned me to supper as expected, yet it seemed strange this evening when my mother had the servants bring an Amphora to the dining space. It was her best aged wine.  A nine-tailed fox spirit, her tail and hairstyle as white as snow, brought in two golden chalices to the dinner table and topped it with wine, ready for my mother’s arrival. 
  The Queen strolled with delight in her loveliest attire, with even less clothing covering her skin. The rear of her dress displayed her curved back, her cleavage clearer with the front-line cut, opening down below her pelvis. Her dress was shorter than normal, and it hardly concealed her tall legs. She wore no shoes tonight, so she swayed barefoot down the hallway and into the dining area. 
  Yet then, I could never interpret my mother’s charm and style as modest, shy, nor discrete, because she was the absolute opposite of any sophistication.  However, she had dignity and ego limitless as the midnight sky. Her mood was cosmic this evening with a rare sense of enjoyment as she grinned at me while she sat at the dinner table. 
  “You look happy today,” I noticed her excitement. “What’s the occasion mother?” I inquired specifically and rested in the chair closest to her, where a chalice was set for me. 
  She sipped from the sweet reserved wine. I even took a sip tasting the ripened grapes on my tongue and it soothed its way down my throat with a pleasant finish. 
  “What a refreshing taste for such a marvelous evening,” my mother countered with satisfaction in her manner. “I’ve kept this wine only for a particular celebration. It has matured for twenty seasons.” 
  “Twenty,” I recalled, recognizing the age matched mine. 
  “Yes dear,” She expressed delight to my reaction. “I had this prepared the day you were born. It’s only meant for the day when it’s time for you to join the clan.  To obtain the absolute sovereignty of the dark, and your wings.” 
  “So, you assume I’m ready,” my attention drifted elsewhere from my mother. Am I ready to become the heir, to become a Harpy like my mother? 
  “What’s wrong my child?” 
  “I don’t think I’m ready or worthy,” I thought about my love growing for Amphis.  “The clan's so fierce.” I looked my mother in the eye.  “I don’t know if I’m capable of such darkness… Or if I can deal with the burden of murdering someone and serving more misery into the world like you, mother.” 
  My mother’s eyes enlarged with devastation after I declared my thoughts.  She scowled at me with a dumbfounded expression of displeasure, and I realized suddenly that my words upset her. 
  “Murder you say… Pain…” A dark mist appeared around her body like a black aura.  She clamped her hand hard with fury until her nails dug into her skin causing it to bleed. “Do you think what I undertake is just to spill blood?” She wavered for a moment taking a deep breath. “I understand a woman you assumed raised you was comparable to a saint. Yes, she was sympathetic to you and took care of those two unfortunate boys.” She leaned into the table looking dead into my eyes. “Have you ever asked, why that woman was in my debt? No doubt I’m grateful. She took care of you well. I’ll only allow her that, especially after what she did. Ask my sweet child… What contract did she make with me?” 
  I choked in dread to her rage. 
  “Hmm… Don’t judge me, child.  I am not a murderer, and the suffering I create is because others just like Frigga are too spineless to get their hands stained.” The tone of my mother’s became ruder and more deviant. “So, they make a contract with me to serve their will.  They all come demanding to bring pain to others who wronged them.  They plead for retribution at my feet. Here I am, gracious enough to award their wish.” She beats the dinner table with her fist enraged and the chalice rattled and swayed. 
 My mother clutched the chalice in irritation and guzzled the wine. Her breathing eased as she took another taste. “Frigga came long before you were born. She had so much bitterness in her heart it was exquisite.  Scorned by her husband’s repeated infidelity, she had surrendered all faith of ever stopping his betrayal and the dilemma she endured, every time he spread another woman’s legs. So, she made an arrangement. A contract for a favor. She employed me to execute the women he bedded. Every last one, she demanded them dead.  After the mistresses were dealt with, she called for me to leave a mark on her husband, something that would remind him every day of his treachery.  I’m certain you have seen the huge scar on his eye. He thought his power would surpass mine.  But he learned the painful way. He will never spread his seed again.  And as for dear Frigga.  Two of the women I killed had two boys, the sons of Odin, who had been raised with you as your brothers.  The contract left them orphaned because of Frigga. I didn’t kill them… It wasn’t part of the arrangement.  That was all up to dear Frigga.  She planned to slay them you if it's worth telling. Then the guilt set in. To make amends for what she had done, she raised them herself, Thor and Loki.” 
  Tears dropped from my eyes, hearing my mother express the truth. It was painful to fathom. 
  “So, do you still believe a Harpy is as dark of a monster as you assumed? I believe you have it backwards. The ones that are monsters are everyone else.  We are the most honest of them all. There's no need to hide who we are. I don’t judge the darkness in their hearts, but we assist them at a cost. Our clan has the power to do anything, and soon you will lavish in it.” 
  My breath slipped away at the thought of what she confessed about Frigga.  All I’ve experienced was my motherly Frigga who cared for me with a tender heart. It was a lie. My brothers never realized what happened to their actual mothers, assuming they were abandoned by them, just as I thought my mother deserted me. However, Thor and Loki’s mother will never come to retrieve them as mine did. My belly ached at the conclusion. The sick pain in the pit of my stomach overpowered my will to stay at the table.  I promptly rose and excused myself from the dining area and went as fast as I could out of the castle. 
  I dashed to the shore, overlooking the sunlight as it set over the horizon.  The breeze refreshed the air as the night came and the moon rose behind me.  I heard the sand rustling from behind as someone approached me.  It was Luna, bringing two swords in hand.  Yuna followed her with a fearful expression like something awful was about to transpire. 
  “What do you want Luna?” I asked, not caring about the reason she had her sharpest Elven blades and plunged them into the sand like a rod. 
  “You upset your mother sincerely this evening.” She verbalized with agitation in her tone. “I don’t like seeing my mistress upset.” 
  “I’m just being sincere,” I explained. “I had no motive of upsetting her.” 
  “Your mindset is just one of many. If only you figured out how much your mother wishes you to succeed her. To welcome you home.” 
  “This is not my home.”  After this evening, I had no home to begin with.  It was all a lie, and the individuals I assumed were good, were not.” I peered at Luna.  “I realize you’ve learned about me and your son this whole time.  He and Alucard were the only honesty to my past.” 
  “…I don’t like my kids having their hearts being toyed with.” She crossed her arms intensely with a glare. 
  “I never toyed with him, not even once. I respected his feelings. Like your son, you and he seem to live hand to hand with falling into an unrequited love. I know what you endure for my mother.  I know how much she toys with you and you take it. The awful part of this story is you abandoned your children to become forever enslaved by your feelings. You will never have my mother’s love.” 
 Luna sneered deviously. “So, you have a mouth on you today.”  She lunged at me full force and knocked me to the ground. “Looks like I have to break you more.” 
  I quickly got back up, but she met me with her fist, slamming it into my face.  I fell backwards, hitting the ground. My head, spinning chaotically.  Luna came at me with a kick to the stomach, and I grabbed her by the back of the knee and rolled my body hard to the side. Luna’s body collapsed over me, falling into the sand.  In a rush, we both stood up the same time in a defensive stance.  She eyed her sword and rushed over to grab it while I hurried to take the other one. 
  Yuna stood nearby in fear, and I heard her thoughts scream at me, telling me to yield.  That she will kill me. At this point I didn’t care. I wanted to prove I wasn’t weak anymore. 
  Luna charged at me with her sword.  Our blades collided with intense impact; throwing us backwards.  It was no longer a spar, it was a duel.  Our blades danced with our movements as we tried to land a blow on each other.  I swept her feet from underneath and she fell to the ground.  I tried to keep kicking her, but she rolled fast to the side and swung back up to meet my sword. It charged my heart with adrenaline from the vigorous fight.  I punched her in the face with the end of the sword; shoving her back until I sliced her chest with my blade.  I didn’t hesitate to attack while she stood there, stunned by the sight of her own blood. I moved fast and sliced her left leg to slow her down. 
  I thought I had her defeated until her wounds healed before my eyes.  The blood stopped, and the cuts clotted and sealed up.  It only took seconds to be in full health again and her strength was nowhere near to exhaustion. I had already used up a lot of my energy and I was panting, trying to keep my stance. 
  Luna charged at me once again and I tried to defend myself until she took the first cut. I felt the slice on my thigh and another cut to my free arm. Then another one across my stomach. I limped to the side, still clenching my sword, trying to fend her off.  She flung my sword to the side and cut me across my face.  I stood still as she sliced my chest, my legs, and stabbed my sword arm, until I dropped it. The pain of being stabbed and sliced was so agonizing, I thought I was about to faint, yet I didn’t.  I continued to stand there before her, not willing to give up.  Luna made ten other cuts around my body, trying to force me to break and fall down.  She covered my back in deep cuts and my chest was bleeding heavily; my clothes shredded and dripping with blood.   However, I kept my stance until she took the final blow by kicking me hard in the chest. I flew back and hit the ground. The full blow of her kick hurt without a chest guard. 
  My vision faded in and out from the blood loss and the broken rib against my lungs made it difficult to breathe. I saw Luna gathering up the swords, aggressively, as if she was still heated from the duel. “Ugh… Send for that healer.” Her tone had anger as she ordered Yuna. “What a waste.” I understood who she was referring to as she walked away. 
  Yuna rushed beside me, but I couldn’t hear her inner voice. I couldn’t focus nor listen to the waves of the ocean next to us. It was like my body had lost all control over its senses. Yuna try to lift me up by grabbing places that didn’t have gashes.  When she did, I agonized over the pain, regardless. She helped me to my feet, holding tight.  
  I rested against her exhausted and couldn’t move my arms.  My sword arm was dead.  My legs barely moved with all the cuts on my thighs. She struggled with me, limping to the other side of the beach where I saw a familiar face, rushing towards me. I collapsed in her arms and fell into her chest to a sweet scent of saltwater, lavender, and vanilla. I fell to my knees; losing all sensation throughout my body. Everything was numb, and a cold sensation spread over me as I heard my heart slowing its rhythm into a faint beat. 
 Briefly, I listened to Amphis voice, calling out as she laid me in her lap; her hands on my chest and neck, staring deeply into my eyes. “Stay with me.”   Tears fell down her face as if she was the one in agony and I felt how afraid she was.  I reached out with the last bit of energy and used it to touch her face. Then my vision faded to black until I was unconscious. 
 
 CHAPTER IX 
 
 Secrets Are Revealed 
 
IS THIS HELL? The sky above was orange and crimson red.  The wind blew like a whirlwind vortex, trying to suck the surroundings into a black hole that replaced the sun into an abyss of nothingness. The ground tremored under my feet as I felt the energy and my breath being forced into Oblivion. Then I realized, this was the mundane world. 
  Tall towers reached high in the sky was something I’ve never seen before.  Castles that shimmered like crystal were being destroyed before my eyes. The ground I stood on was black as coal in the middle of a forest like terrain, surrounded by these castles and towers.  Where am I? 
  A pentacle within a circle blazed bright red like flames and then as I became more aware of what was happening. I noticed I stood at the tip of the triangle that signified the element for fire. In my vision, there was a young girl who looked like a crossbreed of a Harpy with her stunning silk wings extended outward; and an Elf, with partially pointed ears and fairly pale skin.  Her dark hair was like mine and her sad golden, hazel eyes were familiar… like Alucard’s. 
  The mysterious girl stood right in the center of the pentacle, carrying an Elven sword with unfamiliar markings from the Dark Elf clan.  It glowed blue as I noticed the sky opened and a light shinned down within the circle. The girl’s lips moved; trying to say something directly to me. Although, I couldn’t hear her words since all the surrounding sound was being drawn into the vortex.  Who is this familiar girl? I reached out to her, but I felt someone hold me back as the girl disintegrated into the light and my heart cried out to her. Ali! 
  My eyes opened in shock from the nightmare. I grasped at my heart as it lurched against my chest; trying to catch my breath.  Sweat dripped down my body and I was disoriented and confused.  The cold and dampness made my skin shiver inside the dimmed hut.  Amphis knelt beside me with a look of relief while holding my hand.   
  Her lips kissed my cheek. “You came back.” She leaned her forehead on mine, about to cry. “I was almost too late. Thank the ninth heavens I wasn’t too late. 
  Her tears fell on my face. “What happened?” I asked. The last moments were hazy, and I couldn’t remember what exactly happened. “How am I here?” 
  “Yuna cried how you did something dangerous.” Amphis lifted her head to scold me. “Why did you have to provoke Luna?” 
  “I don’t know.” The memory came back. “I was upset. Anyway, she acted like she wanted a fight.  So, I gave her one.” 
  “She nearly killed you.” She gazed at me enraged. “I felt every cut she inflicted on you. I sensed a rage in you I’ve never known before.” She stood up and walked away from the bed. “What had you so upset you needed to let out all your aggression on a Hell Hound? Of all creatures, you fought one that can end you!” 
  “She had no intentions to kill me,” I added. “Just to break me, for good reason.” 
  “What is that supposed to mean?” Amphis responded. 
  “I was upset about what I learned about my guardian.” 
  “Frigga?” 
  “She did something horrible. I don’t think I could ever explain how sick it makes me feel to know.” 
  “What did she do?” she asked. 
  “I can’t say.” I sat up and the sensation in my limbs had become alive again.  My sword arm was fully healed from the stab wound, and all cuts on my body had fully disappeared from my skin without a single scar. “It’s not my secret to tell. This is me giving thanks to her for being my caretaker for so long.  My gift to her, I’ll allow her to remain a saint and not a monster.” 
 Amphis’ eyes dimmed with sadness when she picked up on my feelings towards Frigga. She betrayed me and my brothers, but I’ll protect them from the truth.  Our mother was a monster behind a kind smile. Amphis would never understand the secrets I must carry as a burden. 
  “I hope one day you can forgive her,” Amphis suddenly spoke. “My time here has taught me that grudges are never fulfilling, and they can stay behind as long as time itself. Beings do things out of grudge and vengeance, because the feeling of darkness blinds them from the truth.  They let it consume them until they do something that can’t be undone. At the time, it may have been right. Then they awaken from the illusion and realize it created pain and suffering for others.  Those of true strength will reflect upon their actions and spend the time to make amends.  Forgiveness though is for yourself.  To forgive the person who betrayed you, or wronged you, is to release you from the past and not be held back by that chain.  That very chain that makes you angry and sad, it will not have control over you anymore. You will find a way to trust and love once again.  Whatever happened in the past, you can find peace? I’m sure Frigga is aware of her actions.  Maybe that’s why she loved you and your brothers so much, even though she carries the burden of what she did. I’m sure she wanted to protect you all from the hard truths of life.  We all make mistakes and we all carry darkness within us. 
  “Perfection is not who we are.” That I know.  Amphis was clear with her words about her empathy for the dark.  Maybe one day I would feel forgiveness for Frigga, but not today. I needed to think about Amphis and the secret I’ve been keeping from her. 
  Her eyes spoke love as she gazed into mine. “You are closer to perfection in my eyes.” And her lips embraced mine in a long deep kiss. 
  All of a sudden, we became distracted by a distant voice that entered our minds.  It was Yuna, yelling out to us from the beach.  “The Queen is coming!” 
  Amphis and I rustled out of the hut to view what she meant.  My mother strolled towards us from the distance with Yuna, pacing behind her.  “I’m sorry.”  We both heard her say. 
  “What’s going on?” Amphis asked, puzzled.  “Why is the Queen…?” 
  Before she could finish asking her question. “Good evening, my dear.” My mother approached us, and she touched my face, looking for any residual marks.  “I’m glad you are restored back to health.” 
  I could see Amphis’ eyes glancing back and forth at us, realizing the similarity. 
  “When I heard what happened, I gave Luna a stern scolding.  She apologizes for letting her bloodlust get the best of her.” My mother glared at Amphis. “You have my most humble gratitude for healing my daughter.” 
  Amphis’ eyes became enlarged with shock, followed by confusion. I sensed her heart sank in a bewildered state and I watched her face become blank, learning who I was.  That’s right Amphis, I am the very thing you despise. I am a Harpy. 
  Amphis broke from her shock.  “I apologize, your majesty.” She tried to focus on how to reply.  “It was my pleasure to be of service.” 
  “It’s ok dear.” My mother eyed her with criticism. “I’ve known for a while your friendship with my daughter.” 
  I gasped at her words.  Why wasn’t I surprised? I knew this was the possibility, and I didn’t even read what Amphis was thinking about all of this.  My mother, confessing that she knew of us made it seem awful. 
  “Oh dear. Amphis don’t misunderstand me.  My daughter never spoke of you.  In fact, she kept secrets from both of us, our dear Alphard.” My mother had a look of disappointment in her eyes that burned into my soul. “But I understand some friendships you want to keep to yourselves. One should at least be granted a place of escape from their given life.” 
 Amphis stayed silent as I felt in my chest her heart, wavering about our friendship. I stayed speechless and couldn't figure out what to do to fix this awkwardness between us. 
  “For your help, I am indebted to you.  Anything you desire or services from my clan you shall have it without cost.” 
  “Thank you, your majesty,” Amphis bowed her head in gloom. “Well my dear daughter, shall we go home?” My mother’s grin amplified to the sad vibes radiating off of Amphis. 
  “Yes mother,” I replied. “I’ll be along shortly.” 
  My mother strolled back down the beach with Yuna, following close behind as usual.  She turned her head towards me. “I’m sorry, milady.” 
  Amphis and I stayed silent until they were at a further distance from us. 
  “When were you supposed to tell me, you are the daughter of the Dark Queen?” 
  “I’m sorry.” 
  “I didn’t ask for an apology.” Her voice became firm and agitated. “Why would you hide something like this from me? Of all things you lied.” 
  “I um…” I stumble on my words. 
  She glared into my eyes. “I thought we were friends.” 
  “Let me ask you something!” I retorted. “Would you still look at me the same or even be friends with me if you knew I was to become a Harpy?  Let alone I’m the daughter of the Dark Queen! Knowing, would you have still say the wonderful things you did or look at me the same with such love? I’m well aware of how much you despise my kind. So, don’t dare falter before me.” 
  Her eyes broadened, and she became speechless. 
  “I apologize for the misconception. However, I figured this would end if you learned the truth. I just wanted to enjoy our time together for a while longer. It felt good and I’m selfish in that way. I’ll respect how you feel about me right now. And I’ll accept whatever decision you make about us. If there’s even anything between us anymore.” 
  “You should go.” Amphis turned her eyes away from mine.  “Your mother is waiting for you.” 
  My heart sank as I assumed what she’d intended to say was, ‘this is over.’ 
  “As you wish.   I’ll leave you be.” I stepped away from her. “Farewell, my Ocean Princess.” Her eyes kept away as I walked back towards the castle.  A single tear fell down my cheek while sadness clouded my mind.  I was wrong to think things could ever stay as is. Should I regret feeling this way for Amphis? Or should I just accept that I wanted to be in love with her? She talked about forgiveness. Maybe she’ll find it in her heart one day to forgive me or maybe accept me for who and what I am. Only time could tell how she’d really feel about me. 
  I understood honesty from a unique perspective. I remember my mother’s words we don’t hide who we are or our desires. We accept our nature, so there is no need to be dishonest. Those who accept us are the ones worthy of our friendship. 
  My mother waited for me at the archway and had dismissed Yuna.  By her expression I still saw the disappointment in her eyes. “I’m sorry, mother.” 
  “Hmm. No need to apologize child.” Her face softened. “We all have our flings.  But we never let our hearts fall in love with them.  It will only hurt them in the end if we invite them into our world. They fall in love with us, they will only fall into torment, watching us from afar, because we can never love them back.” 
  “What about Luna?” 
  “Luna was an accident.” My mother frowned. “When Hades brought her, I didn’t expect her to imprint on me. I learned it's rare among wolves to imprint on their one true mate, but I never witnessed it for myself until she first met my gaze. What a horrible fate to have such devotion to someone to the point of feeling like you’ll die without them. It’s a curse that can never be broken. My dear Luna has nothing but love and devotion for me until the day I end.” 
 “That’s sad,” I blurted out, understanding why Luna is the way she is.  The aggression she succumbed to everyday from imprinting on my mother and forever being bound to her, desiring love from the one she is devoted to. She could never escape those feelings. 
  “I don’t pity her,” My mother replied. “I’ve grown to adore her devotion. It’s been so long, and I always want her with me. Even without my love, I want her.  Do I touch her? It’s sometimes hard to resist the temptation. Just as you can’t resist the temptation of a Sea Nymph. Which they are quite desired among many beings. It won’t be too long before another suitor gets her attention.” 
  My mother’s words about Amphis hit the core of my heart. 
  “Don’t be sad my child.  Soon enough that pain in your heart will cease to exist. I’ve decided on the day of your twenty-first birthday will be your ascension.”  She kissed me on the forehead. “You will make a beautiful member of the clan. I am so proud.” 
  My mother dismissed me afterwards, and I was free to go back to my room in the tower. 
    Yuna waited at the door for my arrival. “I’m sorry, milady.” Yuna bowed her head. “She’s always known of your indiscretions.” 
  “It’s all right.” I stood at the balcony and glanced out at the other side of the beach to see if Amphis was there, but the beach appeared deserted with no life in sight. “This was bound to happen eventually. Now she knows the truth, so there’s no reason to hide from it anymore.” 
  “She will come around, milady. Her love for you is genuine and hard to not consider.” 
  “You mean was?” I glanced at Yuna. “My mother has set the date.  May I ask you something?” 
  “Yes, mistress.” 
  “What happens during an ascension ceremony?” 
  Yuna paused for a moment in sorrow. “You will receive the poison.” 
  “Poison?" it baffled me. 
  “It’s more of a potion made from the blood of Hades. Just as a hound is made through the flames of Hades.  A true born Harpy is made from his blood and the darkness. Your mother will use her power to manifest the potion with her dark matter to form it into a dagger.” 
  “What does she do with the dagger?”  I fearfully asked. 
  “She will thrust the blade in your heart.” 
  I gasped and sat in my bed with shock. “Will it hurt?” I asked. 
  “Immensely!” 
  The information I received from Yuna was hard to grasp.  I never knew what the process involved to become part of the clan.  However, it didn’t seem to bother me as much when everything absorbed properly.  This was my fate in the first place, and I couldn’t help but wonder what Amphis was thinking at the moment.  What did she now think of me?  Or did she love me as Yuna assumed? I had so many questions overrunning my thoughts. In the end, my fate remained the same.  I would lose my heart. 
  Amphis, I hope you sense how I feel. 
 
 CHAPTER X 
 
 Embrace My Heart 
 
TIME HAD PASSED FROM DAYS TO MONTHS since my mother revealed my secret to Amphis.  My stay in the castle became difficult with my mother preparing for my ascension ceremony.  The celebration would be grand on the following day of my birthday. My mother had organized a social gathering for all the three clans and the other siblings from the family who were immortal beings and considered Gods, to join the party. Even though many events were about to take place in my life, it didn’t change the loneliness in my heart. I missed Amphis.  I waited every evening, after the usual long hard training with Luna, for a message or at least to catch a glimpse of her on the beach from my balcony. 
  The Fairies helped me by spying on her occasionally to see if she was ok. It was wrong to ask such an act, but my curiosity won the battle in my decisions when it came to her. However, the only news I received was that she stayed in the cove most of the time and appeared to avoid this side of the island. At least she was still around and hadn’t left.  It had already been too long to believe she would want to see me again.  Especially, when my twenty-first birthday was only a month away. But I wanted to see her. 
  One day, I decided I couldn’t wait any longer.  I wanted to visit her one last time while I was still human.  That was the last gift to give myself before turning.  I wanted there to be closure between Amphis and me, so I could move forward and feel more at ease with the changes in my life. It took every ounce of courage to dissolve my ego to make my way to the cove.  The weight of my legs was heavier than usual as if I was afraid to see her.  This was rejection deep within my soul.  She has rejected me because of who I was to become. 
  When I reached the cove, I didn’t know what to expect as Amphis stood near the water, looking out into the ocean.  Her face stern and confused; and I figured her intuition would sense me nearby, with our soul connection still active. 
  “Hello, Alphard!” 
  “It’s been a while. I came to see you.” 
  “What does your mother think about you being here?” 
  “My mother doesn’t care.  She’s too busy, preparing for my birthday.” 
  “It’s soon isn’t it?” Amphis vaguely asked, without me realizing what she referred to. 
  “My birthday?” 
  “Not your birthday.” Amphis turned to look me in the eye. “I meant your ascension. Is it soon?” 
  “It’s on my birthday.” 
  Amphis walked away, nodding her head in annoyance, until I had to grab ahold of her wrist to stop her. 
  “Of all days!” Amphis’ tone changed into sadness.  “Why did she have to choose the day you were born to have the ritual?” 
  I pulled Amphis closer.  “My mother is nostalgic about my birth.  It doesn’t really bother me it’s happening on that day.” 
  She turned to gaze at me once again. “Well it bothers me. You should care.” 
  “I don’t. I don’t care at all! I came here to see you one last time before I’m no longer the person you remember here today.” 
  Amphis stayed silent without a word to say. 
  “You still look as breathtaking as ever. And I’ve missed you.  I don’t have the slightest clue what you think of me, so I won’t ask.  I just want to say good—.” 
  She pressed her hand over my mouth. 
  “You need to stay quiet right now.”  A tear rolled down her cheek, and she blinked rapidly, willing herself not to cry. “You do not understand what I’ve put myself through, trying to understand why I love you this much.” 
 My heart raced against my chest at the sound of those three simple words. I pulled her hand away from my lips. 
  “Alphard, I’m sorry if I made you feel rejected.  I don’t know what to do.   The idea of you losing love for me… I just cannot imagine myself without you. I’m so in love with you it scares me now you will soon disappear.  I’ve been living in torment, thinking about it.  You, a Harpy. I can’t imagine you becoming a tormentor or a killer!” 
  “Thank the ninth heavens, I understand how you feel. This, I can’t imagine myself either. But I do wish we had more time.  More time with all these feelings I have for you.” 
  She threw her arms around me in a strong embrace. “I’ve missed you so much.” 
  I wrapped my arms around her waist and held her close.  “All this time, I thought you didn’t.” 
  “Well now you know,” Amphis replied. “If it's ok with you, can we still be together for a while until you forget about me?” 
  “I don’t think I could ever forget about you. I will always want you in my life. And yes, we can be together for as long as you want.  I love you too.” 
  I spent the rest of the day with Amphis and we sat on the rocks to watch the sun set over the horizon.  The night covered the sky with a blanket of stars.  The full moon was so close to the earth and bright, it lit a path back to the hut in the cove.  I didn’t want to leave, so we spent the night cuddled naked together in her bed until the next day. 
  The smell of the morning mist and the sound of the Fairies and Pixies, fluttering around, woke me from my dreams.  I gazed upon Amphis still in a deep sleep next to me; her fair skin soft in my arms and her face looked as if she was in a state of peace and tranquility in her dreams.  I wanted to stay like this forever. 
  “Umm… It’s rude to watch me sleep?” Amphis still had her eyes closed as she gently caressed my face and kissed my lips. 
  “You look so peaceful asleep.” I cleared the hair from her face. 
  “I want to continue sleeping.” She murmured as she kept kissing me. 
  “This is not sleeping just so you know.” 
  “I’m enjoying my dream right now.”  She pulled me close and her warm tongue, touching mine made my blood pump hot. Her fingertips grazed my back as she rubbed it down to my thigh. Her kisses became more aggressive while she was biting my lip, as the passion became more intense between us. 
  Suddenly, I suffered a shock wave in my abdomen that throbbed like a heartbeat.  I panted heavily, my body temperature raised so fast I saw the heat rising from my body.  Amphis pushed me on my back and climbed on top of me. Then she held my arms down firm against the bed and her deep blue eyes gazed into mine.  She laid her body onto my chest until I felt her breast against mine.  She kissed me, keeping her eyes on me. 
  “I want you.” 
  Her lustful stare captivated me, putting me into a hypnotic trance.  My cravings for her grew by the second and the hunger in my abdomen grew out of control with her every kiss and every sensitive spot she touched.  Her body nestled in between my legs as she continued to kiss me slower before tracing her hands from my neck, down my waist and reached down where her fingers touched me in bliss.  I gasped as a heated pleasure rushed through my body. A fire burst within my abdomen and I understood, something inside me changed. Her passionate embrace consumed most of my will power and my control.   I opened my eyes to look at my hand, and it had shifted into a snake like skin.  I gasped at the change until suddenly, in the background we heard Luna yell from the beach.  “Alphard!” 
 Amphis halted, and the passion died at an instant. 
  “I can hear you both in there.” Her voice stern. “Come on out! Playtime is over.” 
  I became so embarrassed, remembering hounds had acute hearing. 
  “What in the ninth heavens?” Amphis whispered. 
  I smacked my head.  “I was supposed to be at training this morning. I forgot.” 
  “ALPHARD!” 
  “All right,” I replied. “Give me a moment.”  I found my training gear on the floor and hurried to get dressed. 
  Amphis whispered as softly as she could. “Are you serious?” 
  “I’m sorry,” I mouthed back. 
  “I can still hear you two.” Luna became impatient. “I’m not apologizing for ruining the romance.  NOW GET OUT HERE!” 
  I stepped out of the hut to face Luna. “I’m here.” 
  Luna shoved me to walk. “Say goodbye to your lover.  You have double the time with me today and the rest of the few days as the punishment for not coming home last night.” 
  “Punishment?” 
  “Rule number one. Never make a mother worry.” 
  She shoved me again as I glanced back at Amphis, standing in the doorway as we left. 
  My heart had settled from her touch and my body heat reduced.  Amphis was so intoxicating that I thought I would lose myself in her.  For a moment there with her body embracing mine, I didn’t care about losing control and getting closer to satisfying the hunger. My soul was so voraciously hungry.  I wanted to have more of her. 
 
 CHAPTER XI 
 
 The Ritual 
 
MY PUNISHMENT LASTED FOR DAYS under Luna’s observant eyes. My mother forbade me to leave the castle grounds until my amends had ended. I missed being at the cove with the sweet ocean princess. She had granted me a world of love and content in this wretched life. It was complicated to let go even with the time running out for me, being a mortal. 
  The days seemed long without seeing her and my birthday approached closer with every sunset that passed. I never gave up faith that Amphis would remain in my life during my moment of punishment. A Fairy flew to my balcony every evening with a note from her.  They recited simple messages such as ‘I miss you’ and ‘I love you.’  
 
  “My dear Ocean Princess, I want to see you before the ascension. -S.O.”  



  Days went by and my birthday finally arrived.  I could visit Amphis; however, I had to be accompanied by Yuna at all occasions, because my cousins and aunts would arrive in the evening.  My protection before the ritual was a must since my mother and Luna didn’t entrust my aunts to have me attend my ascension ceremony. 
  Yuna’s scar had become small to a scale where it was just a faint line on her neck.  It turned out she had been seeing Amphis occasionally for many years endeavoring to restore her voice.  The healing process was a tedious one that required consistent healing energy for an old wound to restore, especially when her speech once carried magic. 
  Amphis waited on the waterfront as expected.  “Happy Birthday, Solitary One.” 
  “Tonight’s the night,” I proceeded by offering her a hug. “It so wonderful to look at you right now.” 
  “Your mother made certain you didn’t see me all this time.” She kissed me. “She even has Yuna, following you.” 
  “It’s just for a brief while. My aunts will arrive shortly with my cousins.” 
  Amphis had a distraught look. “So that’s why.  She’s afraid those ruthless women will pursue to slay you again. Is it always going to be like that? You are looking over your shoulders every night?” 
  “I don’t know.  My mother insisted they are supposed to seize. She further mentioned sometimes the transformation will take a while after receiving the blood of Hades, so until I turn they have free reign to keep trying.  It all depends on how weak or how powerful my ambition is to let my heart to turn instantaneously.  Although, I don’t believe my mother when she reassures me that their attempted assassinations would end once I change. Somehow, I yet to foresee my relatives will ever stop striving to secure the throne for themselves.” 
  “What happens if you don’t change?” Amphis asked. 
  “My mother made it evident I don’t have a choice or a say in the matter.  My family won’t avoid chasing me until I’m dead and being mortal makes it simpler for them to assassinate me.” 
  “Ugh… Your clan is barbarous.” 
  “Yeah.   That’s why it’s imperative to my mother for me to accept the throne.  My relatives will not remain unified and it will be chaos because they will constantly confront each other to rule.  Hades only demands my mother’s lineage to take over the throne, not the others.” 
  “You are necessary,” she gazed into my eyes. “I’ll give everything to protect you in this realm or all realms.  I don’t wish to even imagine a world without your existence. So please stay alive.” 
  “I will…” I reassured her.  “I will not make it simple for them to take me down.” 
  Amphis grasped my chest plate and tugged me closer, her lips enveloping mine in a fierce kiss. Her body quivered and melted in my arms as I grasped her tighter against me. I accepted it in my heart, the sorrow within her. She didn’t want tonight to happen.  
 Her forehead leaned against mine. “Please stay bright as you are.” 
  *** 
  The sun set over the ocean boundary and in the distance, black winged figures flew by the hundreds towards the island. One by one, they landed on the seashore near the stairs of the castle. It was the first time witnessing how gigantic the clan was and how many children her sisters have had and their descendant’s offspring. 
  I watched closely from my bedroom balcony as my mother’s sisters rose up the steps first to meet Luna and my mother. One had deep red hair, the other blonde, and they were decorated like warriors.  My cousins on the shore all frowned up at me while I resided in my tower and seized their stare with a defiant me of my own.  They displayed their insignias for their clan on their leather chest gears. 
  One tribe was crimson with a black painted emblem of a triangular and horizontal line across the top. The others had gold chest gear with a pattern of an eye. My chest gear was black with a chalice like a cross with a circle as my family emblem.  The chest gear helped to separate which clan you were born in. I could imagine it was tricky to keep a record of so many tribe members; however, I was solely under the black insignia.   
  “Yuna.” I called. 
  “Yes, mistress.” 
  “Do you know what the images mean on their chests?” 
  Yuna walked over to my side and skimmed down at the tribe, ascending the steps.  “The one in red is the alchemist symbol for air; the Aello family, the swift storm clan.  The one in gold is the eye of Horus, who is an Egyptian God of the sky, to signify Ocypete’s clan, the swift wings.” 
  “What does mine mean?” I inquired, rubbing the emblem on my chest. 
  “Mistress, that’s the emblem for Hades.  The one true blood to the throne.” 
  Yuna points down at my mother, standing in her tall straight, black garment that exposed enough of her curved body as ever.  Her cleavage seemed to burst forth from the low v-cut gown, and her hair drawn back into a high ponytail.  She at least wore black sandals instead of being barefooted in the presence of her sisters who appeared willing to meet my mother.  They snickered, and my mother gracefully gestured for them to enter the castle, wearing her gold necklaces and bangles that clanged with her movements. 
  “She wears the coat of arms as a pendant on her necklace.” 
  I perceived unmistakably the same symbol hidden within all her necklaces and body jewelry 
  “I wonder why my mother only had me and not anymore children.” 
  “Being Queen is a lot of responsibility. And she was tough to entertain most occasions because she was conscientious about her companions.  It hurt her most when she was the mistress of Hades for the longest time.” 
  “Yuna… I’ve never asked before, but do you know who my father is?” 
  “Most Harpys keep that secret with great care due to the well-being of their children. The whole idea of the clan is to only mate to conceive a child, nothing else.  It’s like a contract made. Harpys are attractive and alluring, so they never have concern, seducing a possible companion. Afterwards, they can judge accordingly based on what will be a powerful mix. So, I have little to tell you, except your mother ventured to the Demon realm of the Underworld a couple of occasions before you were conceived.” 
  “So, I might be a Demon. Maybe that’s why I have this hunger like I’m lacking something.” 
  “Hunger, mistress?” It puzzled Yuna. 
  “Nothing,” I rebutted. “I’m just thinking aloud for the moment.” 
  Why would my mother find a mate in the Demon realm? It made sense though for my extraordinary transformation and the yearning I suffered generally, during my maturity.  From what I recalled of Luna’s lectures on the enemies we had, Demons were one. 
 Most Demons lived off the vitality of others.  They need to absorb the life out of their victims to survive. This meant a Demon would have to attach them self to a soul to feed. However, the laws of the universe state that force shall take no one, the host will have to contribute voluntarily. So, by keeping the law, manipulation played a considerable part in collecting a host to provide what a Demon needed, which was negative energy; such as misery, rage, and lust. They would connect themselves based on the appeal or affliction to develop into something powerful enough to not perish. 
  The mundane easily matched themselves to a different Demon that preferred specific types of emotions. The most prevalent was lust.  Sexual desire invited a sex Demon known as a Succubus or Incubus into their dreams and suggest temptation by creating deception on the emotional and physical desires. The Demon would increase the intensity of the wants until the host was delicious enough to say, ‘Bon Appétit.’ 
  They would even manipulate the people around to fulfil a temptation of an unsatisfied individual.  Like a trap to ensnare them into an unfortunate circumstance to just feed. This created an extending bridge that severed the connection between truth and the Demon’s illusionary world they manipulated to bring upon their demise from the light. 
  The bright energy of the ninth heaven would become so diluted and closed-off that the true mind of the victim would be lost, and they forget who they are and the heart that once guided them to a harmonious life. The more disconnected the more likely they were to fall into possession and that’s when life is no longer in the control of the soul, which meant their free will became clouded, and strong desires would consume them. When desires aren't met who could help to have lack, just like the Demon who needs their hunger met. 
  This is when the seven deadly sins established itself in the Underworld. They were the energies that certain Demons loved to consume and devise ways for a host to fall into that way of thinking and living, so they could constantly feed and become more powerful.  Someone of greed would be given fame and fortune. Others would become overly materialistic and that would consume them. 
  Gluttony was the Demon of consumption.   Drawn to people who are starving and neglected by society.  These Demons thrived on famine. 
  Pride, sloth, wrath, envy, were all the energy people expelled from their emotional body, inviting in Demons closer to their hearts to sway and control. It wasn’t breaking universal law with this manipulation among man. That’s why Luna said there are more Demons in the Underworld than any other being. With the growth of the Demon population, Demon lords established hierarchy to maintain control over the horde which sometimes led to the slaughtering of uncontrollable lower level Demons that went rogue against their lord.  A king appointed to rule all lords, and they created a council. This led to conflict since other lords wanted to rule and obtain the power to bring forth oblivion. 
  Oblivion was a black hole, summoned to consume a world.  I didn’t understand why such a being would be granted that kind of power.  However, there was a trust to maintain the peace treaty among the Underworld, the mundane, and the other higher dimensional worlds. They made the decree to never go to war with each other and that we would not make the mundane aware of our existence since they were the youngest world made by the higher power. 
  Although, Harpys differed from that peace treaty since we had no place among either worlds. We had the same rights to meddle in the affairs of man, swaying the balance based on their innermost desire.  However, we were feared by most, because we did not side with anyone, but our own and Hades. 
  My mother and her sisters had killed many hordes of Demons, which led the Demon king to swallow his pride and strike a bargain to never enter my mother and her sisters’ territories.  They could not meddle in our affairs, meaning our debts and contracted patrons were hands off.  If that wasn’t abided, the Demon lords and king would either punish who dared or suffer the consequence of having everyone in his or her kingdom be slaughtered by my family. 
 I met my cousins for the first time in the great hall of the throne room. Luna and Yuna walked along my side for my protection.  My cousins looked fierce and strong.  Bodies cut and lean, but beautiful and curved. They were seductive sirens that appeared as if they had the ability to lure any being into deception. Then I suddenly noticed a familiar girl, but she was much older now.  It was the girl I had saved from the lake. She sneered at me with her gray eyes and I recognized the blonde curly locks of hair; wearing the Ocypete insignia. I gasped. 
  “What’s the matter, milady?” I heard Yuna’s inner voice enter my mind. 
  I whispered in her ear.  “She’s the girl from the lake.” 
  Luna heard my whisper and found the girl with her eyes, who I was referring to. As she spotted the girl, Luna’s eyes glowed bright red like fire, frightening the girl to fall back behind her sisters. 
  My mother sat at the throne, waiting for me to approach her. My two aunts stood beside her, glaring at me intensely with deathly eyes. One had long red hair that represented the swift storm family.  The other with short blond hair that signified the swift wing. My mother held a vial of blood in her hand as I knelt before her on one knee. 
  “My beautiful, Alphard.” She smiled with content. “Are you ready to become a part of the clan?” 
  “Yes, mother,” I answered softly with a slight tremble. 
  “There’s nothing to fear my child.” She reached out to touch my face with her tender hands. “It will be over before you know it.” My mother stood up from her throne. “Thank you for joining me here this evening.  Nieces from the swift wing clan and from the swift storm; my dear sisters. Welcome to my daughter's ascension.  As you all may come to accept, she is my heir who will succeed me after my reign is over.  I'm well aware you all had no intention of allowing my daughter to take her rightful place here on this throne.   But I’ve already warned my dear sisters, and they have come to an agreement.  Anymore attempts made on my daughter after she has turned will result to an execution of all members associated with the attempt.  I don’t wish for my sisters to suffer the loss of their young ones, but after all that has happened since the birth of my only child. I see it only fair I show no mercy to such foolish acts. As tribute my sisters had offered the sacrifice of one of your own.  The one who tricked my daughter into almost drowning in a lake will come forth for judgement. I would like to say first… I found that act so low and repulsing it eats me to this day.  We do not resort to tricks in this clan to get what we want. This clan, no matter who fights for this throne, shall never resort to trickery for gain.  It is a sign of weakness I will not tolerate.” 
  Ocypete whispered in my mother’s ear in sadness. 
  “CALIPEE COME FORTH.” My mother ordered. 
  The hall was still and in silence. 
  “SWIFT WING CALIPEE COME FORTH AT ONCE.” My mother ordered again, but with an even louder tone of irritation. 
  “CHILDREN,” Ocypete finally spoke. “Bring forth my granddaughter.” 
  The clan members pushed Calipee forward and two of her cousins clutched her by the arms. Calipee struggled to fight them off, but her cousins were too strong.  They tugged her towards the throne where she was forced to kneel on both knees beside me.  I glanced at the fear in her eyes and the anger. 
  “Calipee. It’s to my understanding you are fourth generation of your clan.” My mother stood in front of her and formed a black blade in her hand by using her power over dark matter. “Alphard.” She turned to look at me. “Since she was the one that tried to take your life.  I’ll give you the choice of what should be done to her.” My mother held the dark blade to her neck.  “I will slice her throat right here if it’s what you wish.” 
 I gazed upon my cousins in the swift wing clan as I stood up.  Their eyes read sadness and worry for Calipee.  They didn’t want to see one of their own executed before them.  Even Ocypete cast her eyes to the side not wanting to watch what will unfold.  Aello had a large grin as if it meant one less family member from the swift wing clan to fight for the throne. 
  “Mother… I think killing her is not a suitable punishment for something so long ago.” I gazed upon Calipee. “I believe a more appropriate sentence would be to exile her from her clan to serve under the dark clan for eternity.” Suddenly, I couldn't help but to snicker in pure mockery. “She will serve under me and only me. If something should ever happen, then you can do what you will with her. Pray to the ninth heavens that will never happen.” 
  Ocypete expressed relief and could look forward again. 
  My mother laughed, and her blade vanished. “It’s settled then.  Calipee, you are hereby exiled from your clan the Swift Wing.  You will serve my daughter from here on in.” Her voice changed to a softer, yet dastardly tone. “One would only hope if you betray my daughter, I will make your untimely death a slow and painful one.” My mother’s intimidation struck fear in the hearts of everyone in the hall, including her sisters.  I’ve never seen my mother so terrifying before in my brief time with her. 
  Luna lifted Calipee to her feet; and then dragged her to the side where she kept her close. 
  “NOW THE CEREMONY WILL COMMENCE.” My mother ordered while standing in front of me with the vial of blood.  Her power cracked the glass, and the blood swayed and mix with her dark matter as it morphed into a small black dagger. The blade glimmered in her hand and my eyes widened with shock. 
  “My dear child.” My mother grazed her hand on my chest; searching for my heartbeat. Her fingertips search for the bones to find a gap to my heart.  “I’m not going to deceive you about this.” She gazed deep into my eyes. “I want you to take a deep breath.” She pointed the tip of the blade near where she had touched. “This will hurt a lot.” 
  My mother thrusted the blade into my chest, piercing my heart.  The pain in my flesh was traumatizing as the dagger disintegrated into my body.  The blood mixed with my blood as it spread black veins across my chest and up my neck. My breath slipped away from me as the sound of my heartbeat decreased.  I fell backwards, unable to remain conscious. The lights in my vision faded until my heart stopped and I went into complete darkness. 
 
 CHAPTER XII 
 
 Kiss of a Half Demon 
 
IN THE DARKNESS IT WAS COLD. The poison clouded around me like a thick mist in the wind, brushing against my skin.   What is my choice?  The blood’s energy coursing through my veins as it absorbed into my skin.  What do I want more than anything right now?  Did I genuinely want this life my mother desired for me? The darkness felt empty within this abyss. Just as my hope drained into the darkness, my heart became warm in my chest. Then all of a sudden, a light within my soul emerged bright out of the darkness as if it shattered the spell cast over me.  The warmth of the light surrounded my soul, filling it with hope and love until there was no fear left in my body and I woke up. 
  My conscious awoke under the savior of the light and I could open my eyes.  The room seemed familiar even though my mind was still not coherent. When my vision cleared and my mind regained awareness once again, I recognized it as my mother’s chamber. I found myself lying in her massive bed, staring at the ceiling mural of nude women with black and red wings.   The painting represented the Harpy women united through flight; emerging from a tunnel of darkness that signified our birth. The aroma of Jasmine and Roses filled my senses as I glimpsed at my mother, lying asleep next to me with a certain peaceful expression that reminded me of Amphis. 
  I noticed the warmth of her hand over my heart as if she had been concerned for my wellbeing.  However, I didn’t understand what happened and why I’m in my mother’s chamber. Did something go wrong with the ritual? Yuna had mentioned nothing about being removed from a ritual ceremony before. 
  From the corner of my eye, I saw Luna, leaning against the door of the room.  When I moved a pain in my chest prevented me from going further. I glanced down and gently grazed with my fingertips the stab wound that was still open, but not bleeding. 
  My mother opened her eyes and looked at me. 
  “You’re awake,” she sounded relieved and sat up to get a better view of my wound. 
  “It hurts a lot,” I spoke while the pain increased from the soreness. 
  “Of course, it does,” She touched around the wound where black veins emerged and disappeared to her touch.  “My blade stabbed you and you died.” 
  “So that’s how it feels to die.” I gasped as she kept touching the bruises. 
  “It’s more like you were in-between death and life.” She replied in a stern soft tone. “The blood absorbed well into your body, which is the reason you could revive before it was too late.” 
  “Too late,” I asked in confusion. “Have I turned?” 
  “No, unfortunately,” My mother sighed. “You are in a stage of transition.  You will not age. However; you haven’t received the full blessing of the darkness to be reborn in your true form.” 
  “What happened, exactly?” I didn’t understand what my mother was explaining. Something felt different about how she was reacting with concerned eyes and her insecure tone gave me the sign that the ritual didn’t go as planned. 
  Luna approached the edge of the bed.  “We saw the blood spread throughout your body as it was supposed to in all ceremonies.” She paused for a moment. “Something else happened we didn't expect. Darkness clouded over you.  Everything appeared off about your death.  The air became lifeless and cold. For a second, it terrified us all to move.  It took shape above you into a grim phantom figure.  I had thought the grim reaper appeared before us; its cloak, gliding in the air fluidly like water.  Its head looked straight at your soul that lifted out of your body.  It reached out for you.” 
  “A phantom?” It reminded me of the thing I saw in the lake that time I got lured in by Calipee. “Tobias,” my mother spoke faintly by accident while entrapped by her thoughts of what happened. 
 Luna huffed and shook her head at my mother to not say another word. 
  “Who’s Tobias?” 
  “No one you need to worry about,” my mother acted like she wanted to avoid the subject. 
  “The same phantom you described, Luna, I saw in the lake as I was about to drown.  It reached out for me like it was death itself. I wasn’t afraid though. I was secure and at ease with it.  It was strange to feel so connected with death. Not something I’ll tell anyone, since meeting one’s own death is not a pleasant experience.” 
  My mother had expressed shock along with Luna. 
  “That thing almost took you away from me.” My mother sounded upset.  “Yuna had to intervene with light magic to cast it aside before it could take your soul. She formed a barrier around you because it kept coming for you.  It slammed into the barrier a few times, relentlessly…” 
  “Until the blood brought you back.” Luna finished the story.  “I carried you up here until you could safely awaken.  Yuna has a barrier formed around this room at this moment, just in case something else happens.” 
  “I believe what my dear Luna is trying to say is that you’re safe, now you are recovering.” My mother sighed in relief. “I don’t think the thing will be back for you anymore.” 
  “I still don’t get it,” I replied in confusion. “What was it, exactly?” 
  My mother and Luna were silently, glancing at each other as if they pondered what to say without giving away what they knew about the situation. 
  “If you know, you shouldn’t hide the answers from me,” I conveyed, trying to convince them to reply truthfully. 
  “It has different names, but in this world, it’s known as a Wraith,” Luna revealed.  “They are foul and the most frightening to encounter, only because they cannot be stopped once it sends them to collect the souls of the dead.” 
  “Enough about this,” My mother snapped at us. “Yuna will escort you to your room, so you can rest for the night.” She and Luna struggled to help me off the soft bed.  “Your aunts and cousins had already left for the far side of the island to lay camp.  Tomorrow evening, we celebrate by consuming as much wine as possible, listen to music, and eat a lot of delicious food. You can invite Amphis if you wish. I know how well you have taken to each other. This is only because you deserve a good present from me.  I will allow her to set foot in this castle whenever she wishes.” 
  I got up on my two feet without being helped the rest of the way.  “Thank you, mother.  I’m grateful for your gracious offer.” My legs automatically strolled to the door where Yuna waited for me.  “I’ll pass on the invitation tomorrow.  You’re right, I need rest.” The ache in my chest drained my energy, and I was weak in my legs until Yuna leaned against me to support my stance. “Good evening mother and Luna.” 
  Yuna had staggered with me in her arms down the hall. We were only halfway away from my mother’s chamber until I heard faintly from a distance, my mother and Luna speaking. Luna’s aggressive voice stood out the most.  “Of all the Demons, you seduce that one! It’s for the best if she doesn’t find out about her father.” 
  “Her father knows of her existence now.” My mother expressed irritation. “I won’t let him have her.” 
  I detected the protective instincts in her voice as Yuna struggled with me up the stairs to the tower.  Why was my mother so fearful of my father? I’ve never seen my mother act helpless since returning.  Her composure shakened and so was Luna’s based on my mother’s state of mind. What was a Wraith? Why has it come for me twice in my life? I wanted all my questions answered, yet there was no one in this castle I could trust to satisfy my curiosity. 
 “Thank you, Yuna!” I spoke to her in a hastily manner.  “I heard about what you did for me. Thank you!” 
  “Milady,” She responded. “We were all fearful for you.” 
  “My mother called it a Wraith.” 
  “Milady!” Yuna gazed at me with uneasiness. “You are being hunted.” 
  I gasped at her words as she continued to help me into my room. Yuna didn’t say another word after that, which left me in a state of uncertainty as to what happened and why would she assume I was being hunted.  My life became more complex than ever that evening.  Even in my dreams, I was in the cold darkness, listening to my inner thoughts.  Tobias! 
  In my mind’s eye, I saw myself in front of an enormous gilded mirror with carved skulls within the frame of the oculus. Behind my reflection, a wall of darkness materialized, and dark figured souls reached out, moaning in agony, towards me.  Wraiths held them back as a large dark figure formed, carrying a massively bound book with a cover made with bones and black leather straps that kept it sealed 
  .  A deep fainted voice chilled into my mind.   “ALLLLPHAAAARD!” The voice resounded deep and low pitched in the dark space. It reached out through the reflection of the mirror until I could see its skeletal hand approach me. The air was still with not even the sound of my breath.  My heart pounded against my chest as it pointed at me. “You belong to me.” He echoed in the darkness before touching the center of my forehead. 
  I woke up suddenly to the sight of dawn, slowly rising over the ocean horizon through my balcony window. Sweat dripped from my body as if I bathed in a pool of water, and my forehead ached where the ghastly figure touched me.  What a strange nightmare to have after what transpired yesterday. The wound on my chest still throbbed in pain, but it appeared to heal better since the cut had sealed more since last night. 
  It didn’t take long to get dressed and to make my way to the beach, eating a pear that tasted slightly sweet from the ripeness and the juice from the fruit was refreshing on my lips. The sun was extra warm today, and the wind whipped through my hair, which seeped into my cut, irritating the skin. So, I tied it into a ponytail and wore my black tunica, which was cut at the sleeves to be extra short and the collar cut wider, so my wound could breathe easier without the cloth grazing against it.  Yuna said I had to wear my chest gear with the Hades insignia while my cousins were on the island, but I refused.  It was too heavy, and my chest still hurt to wear it. 
  Amphis waited at the cove as usual in a short frilly skirt with her chest exposed, wearing her wavy blondish brown hair tied high in a braid. Her radiant eyes glimmered at the sight of me with the soft expression of relief on her flushed face as if she had cried all night.  She ran over and hugged me in her delicate arms as usual she smelled of sea water and sweet vanilla.   The scent intoxicated me as I laid back into the sand, sighing in relief. Amphis laid next to me, kissing me on the cheek. 
  “I can’t believe you’re here and it’s still you.” She glanced at the black tainted stab wound on my chest. “This is what they did to you.”  She gently touched my wound and tried to heal it, but her healing magic didn’t work on it. “Did it hurt?” she asked with sadness in her eyes. Her tone was subtle to my ears, and that made my heart melt. 
  “It hurt just for a moment before my heart stopped,” I remembered the essence of death vividly on my body. “I died.” 
  “I know,” she sighed. “I felt it. We disconnected for a while, so then I realized you were not here anymore.”  She looked away from me.  “It terrified me, the experience of you slipping away.” 
 “I’m sorry you suffered through it,” I replied trying to comfort her. “I’m still here beside you right now.” 
  “What happened?” Her expression changed, and I saw how worried she was. “Something seemed wrong before we disconnected.  A shadowy feeling came over me as I felt you die.” 
  “I don’t really know,” I replied. "There's no clarity about what happened during the ritual. I remembered my mother stabbing me in the heart with the blade mixed in Hades blood.  My heart stopped, and everything went black.  And I was in a place cold and dark, just waiting.” 
  “Waiting for what?” Amphis asked curiously interrupting. 
  “I don’t know,” I answered. “A light awoke me.” 
  “Nothing else happened?” Amphis asked as if there was more to the story. 
  “Well something else happened.” I closed my eyes, thinking of the Wraith I saw in the lake. “Apparently when I was dead, something came for me.  A dark phantom-like spirit appeared over my dead body and from what Luna described, it tried to take my soul.” 
  “You were approached by a Wraith?” Amphis’ eyes widen in terror. “Wraiths are dangerous entities. Do you have any idea why you would be hunted by one? They only serve one master. And you would have to be on the list for them to collect your soul.” 
  “No.  I did nothing or knew anything of this until yesterday.  It’s not the first time it has come for me either.  I met that thing before coming to the island and back then it seemed right. I had no fear towards it. In fact, I actually felt at ease like I could just let it take me to wherever I’m supposed to be.” 
  “Supposed to be,” she sounded concerned.  “You are taken to the Bookkeeper.  The collector of souls who cages them into the darkness.  The souls he collects become forever damned to the void where no light can ever reach them.” 
  “Who is this Bookkeeper?” I asked. 
  “His true name is Tobias.” 
  My eyes popped open.  “Tobias,” I reacted in surprise. “My mother mentioned that name in silence.” 
  “He’s a high ranked Demon lord,” Amphis answered. “In the Demon world there’s a hierarchy.  Tobias is what you consider royalty among the Demon faction with the power to bend space time to trap souls.  His book has a list of names of who he wants in his collection, to feed his power over the absence of light.  He is, The Absence of Light.” 
  I remembered my nightmare from last night and it matched to what she described about the absence of light and the darkness that trapped all the souls crying out.  It all seemed like a dark tale, told to frighten me; however, I felt at ease as if it was the essence of home.   The figure I did not fear, the Wraith was his hound, which didn’t seem like it had intended to harm me.   What did all of it mean? Tobias. 
  “I don’t understand what it all means, Ocean Princess.” I closed my eyes again to listen to the waves wash up on the beach.  “All I know is that I’m still exhausted from last night. Oh, by the way, my mother sends her invitation to come to the festivity tonight.” 
  “So, your mother has accepted me into her castle for a night of exotic fun.” 
  “I don’t know about exotic,” I laughed to myself. 
  “I’ve heard Harpys are alluring in a night of music and wine.” 
  “There will be plenty of wine that’s for certain,” I became mischievous with my words. “Enough to be intoxicated with a lover all evening until dawn. 
  “So, I’m your lover and you will feed me wine all night. Anything else I should be aware of tonight?” she asked with a playful tone, grazing her fingers across my chest and neck.   Then, I felt her breath as she kissed my lips.  She tasted sweet like strawberries and I leaned into her and kissed her more intensely.  I wrapped my arms around her as her tongue touched mine in passion.  Her kisses were mesmerizing and addicting.  I wanted more of her until there was the ache in my abdomen, once again, making the blood in my body rush faster through my veins and my skin was hot. The pulse hit my forehead where the Demon had touched me in my dreams.  I pushed her lips away from mine and guided her to my chest to lay her head there. 
 “What’s the matter?” she asked. 
  “My head hurts today,” I responded. “Can we just rest here for a while?” 
  She cuddled next to me as my mind drifted into the abyss of my dreams. 
  I woke up to an uneasy silence and found that Amphis had disappeared, and the light of the sun had dimmed in the sky from a shadow that shrouded it. It was cold, and the air was still.  It was strange, my body no longer suffered any pain, so I sat up and stood to my feet searching the beach.  Everything around me had become lifeless and gray from the absence of light.   A wall of darkness formed near me with the souls of the damned, reaching out once again. A group of five Wraiths’ glided above me, each showing their disfigured faces as they passed by.  They pointed at the castle for me to go, whispering my name like an echo in the wind. “Alphard.” I followed the voices back to the castle.  The corridors were dark and motionless.  Not even the shadows existed without the light. 
  The Wraiths’ lead me into the great hall where my mother’s throne was set.  In the distance, I could see a colossal cloaked figure, standing in front of the throne, yet again with the thick massive book in one arm.  His cloaked moved fluidly, expanding out in the space that extended to the far edges of the room.  He had no face and I could see a large sheathed sword at its side.  Its grip was black painted iron engraved with skulls. The long blade was intimidating and appeared heavy as if it could slice a being or a creature in half with one stroke. I took a deep breath and approached him with caution.  My eyes didn’t look away from the sword, thinking I needed to be vigilant while making myself present to him. 
  He stood there in silence, with the book.  The Wraiths floated around him as if they were waiting.  “Tobias.” His name slipped from my lips. His cloaked shifted in the air more erratically as he floated towards me. I noticed he appeared to have no legs just as the phantoms that served him.  I gasped when he came closer, my head tipping back while glancing up at him.  The darkness that was shrouded in his cloak gave me an extreme chill.  “I’m not afraid of you.” He stayed silent. His skeletal hand reached out for me once again and his index finger touched my forehead.  His power entered through my mind and the cold, dark, sensation, overwhelmed my body. 
  “Awaken,” he whispered in a deep voice that resonated in the room. 
  The floor trembled under my feet and the light in the room vanished into the darkness along with me.  I gasped and woke up back on the beach with Amphis, laying on my chest.  I panted heavily. 
  She woke up to my distress. “What’s wrong?” 
  I exhaled and inhaled frantically unable to speak. “Easy.” she stroked my face.  “Just focus on your breathing.” 
  “It was just a dream,” I caught my breath. “Just a dream.” 
  The touch of Tobias lingered on me for the rest of the day. I experienced how much power a higher-level Demon has, all within my grasp.  Something was different about my energy and the pain in my chest wasn’t there anymore.  The wound was there, yet my skin was numb around the cut.  I didn’t want to share with anyone, including Amphis about my strange connection to The Bookkeeper.  In my mind and my heart, I knew who he was. However, I needed the courage to say the truth. What needed to be said? To accept it for what it is.  Tobias!  The Bookkeeper.  A Demon.  After my dream, I knew for sure… He was my father. 
 
 CHAPTER XIII 
 
 The Night Awakens 
 
MY SOUL HAD AWAKENED to the mystical dark energy, surging through my veins. Yuna was given orders by my mother to make sure I was prepared for the celebration in the evening.  She dressed me as it became dusk. 
  The sun set below the ocean horizon through my balcony window.  My aunt, Ocypete, sent me a gift of fine white Egyptian cotton, smooth to the touch.  It was a short-wrapped dress and Yuna covered my chest with a long strip of the cloth to bind my breasts; in support before she put on my black chest guard with the mark of Hades.  While attaching the leather harness, she accidently grazed the wound. 
  “I apologize, milady,” She cried after noticing the red inflamed skin around my black lesion. 
  “It’s ok,” I pleaded.  “I felt nothing.” 
  “Are you certain, milady?” She reacted with anxiousness while checking the wound to determine if it was bleeding. 
  “I don’t feel the pain anymore, so yes, it's fine.” I patted down the cotton against my skin, checking around my torso. “This feels nice.  Who would have guessed a cloth can be so gentle and breathe so well? It’s incredibly soft.” 
  “Your aunt’s territory is Egypt,” Yuna replied.  “There is an abundance of wonders there.  Jewels and elegant attire, all gifts offered to her from the Pharaohs and villages as a tribute.” She then secured it around my collar, along with Amphis’ enchanted choker, a Roman gold and glass necklace.  It composed of six gold crescent pendants, twisted wire, faceted green glass beads; spherical and semi-round green and gold beads. The jewelry was dazzling.  “From your aunt, Aello.  Roman jewelry.” 
  “This is beautiful!” I played with the beads around my neck and had a crescent pendent between my fingertips. “I’ve seen nothing like this before.  Mother usually wears only gold chains, bangles and gems.” 
  “Happy birthday, milady,” Yuna spoke, it was refreshing to watch her beam with happiness. “You’re finally getting things of your own.” 
  “I would prefer to travel to all these places my aunts and cousins have been.” I exhaled.  “I admire their sovereignty.  Sometimes I get envious of them even though they wish me gone from this life.  They get to experience the world as they please, they have a family that remains by their side.  Nothing is more delighted than having the grace of a family to fly with. The world is infinite to a Harpy and knows no limits. I crave to see the world outside this island once again and maybe visit the north to visit my family and friends.” I hunched my head in grief. “If they even still remember me.  They possibly have lives now without me. Maybe a family of their own.” 
  “Everything always moves forward, milady,” Yuna’s mood became as wise as an owl. “It never remains the same and the more days you spend living, the oftener things change with the seasons. You will encounter further than you fantasize. You may not be the woman you are now, but you will uncover an abundance of pleasures in the forthcoming and might indeed see plenty more of the world. Maybe further than your family and friends ever did.  Your mother has not confined you, mistress.  She simply wishes you to live long enough, so you can experience what she and her sisters have seen and more.  The darkness has awarded you with eternity.” She lightly ran her fingers through my hair and gathered it to tie it up. 
  “Do you think Amphis will admire me dressed like this?” I urged her while she prepared my hair. 
  “I've come to understand the lady is captivated by you regardless of how you look, milady.” She had a twisted smirk. “I guess someone invited her tonight.” 
  “Yes,” I acknowledged.  “I’m restless to meet her. I’m nervous.” 
  “Oh, I’m certain once she’s in your sight all that uneasiness will turn to sheer excitement. You’ll just have to compose yourself in the presence of your mother and aunts," she cackled. “Make sure you take a claim on her before your cousins do.  Most of them have a reputation for collecting and seducing gorgeous girls and later disposing of them for the mere pleasure.” She painted black eyeliner on my eyelids and dark shadows just above my eyes and eyebrow.  “This will help your eyes stand out.  The swift wing clan use this for their eyes most occasions.” 
 “It looks exotic,” I glimpsed at my reflection in the mirror. “It's different, I don’t even look like myself anymore.” I settled with determination and touched Amphis’s choker trying to recognize the woman in the reflection that featured me.  “There's no turning back now.” 
  “No, milady,” Yuna bowed her head. “You are now the Princess to the clans.” 
  I faced Yuna taking a sharp breath.  “Shall we go?” 
  “Yes, milady.” She bowed once again before we made our way out of the tower and downward to the central chamber. 
  In the distance, I could hear the Lyre and Harp play harmonizing melodies that surrounded the hall with music.  The smell of wine and fruit filled the air with appetizing aromas, masking the scent of perfumes and oils from the women in the room.  They set bowls on top of mid-sized pillars in the corners with oil that was set on fire to the light area and candles had been spread throughout the tables in candle holders. Underneath the sets were tablecloths varied with black, red, and gold as decorative colors of the clans. The flags of each tribe draped over the banister of the staircase with their emblems. 
  My mother stood at the bottom of the stairwell as Yuna and I made our way down the steps.  Luna stood beside my mother in her usual chest gear and tight black leather slacks. She had Calipee with her, who was stripped of her family insignia and given the black garments and the symbol of my clan.  I could tell by the appalling look Calipee had, she was neither enjoying her new attire nor her later role as Luna’s toy to break. 
  My mother’s eyes enlarged in astonishment. “You are stunning, my child!” She caressed my face and then skimmed her fingers on my necklace. “Charming.” She continued gazing at me in amazement.  “Your gifts from your aunts look astonishing on you.” 
  Ocypete and Aello approached us from nearby with gold chalices filled with wine.  Aello wore a long red Roman dress with rosy red painted lips and red eyeshadow that made her appear like the bloodthirsty leader she absolutely was. Ocypete wore a shiny golden, straight dress with one shoulder harness.  Her eyes painted with a black eyeliner and green eyeshadow to bring out her emerald green eyes.  Both my aunts were as youthful as they looked, and they captured the awareness of non-household members that were invited for the night. 
  “You look outstanding in that attire, my lovely niece.” Ocypete grinned as she peered at how my clothes fit on my slender frame. “Such a powerful presence. Your mother should be honored to have such a fine successor.” 
  “Our niece looks like a perfect Princess,” replied Aello. “Is the jewelry to your liking?” 
  “Yes, Aunt Aello,” I nodded.  “It’s lovely.  Thank you.” 
  “Such good manners,” Ocypete complimented and peeked at Calipee.  “Not only well spoken, but also merciful as well.” She bowed graciously with her hand over her heart.  “Thank you for pardoning my granddaughter with such a lenient punishment.” 
  “Death is not a suitable way to deal with family,” I approached Calipee.  She had a dull, unblinking glare.  I clutched onto her chest harness and re-adjusted it on her, so it fitted accordingly.  “Black looks more fitting on her, then death.”  Her long curly locks I combed behind her ear and gazed into her sharp gray eyes.  “Don’t you think, cousin, that this is better fitting than losing your head to my mother? Your family is fortunate you still breathe, which is a lot better than the treatment I received over the seasons.” Calipee remained mute. 
  Luna gripped her by the back of the neck and squeezed.  “I believe the princess deserves a thank you, Calipee.  She’s being very generous, don’t you think?” She squeezed until Calipee caved in. 
  “Thank you, cousin, for your humble mercy towards me and my family.”  Her eyes flashed, and her nostrils flared with anger towards me and Luna. 
 “The pleasure is all mine,” it satisfied me with her struggle to be obedient 
  My mother snapped her fingers for one of the servant girls to bring over a chalice of wine and handed it over. 
  “Drink, my child,” My mother urged. “Drink and eat to your heart's content.” She kissed me on the cheek, and I caught a whiff of her sweet perfume as she hugged me.  “Happy birthday. Tonight, is for you.  You can have anyone tonight if you desire, they will not deny you.”  The room suddenly became silent. “However, I know you have someone already in mind.” 
  Towards the entrance from the far end of the hall, Amphis stood in an alluring pale blue dress that made her seem like a Goddess.  She gracefully stepped forward into the crowd that backed away, observing her with desire and lust in their eyes.  My cousins had lewd grins, eyeing her as she stood as the center of attention, and glanced at me with a radiant smile that had the crowd gasp and whisper. Who is she? A beautiful Goddess? 
  My face was flushed, and I had an awkward grin, hoping she could read my lewd thoughts. I could sense my cousins would attempt to introduce themselves to gain her attention.  My legs move towards her as if I was being drawn in by the magnet of her beauty, and my heart skipped with play while approaching her with the wine in my hand. 
  “Good evening, Solitary One,” Amphis greeted in sarcasm and curtsied. 
  I bowed my head with my right hand touching my heart.  “Good evening, my Ocean Princess.” She took the wine from my hand and sipped it. Every guest in the room kept silent as I side glanced her and whispered. “You look lavishly desirable this evening, I hope you know.” 
  “Ah-huh?” She gave me a playful look and glanced to observe the crowd still awkwardly, staring at her. Then she came close to my ear in a seductive whisper.  “Maybe you should give them something even more entertaining than my presence.” She kissed my ear, and it sent shivers down my spine.  I moved my face towards hers until our lips met for a soft kiss. I could hear my cousins sigh in the background, catching the hint that Amphis was my date for the evening.  Our lips separated, and I moved her hand to my shoulder and pulled her with me as we walked back over to my mother and Luna. 
  “Come, my beautiful lady.”  Then I spoke loud with humor to the crowd. “Everyone enjoy the rest of the evening.  This Goddess is with me.” 
  “So-forward, are we?” Amphis giggled. 
  “The night gets better, milady.” 
  My mother had a crooked grin to greet Amphis when we approached her together.  “Well-well! What a fine sight to see. My dear Amphitrite is as charming as ever, entering my castle.” 
  “It’s been ages, my queen, since I’ve been invited to such a delightful event.  Exquisite taste as always with the wine.” Amphis sipped from my chalice once again.  “I came to understand this is the special reserve you made yourself, am I right?” 
  My mom laughed in aggression towards the comment. “Yes, my sweet dear. I crafted this batch myself.” Luna glided behind my mother and with no one else noticing, she grazed her hand across my mother’s exposed skin on her lower back and went to lean against the wall to observe the crowd.  After that, my mother eased and relaxed to the conversation as if she had something else but Amphis on her mind.  “You two look like a good pair for this evening.” Amphis slipped her arm between mine and locked onto me. “And I believe you have made all your cousins quite jealous with such a stunning lady at your arm.” 
  “I’m sure they won’t be envious for too long.” I kept a calm composure while looking at everyone drinking heavy and trying to court the servant girls. Particularly the fox spirits who exposed their exotic nine tails by brushing one of my cousin’s body with their soft fur. “The wine will soon dull their thoughts and other women will sway their eyes.  Soon enough, jealousy will be the last thing on their minds.”  I sensed Amphis’ warmth and the tension she had with my mother.  Something about how they were reacting to each other gave me the notion they had secrets they were trying to keep sealed between them.  She and my mother were still a mystery even though it revealed that this wasn’t the first time they met on a social occasion.  The Demigods and Gods that were in the great hall with us had secrets in their eyes that made me wonder.   “Mother, I have to ask something of you.” 
 “Yes, my child.” 
  I approached close to her ear and whispered. “It’s concerning my father, Tobias.” My mother’s pleasant expression soon turned to a frown of concern. Then Luna’s eyes turned to us in questioning when the name was mentioned aloud. 
  She whispered softly. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
  “You need not hide it anymore,” I replied. “He’s visited me two times already.” My mother gasped. “Don’t worry.  To ease your concern, I will be honest. He has no intention of taking me from you, even though he has the right, being I’m an heir to a Demon lord.” She stayed silent in despair. “You could have shared with me I was half Demon.  But I understand my mix is odd since none of your sisters and nieces have conceived Demon spawns.  Is it not a shameful thing to mate with the enemy?  Maybe later you can shed light on why that is. But for the evening, I’ll give you peace of mind to enjoy your wine.” I kissed her on the cheek and hugged her. “Thank you, mother, for everything you’ve given me. Despite what is not said among our clan, I’ll say it to you,” I whispered even softer until it was faint. “I love you.” My mother’s eyes widened with astonishment and she held me tighter in her arms. “I’ll never leave you.” 
  “Go enjoy your night, my child,” she sighed. “I’ll honor you later with my boring life stories. But for tonight, drink to your heart's content and only worry about entertaining your lady.” She glanced at Amphis. “I bid you two a fantastic night.” She bowed her head and went over to Luna who stood alone. 
  Amphis nudged me in the side with her elbow.  “Who’s that girl with Yuna?”  She referred to Calipee on the steps with her. 
  Calipee had a bashful expression on her face, catching glimpses of Yuna and turning away as if her Elven beauty enticed her.  She had worn her pale green dress with gold streams of golden chains and wore shimmering bracelets of emeralds and Celtic gold rings on each finger.  Her thick blonde hair held up by jade clips and her pale pinks lips smiled at Calipee’s awkward stares. 
  “That’s my cousin, Calipee,” I answered. “She was originally a part of the Swift wing clan, but I exiled her to join the Dark.  My clan.” 
  “May I ask why she was exiled?” 
  “Oh, she tried to kill me some years ago,” I replied not serious about it. 
  Amphis mouth dropped open. “So that’s that girl who nearly drowned you. Serves her right.” 
  I laughed. “I’m not really bothered by it. But she seems to be fascinated by Yuna. I don’t think my cousin knows she doesn’t have a voice.” 
  “Humm… That’s going to make for a remarkably interesting love affair, don’t you think? A silent romance.” She had a crooked grin.  “So, are you going to explain who everyone in this room is? I absolutely don’t recognize everyone else here other than the servants.” 
  “Well, most of my cousins are in red are from my aunt, Aello’s, family. The others in gold or yellow are Ocypete’s children.  Calipee is Ocypete’s granddaughter.  The others, I really don’t know well.  Hades and his wife, Persephone, is with my mother and Luna over there.  In all black attire.” 
  Amphis observed Persephone with her long chestnut hair and golden eyes, wearing a straight white dress to fit her tall slender body. “She’s quite gorgeous to be his wife.” 
  “She almost appears just as erotic as my mother with how she dresses. Quite the lonely one,” I stated. “However, Hades is faithful to her.  He even released my mother as his mistress after marrying her.” 
  “That was sweet of him to be completely loyal to her. She should appreciate that,” she expressed.  “Not all Gods are as devoted to their spouses as one would claim.” 
 “I’m just relieved my mother has the freedom to express her desires elsewhere.” I peeked at Luna, staring at my mother with a passionate gaze from the corner of my eye. “My mother definitely deserves the one who loves her.” 
  “Queen Celaeno and her loyal hound.” Amphis smirked.  “That’s kind of like you and I.” She whispered in my ear. “My heart is only loyal to you, Solitary One.” 
  “I belong only to you, Ocean Princess,” I whispered back. “All of me if you so desire.” She gazed into my eyes with sweet temptation and it made me want to let go of myself and into the feeling that has restrained me from embracing the cravings. I wanted to satisfy the lust that coursed through my veins being next to her beauty. “Would you like to see the rest of the castle?” I asked, wanting to be alone with her. She nodded her head.  “Let’s go then.” Her arm intertwined with mine as we made our way up the staircase. 
  We passed my mother’s chamber and around the dark corner where Amphis grabbed me by the back of the neck and found my lips with hers in the shadows.  Her breath felt hot and sweet like the wine we drank, and she bit the bottom of my lip and tugged it. Her soft body pressed me against the wall, and my hands automatically glided around her waist, and I pulled her so close that all it filled the gaps that separated with our passionate embrace. 
  Suddenly, we heard two people staggering down the hall.  We stood still and silent as the footsteps got closer.  Then we heard a body slam against a door.  Amphis and I looked at each other with curious eyes while having the same idea to take a peak. Since we were in the shadows, we didn’t have the fear of being caught, so we poked our heads out a little to get a clear view of the two figures down the hall next to my mother’s chamber. 
  In the distance, we recognized my mother, leaning against the door and Luna pressed against her, binding my mother’s arms firmly. Luna had a devious grin and my mother panted, trying to move in a fearless attempt to bite her on the neck. Luna pushed her further into the door and grabbed her neck.  My mother used her free hand to pull Luna close and kissed her in the heat of passion.  My mother bit Luna hard on her bottom lip until it bled red down her chin.   
  Luna groaned in pain and tried to turn her head away, but my mother yanked the back of her hair and pulled her down to her knees. My mother laid her leg on her broad shoulder where Luna kissed it gently and bit the inside of her thigh. My mother moaned in pleasure from the pain. 
  Amphis and I were in shock, observing in the dark as Luna pleasured my mother even more by embedding her face under my mother’s dress.  My mother panted louder, and her hands grabbed on to Luna’s head, pressing her face deeper inside her.  Luna lifted the rest of her body onto her shoulders with her face still pressed between her legs.  They bang their body against the door until it opened, and she carried my mother inside with sheer lustful passion. 
  Amphis’ mouth dropped open. “Oh my.  What just happened? “She whispered, trying not to make her voice echo down the hall. 
  “I don’t think I should have witnessed that,” I declared in embarrassment while shutting my eyes with my hand. “Oh, the ninth heavens that image is forever branded in my mind. I can’t unsee what we just witnessed.” 
  Amphis had her hand over her mouth in astonishment.  “That was so intense!” She gawked at me.  “Did you see how aggressive they were? Oh, my.”  Her grin became even wider as her lips pecked mine.   “I’ll distract you with something even better,” she whispered into my ear, kissing it.  Her lips grazed my cheek, and my body led her to the spiral staircase, entering the tower. 
 I grabbed her hand and pulled her up the stairs, but she pushed me against the wall and kissed my neck while unlocking the belts on my chest gear.  It loosened until she could get it off my body and threw it down the stairs.  My chest felt her hand massage near my cut as her lips kissed mine.  We continued to make our way up to the tower. However, with every step of the way more articles of clothing flung from our bodies.  By the time we reached my room, Amphis pulled me into the bed on top of her naked body.  She was warm against my skin and her breasts were firmer than usual. 
  Her tongue licked my breast and her mouth suckled on my navel.   I lifted her legs around my waist, feeling the heat and wetness of her touch. She was like a warm soft flower as my fingertips touched the inside, penetrating her in bliss as she lifted her body up against mine until she could moan in my ear.  Her arms wrapped around my neck, holding me close and kissing me with a thirst for more of my lips.  Amphis trembled in my arms and my fingers suctioned tight between her legs until it released as her warm wetness dripped down onto my skin. She moaned in my ear, making my heart race. 
  A feeling stirred chaos within my abdomen as I could smell the scent of her body, releasing something that seemed delicious.  I licked her neck, and I ran my nose against her skin, sniffing the aroma that overwhelmed my senses.  “You smell so good I can taste it.” 
  I licked her skin, from her breast, down to her stomach and in between her legs where the ecstasy of her cum I licked into my mouth tasted like food.  I licked the lips of her gentle skin causing her hips to twitch as I held them firm in my arms.  I sucked on her as if I wanted to fill up on all she had to offer. My tongue penetrated her with bliss as she moaned louder until her thighs crushed my head, squeezing as much as she could before the energy drained from her.  My skin shifted in and out into a fine snake like skin and I loved the pleasure of her sexual arousal flow into my pores.  It clouded my mind, making me dizzy, and I swayed uneasy before Amphis caught me in her arms. I leaned into her; sitting on her lap. Her lips slithered on my neck as I tilted back, feeling high on the energy I was absorbing.  She kissed along my neck and down my chest, holding me as my back arched in her hand.  Her free hand stroked down in-between my legs where her fingertips felt how moist I was.  My skin was burning like fire and I groaned, feeling her finger penetrate me with the same passion, making us become one.  Her teeth bit into my chest and that sent an electrical sensation into my core.  My body heat raised so hot I thought I would melt in her arms. 
  My body trembled as I hit the peak of an orgasm and I jolted upward, feeling a strange power awaken inside me. The pores of my skin open wider than ever before, feeling a cool sensation enter my body.  My mouth opened and the life-force of Amphis flowed in like a cool drink after being dehydrated.  Her life drained before my eyes and she leaned backwards on her arms. I noticed as I came back into conscious awareness from the lust and rushed off the bed; away from her. I grasped the table and glimpsed at my reflection in the mirror. One of my eyes had turned emerald green and the other bright gold.   My skin had changed into the fine-like snakeskin that maintained my skin tone.  I breathed hard, trying to calm myself down.   It was if my senses were erratic and I couldn’t control the urge from the delicious smell in the room that radiated off of Amphis.  She rushed behind and wrapped her arms around me, but I fought her to move away. 
  “Shhhhhhhhh… It’s ok,” she breathed, resting her chin on my shoulder and leaning her chest on my back. Her face touched my cheek as the pores in my body continued to drain her life-force. “It’s ok.  Just feed more until the feeling stops.” 
 I moaned in bliss draining her sexual energy until I swayed into an immense high. “I don’t,” I gasped, trying to tell her I didn’t want to hurt her. 
  “It’s ok. It’s ok. Don’t talk,” she had a comforting tone as if she was daydreaming while holding me close. “Take as much as you need.  It doesn’t hurt.” Tears fell from my eyes since I didn’t know what was happening and I became more worried that I might kill her if I kept feeding. “It will be ok.  Just keep feeding until it stops.” 
  I let my body continue to feed on her until it stopped. My pores closed, and my skin shifted back to normal; and my eyes became hazel once again.  I gazed the whole time at Amphis looking at me in the mirror, her arms still embracing me. 
  “Feel better?” she asked. 
  The high still clouded my mind. “Yes…,” I gasped for air.  “I should ask you that.” 
  “I’m all right,” she let go of me and sat on the bed. “I’m sorry I worried you the whole time.  But you needed to feed longer,” she sighed. “Oh, the ninth heavens… You’re a Succubus, my love!” 
  “Is that what I am?” I asked in confusion. 
  “By how surprised you are… I’m just as surprised,” she retorted. “Yes, by what happened? I believe you have awakened into a mature Succubus.” 
  “I’m sorry,” I looked at her in tears. 
  She grabbed me by the arm and yanked me to my knees. Then she took my arms and wrapped it around her waist and hugged me. 
  “I was more worried about you than me,” she admitted. “I heard if a Succubus doesn’t continue to feed through the mature phase they die. That’s why I wanted you to continue feeding on me until it satisfied you. I was so worried that you were holding back. I thought you would die right here if I didn’t let you. Don’t hold back anymore, ok.”  She shed tears. “You will not live without feeding on the life-force of another.  That’s the curse of a Succubus.  They have to feed off others to survive for the rest of their life. If you refuse, you will die.” 
  I exhaled. “Are you ok with me being like this?” I asked in sadness.  “Can you accept this? I’m half Demon. And I knew since this morning about what I am. I didn’t know it would be like this. A monster.” 
  “You’re not a monster,” she sighed. “For the sake of the ninth heavens, you are so beautiful.  Even through the change you looked gorgeous. I couldn’t believe I witnessed something as amazing as that.  Your true form is mesmerizing. It’s no wonder I’m so in love with you. Never think you are a monster, ok? I’ll accept you as you are until I’m gone from this world.” 
  I rested back to look at her.  “I love you, too.” A lustful grin formed on my lips. 
  Amphis giggled.  “What’s with the look?” 
  “You taste so good,” I reacted with a face of hunger.  “You are more intoxicating than the wine.” 
  She kissed my lips. “We have all night, Solitary One.” She guided me beside her with ease. “Happy birthday.” Her hand stroked my cheek while our lips kissed passionately through the night.  Our hearts were sealed as we made love with every kiss and touch that reached deep into our souls like a heavenly dream of bliss and happiness; and forever being loved by my Ocean Princess. 
 
 CHAPTER XIV 
 
 Betrayal is Bittersweet 
 
THE NIGHT FELT LIKE AN ETERNITY in the company of my love for Amphis.  We made love until dawn where our bodies laid drained in bed, and I watched her eyes close as she fell into a deep sleep.  The sun crept above the ocean’s horizon and the faint light caught my eye as I gazed upon it, still feeling the energy of Amphis’ life force surging in my veins.  My heart eased with the warmth on my face and the breeze of the ocean freshened the air with a scent of salt.  The sound of the waves, crashing below was like a lullaby to my ears, sending me into a blissful sleep. 
  While in my dreams I could feel Amphis’ soft angelic touch on my face and I could hear her sweet words whisper something in my ear, but I was too exhausted to wake up from my sleep.  Something relaxed my body in my dreams as I gazed upon myself sitting on my mother’s throne in the darkness.  Two large hounds sat on each side of me with fiery red eyes.  Amphis was in all black sitting between my legs on the floor and her head laid back against me. The shadows of our aura radiated black around us and the hounds howled.  Amphis is our queen. 
  Suddenly I awoke from my dream still hearing the howls echo in my mind.  I reached out and searched for Amphis, but her side of the bed was empty. My body appeared normal again and back to its usual self, which meant the euphoria from last night's feed had worn off. 
  Yuna strolled into my chambers with a grin on her face.  “Good morning, milady.” 
  “Ummm... Good morning.”  I stretched in the bed and sat up.  “How was the rest of the party last night?” 
  “When you left nothing much happened,” Yuna answered. “Your cousins were intoxicated and flirting with the guests most of the night.  I’m sure they took them to camp this morning.” 
  “What about you Yuna,” I asked.  “Any companion for the night?” 
  She had a playful smirk.  “No one really,” she replied. 
  “I saw my cousin catching glimpses of you all bashful like she couldn’t find the courage to just ask you for a dance,” I stated sarcastically. 
  “Calipee…. Humm.” She paused while checking on my wound, which had healed more since yesterday and the black veins disappeared slightly.   “I actually found her rather adorable for my taste.” 
  “What is your taste?” I asked. 
  “The bashful ones.” She had a large grin that made me think something happen between them after I left for the night. 
  “Something happened between you two, didn’t it?” She remained silent to my question.  “Oh, come on. Do share stories of my bashful cousin!”  She turned her back towards me. 
  Then suddenly, a faint smell rose into my nostrils.  It was distracting, but why haven’t I noticed the smell before when it came from Yuna’s silver locket?  I sniffed her neck making her react with unease.  “What’s that smell?” I asked her as my face went close to the locket until my nose touched the silver surface.  “It’s coming from here. It’s revolting!” 
  Yuna pushed my face away. “Milady, please!”  
  “Take it off!” I ordered, being annoyed by the smell. Yuna stood still in fear as I unhooked the chain and took it from her neck.  “What is this?” I asked wondering what the smell was. “Why have you been wearing this all this time?”  I throw the locket out the balcony window.  It only took a minute for my pheromones to entice her.  She leaned in close and laid her lips on my neck and grazed her nose against my skin.  I grabbed onto her shoulders and slipped her away from me.  “Yuna.” I called out to her, but I could tell she was in a daze.  “Yuna, I need you to snap out of it!” I snapped my fingers in her ear and she jolted from the loud, startling noise. 
 “I’m sorry, milady.” She broke from the trance and finally controlled her urges. “It’s hard to control myself.  Your smell… it’s too alluring… It’s so hard to resist.” She grasped me by the back of the neck and pulled me close to her where she leaned her forehead against mine.  I’ve never realized how strong she was physically until I couldn’t move her away anymore. 
  “I need you to snap out-of-it.” I could sense the sexual tension that rose inside her. She smelled succulent as my hunger grew again. “Yuna… You need to stop, or I might…” 
  My mother walked into the room with ease even though Yuna had her hands wrapped around my waist. “Mother!” I blurted out hoping she would stop, which she did, and I could push her body away. 
  “Yuna dear,” my mother had a strong tone while giving her a sinister glare. “You need to learn to control yourself around my daughter.” She dropped her eyes and bowed her head before my mother. “Go. I need to speak with my daughter in private.” She left the bedroom, and I was alone with my mother. 
  “Thank you,” I replied with gratefulness and laying back on the bed. “Thank the ninth heavens.” 
  “You really need to control yourself, my child.” My mother expressed sarcasm with a crooked smile. “You are making everyone who’s not immune to succubus pheromones go into a state of lust in this castle.  The servants are having a rough time keeping their composure.” 
  “Sorry mother,” I felt ashamed. “I didn’t know I was that type of Demon.” 
  “Well my dear, after last night, I’m sure you now know.  And congratulations on maturing into a Succubus.” 
  “I don’t feel that’s something to congratulate me about,” I stated. “Poor Yuna.  All this time she has been fighting the urge.” 
  “Oh child, she has been fighting nothing. I had her see Amphitrite about making her that locket with herbs to repel your pheromones.  Wood Elves are enticed by certain smells as you have witnessed, it compelled her.  A Succubus is hard to resist you know.  It’s fortunate that Luna and Amphis are more resilient to such pheromones.  Water beings are not affected by such smells and suggestion like others. And it doesn't affect Hell Hounds like Luna.  They are immune to all. You, my dear child is not immune to your hunger for sexual energy.  I could sense that if I didn’t arrive when I did, you would have given in to your cravings and feed.” 
  “I almost gave in to my hunger, but I didn’t!” I declared. “I don’t want to touch anyone else.” 
  My mother expressed a devious laugh “Oh my dear, if only you understood. A Succubus could never just have one partner. They physically can’t, because of the hunger and the sex.  They cannot devote themselves to just one mate no matter how hard they try to remain faithful to their partners. Love is a tricky thing to keep if you always desire to drain the life of another, maybe even enjoy the hunt too much to keep yourself fed and alive.  The ecstasy is hard to resist.” 
  “I understand what you are telling me mother, but I will resist,” My tone became heavy with anger. “For her it’s worth the restraint.” Hearing how my mother talked about what I am made me feel negatively towards myself.  I was being eaten away by shame for being such a dark creature. I didn’t like myself after listening to her caustic words since I now understood the feeling of being swept away by temptation.  This Demon I am, has been something hard to accept because I loved Amphis and I wanted to at least try not to succumb to my will to hunt. “I love her mother.” 
  “I know you do my dear,” she answered. “She is truly fortunate to have your love.  But should you put so much faith in someone that hasn’t been entirely honest with you?” 
  “What do you mean by that mother?” My tone became serious and something heavy fell on my heart when she mentioned honesty. 
 “My dear daughter, I would love you if I could,” her tone became dry and without care. “That’s why it doesn’t hurt me at all to say this.  Amphitrite came to this island long ago, trying to escape someone.  Not just anyone.  She ran to the far edges of the sea desperate to get away from a God. A God who took an interest in her.  Wanted her to be his bride.  Of all the women he lied in bed with he wanted her.  Of course, she didn’t want to marry him.  She didn’t love him, but this God was very relentless.  She wasn’t safe anywhere without him finding her.   Then she found sanctuary here since my reign allows no outsider to touch the women on this island. No God has rule over my territory, not without facing my wrath.  Well, this so-called God has been at bay for a long time, waiting patiently for her to accept his proposal… She has accepted him.” 
  “What?” My mind went blank with only her image in my thoughts. “What are you talking about?” 
  “My child… She has left the island,” my mother replied with no sign it was a lie. 
  “That’s not possible,” I patted the side of the bed where she slept. “She was just here with me.  How is that possible?” My voice became shaky with anger. “Who’s the God that proposed to her?” 
  “Poseidon, my dear. She’s marrying Poseidon.” 
  I felt the veins on my wound throb, and I breathed heavy in pain as my heart ached with fear of it being true.  I rushed out of bed to the door. However, Luna stopped me. 
  “You shouldn’t go,” Luna stated. “It will just cause you more pain.” 
  I shoved her aside and found my clothes on the steps from the night.  I rushed to get dressed as I found each article of clothing while making my way down the tower and into the hallway.  My brisk pace became a frantic run as I jumped the staircase and ran down the main hall to the outside staircase. 
  My heart raced, and my legs kept running and running, trying to reach the cove as fast as I could.   “AMPHIS!” I yelled out her name while approaching her hut, but it was quiet and empty.  She was gone. 
  The wind blew inside the hut and my heart sank. I dropped to my knees in the sand and sat by the water.  I tried to understand last night and the love she had confessed so many times.  How could she leave without a word? What did I do wrong? 
  Time didn’t seem to matter when I sat, pondering on the beach, still feeling Amphis’ link nearby.  I detected it as the sun set over the horizon. This link was a curse, because I could feel her being penetrated by Poseidon as they consummated their marriage, which rendered me powerless to my rage.  The darkness rages inside me with every thrust she tolerated.  I stood from where I sat and couldn’t take the feeling anymore. 
  In my mind, I could imagine Amphis going with Poseidon and leaving me behind. The very God she escaped from, she chooses after all this time to be his wife.   The anger raged through my heart like a sickness that spread throughout my body.  She told me she loved me.  How dare she speak those words to me? How dare she even touch me?  We made love last night of all nights; she told me how much she loved me, now she's gone and it’s as if she had never existed. 
  The rage made my wound throb, and the veins turned black as night, spreading throughout my body.  I ran with hate in my heart back to the secluded beach of my mother’s castle where she had awaited my return with Luna. 
  “I told you so,” Luna exclaimed with eyes of sorrow. “You shouldn’t have gone.” 
  “You were right, she is gone.” 
 “I’m sorry she used you for the time being,” my mother responded. “I knew she would accept his proposal, eventually.  It would mean a high status for her and that’s what her family wanted for her in the first place.” 
  “Power… status…” The rage blackens my soul and a dark aura radiated from around me. “Did she even love me like she said?” I yelled at my mother and Luna.  “Was it all a lie?” 
  “Actions speak louder than words,” my mother answered. “She would have stayed if she genuinely loved you.” 
  The pain in my heart brought me to my knees and tears fell from my eyes.  “I hate her.” The rage blurted the words out.  “I don’t care anymore about this heart.  Take it away from me,” I yelled at my mother. “I hate her so much it hurts.  It hurts so much.”  The black veins spread down my arms and into my hands.  It was like fire throughout my body. “I don’t want to feel this pain anymore,” I had a depressed tone as my heart being swallowed up by the betrayal. “I’m tired of being betrayed. No more.” I stood back up to my feet.  “No more.” 
  Suddenly, the light in my heart disappears into the thick darkness of my soul, and the black veins seeped into my body.  An immense pain pierced my back like knives trying to cut through my skin. I screamed as loud as my voice could carry and I dropped back to my knees.  The wings on my back emerged out of my skin.  Thick black and red feathers sprouting, and the bones of my back shifted and broke while creating the form of my wings; expanding outward. 
  The pain was dreadful to handle, but the rage inside me created a desire for vengeance and hatred for everyone and everything.  My love was gone, replaced only by vengeful feelings of causing her pain.  Her image burned in my mind, her giving herself to Poseidon in every way infuriated me through the excruciating pain. I could see my mother’s eyes widen with astonishment when my wings formed, and I knew she could feel my hate, because I could sense her excitement.  She watched as I formed a shadow bow in my hand.  An arrow formed, and I tied the choker Amphis gave me as a gift to the sharp tip. 
  Since our link was still strong, I knew her location from afar. I closed my eyes and I could see her in the chambers of Poseidon’s kingdom across the sea through my mind’s eye. In precision to my precise view, I extend the bow string with all my strength. Wind rapidly moved around me, sending its power in the arrow.  My anger flowed down into my fingertips until I released the string.  The arrow glided quicker than the wind, exploding across the sea. 
  My eyes were still closed, seeing Amphis in the room, looking out the window with sad eyes. What is she sad about?  She has no reason to feel sad.  I don’t care about you anymore.  I envisioned the arrow soaring past her, grazing her cheek with the blade and it plunging into the stone wall.  Blood dripped down her face and I could see her approach the arrow.  She found embedded into the wall the choker with the breathing gem that glowed a faint blue green, and she took it into her hand and held it close to her heart.  It sickened me to see her act so remorseful.  I had no empathy for her. It had all turned to strong, black hatred. Goodbye Amphis. 
  I opened my eyes to see my mother, smiling proudly at me. 
  “Amazing!” She was breath taken by my power. “You are so much stronger than I imagined.” 
  “You got what you wanted mother,” my attitude became cold, with no life, and the bow evaporated from my hand. “This is true power.” 
  “You are now invincible my child.” My mother’s grin became even wider. “They will fear you.” She nodded at Luna as if it was an order to do something. 
 Luna whistled loud enough for it to echo down the beach.  It became quiet for a moment until I heard growling in the shadows, approaching our direction.  The footsteps were heavy, and the smell of burnt hair filled the air.  As the sounds came closer, in the distance I could see two enormous hounds with dark fur with singed tips as if it was burnt in the flames of Hades in the Underworld.  Their eyes red like fire; their bodies had bulky masses of muscle that made them look thick.  It reminded me of the dream I had of the two hounds that sat beside me.  They looked like the ones in my dream.  The same smell and the same power in their stance that can frighten a soul. 
  “This is my real gift to you,” my mother declared with pride. “Phyla and Pharah.” The hounds circled around me sniffing me and grunting.  “They will obey your every command.” 
  I glance at Luna when I realized those were her twin daughters who’d been transformed into hounds. Like me, they took their lives from them.  I laughed suddenly with the overwhelming sensation of power and hate towards Amphis.  “Thank you, mother,” I professed as I reached out my hand and touched their snouts. The force of their breath was powerful at the touch.  “They are beautiful.” I glanced at them both.  “You will protect me to the end.” Their eyes closed, and they bowed their heads before me.  “I’m your master now.” 
  I glanced at the blood moon in the night sky with eyes that would bring fear to the masses. The wind shifted, and the breeze became as cold as my soul by being born into a Harpy. At last… I’m in my true form.   Now my life has truly begun.
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 CHAPTER XV 
 
 I Am the Dark Princess 
    
 
THE WINDS HAD SHIFTED IN A DIRECTION of rage on the high seas.  My wings expanded in the sky with my family soaring across the ocean to new territories. The chaos my family created under contracts of the wicked and vengeful souls quenched my fury with satisfaction. 
  My aunt Aello’s family took the sea by storm with roaring winds and lightning that streaked purple, red and orange, lighting up the sky.  Cyclones formed over the sea, splashing water in the air like heavy rainfall.  The ship below our wings collided with the waves of the storm, causing it to sweep its occupants into the ocean where they drowned under water, suffocating in the abyss.  I viewed as my cousins bend the lightning to strike the ship, producing a thundering blast that rupture through the timber. The destructive force a Harpy held against the world amazed me.  The ship split into sections, descending to the belly of the sea. 
  The Swift Wing clan assassinated many like phantoms in the dead of night.  My aunt was adept with poisons, devised to make death look natural to the mundane eye.  They made potions to provoke endless nightmares until the mind cracks.  My cousins could burden a king with eternal misery by just, gliding in and out like the breeze, steering their victim into madness. For instance, they vexed the Roman Caesar, Nero. He fell victim to my cousins’ games, guiding him into such a bloodlust that indeed I was astounded by how rapid the man surrendered his mind under subjection. 
  My favorite contract to study was Cleopatra, the ruler of Egypt. She demanded her kingdom at the cost of her family. They taught the skill of manipulation to obtain what she sought most.   I understood she was a charming girl, but her personality was awful as they come. She ordered her most trusted confidant and admirer to his death, so he wouldn’t cause her strain in the forthcoming of seducing Marc Anthony to her side.  He was conscious through the entire ritual, I never understood the customs of the Egyptians and how they dealt with their deceased. She revealed, it was a death worthy of an emperor and she cared for him that much to grant him that status.  In my perceiving, she was just misled as a mundane girl, assuming there was legitimacy in it. If only she realized in this dimension, mortals will endure through many reincarnations, so it defeated the purpose of even sending someone to their death early. However, karma caught up with her in the end when she committed suicide, because she was no longer under the protection of the Roman Empire. I had utter delight on the day of her death.  It reminded me of the deception with Amphis and how I craved her demise. 
  To satisfy my hunger, I hunted in the metropolises of the mundane life for all that fell intoxicated by me. The deaths added up every night of feeding, and I’ve already taken countless lives without a single contract.  Sometimes, I didn’t need to feed, yet I still killed for sport and to further fuel my rage.  I learned our connection was still active, so she felt every kill I acted. I knew she will endure for an eternity, experiencing all the victims I take will be because of her. 
  I devoted my days, piling up victims with Phyla and Pharah.  My loyal hounds never wavered under my control.  Phyla, the alpha, was stronger than her sister Pharah, constantly play-biting on her face and bullying her into submission. Phyla loved to fight and acted reckless by performing dangerous stunts; leaping from peaks that most dreaded. Cliff -diving in the ocean off the peak, near the castle was her favorite thing when choosing to go for a swim. Her vitality was matched to Luna’s, preferring to always brawl in human form with her mother. Their feuds were epic on the island and became amusing to my mother to observe, since they were identical in practically every sense. They had the same vigorous, defiant, temperament and complementary features such as the darkened hair and deep gray eyes. 
 Pharah was the polar opposite of Phyla. She had a tender soul and admired the laughs of children when she ventured out in human form into the cities, away from her mother and sisters bonding moments.  I observed her playing with the orphans in the street in the daylight in Athens, her black hair shimmering like silk threads in the sunlight and laughing when she was abroad from duty. She had the heart that Luna and Phyla lacked.  Her kindness sickened me, but as long as she carried out my orders, I turned a blind-eye to her fondness for lost children. 
  In the prolonged periods, I’ve watched my cousins in contracts, wrecking devastation on kingdoms from the South where the region was barren and had creatures I’ve never seen in my lifetime in the north and on the island. In the West, I witnessed the vast sea, extend into the further where all the different adventures breathed fresh life into my soul on our expeditions to explore the ever-changing mundane world. 
  Being in confinement for most of my youth, I’ve never encountered such misfortune in a realm, and so many wars all for the sake of controlling a province.  The kingdoms I visited in the West were rich with gold and massive castles. I ventured to the east where I watched an enormous wall being built to separate the country.  The world was an eerie yet beautiful place. Men enslaved men, and women were oppressed.  Children lived brief lives. People were sold into enslavement and held like material objects. Greed filled the minds of monarchs and lords that caused famine and death to hard workers and sympathetic people.  Armies spread across the continents to fight for their homes, and they fought for their kings and lords out of allegiance. However, men killed for selfishness. A life wasn’t cherished over the coin. It was the reason the populations of the world would come to my family for contracts. 
  Then there was the kindness part of everything that glowed like a beacon in the blackest of nights.  Some people thrived together with creativity and amusement through the warmth of family and companions. It was a side to man that encouraged a change in the nature of living through affection and generosity.  They developed and innovated together colossal architecture and produce Art.  Poetry and the written word were conveyed with the soul instead of the prideful ego. The essence of the world had miraculous colors through love and gratefulness, flourishing in the souls of man. Unfortunately, it all just reminded me of how it no longer resided in my heart, that warmth of love and friendship. 
  For my first contract, I had to hunt a slave trader in the outskirts of Rome. The man had sent many to their deaths in the Arena to fight for their lives.   A widowed wife who had been sold to a lord, desperately wanted revenge for the life of her husband.  The woman had nothing else left to live for after her husband’s death, and she had no future that would ever bring happiness again. It sealed her fate into servitude, and she knew freedom was out of reach. 
  I sympathized with her and the circumstances she suffered, so I made her a deal I would never allow to anybody else as a Harpy.  She wished to die. I offered her the option to live without freedom until she has the audacity to end her life early or she can allow me to feed on her as a settlement, which would lead to a painless death.  I assured her she would feel nothing, but peace when she passes. She agreed to the offer and carried out the contract without hesitation. 
  I could see she was a lovely wife and had a delightful spirit that reminded me of Amphis.  Her hair long and mysterious as the night; eyes dark green with the anguish of her shattered heart. The touch of her skin fair and delicate as my fingertips skimmed her arm; pulling her close. Her lips seemed like silk against mine when I kissed her. 
  I confided as my lips caressed her ear. “You can escape this life in ease.  There is nothing left to worry about because I’ll take care of everything. Wherever you go after this life, I hope you find peace once again.” 
 Her heart race against my chest as she succumbed to the ecstasy of my pheromones. It didn’t take much to seduce a mundane since they became aroused too easy under my subjection.  My touch reached deep inside her until she fell into bliss, and the pores of my skin shifted and opened to the essence of her energy.  Then her life force absorbed into my body, sending me into a tranquil high.  She tasted as good as her misery disappeared into my arms until the pounding beat of her heart became faint. I gave her mercy and held her tight until the end. Her body draped in my arms as the soul left her body.  She was finally at peace. My flower… May you bloom beautifully in a new life.  Farewell. 
  I called upon Phyla and Pharah.  They appeared out of a large black hole that manifested in the corner of the chambers.   Their skin smelled of cinder, and eyes red as fire as they glared at me, waiting for an order. Deep in my black heart, I understood the pain of my victims’ sorrows. 
  “Phyla… Pharah.” She deserved to be honored with my wrath over this household.  “Slaughter everyone in this home.  No one leaves here alive.” 
  The hounds disappeared into the halls where I heard screams in the night. Objects crashed throughout the house as the hounds’ wreaked havoc on their victims. Glass broke on the tile, scattering shards everywhere as I walked the halls.  Blood stained the concrete walls, dripping in crimson red down to the floor. All their agonizing voices echoed in my ears like a choir. I listened blissfully to the sounds of screaming women and men as their bodies were being ripped apart.  
  In the end of it all, there was a pleasant silence, easing my heart with satisfaction when everyone met the fate of my loyal hounds.   Bodies lied lifeless, making puddles of sweet crimson on the floor. When the blood spread to my boots, I knew this is who I am.   I had no remorse for the lives I’ve taken.   Next was the slave trader. 
  It was in the dead of night when my hounds hunted him down.  They chased him through the abandoned dark streets near the home he had established with all the blood money of slaves. He reeked of wine, opium and had a nasty smell that expelled off his clothes as he soiled himself at the sight of me. I could smell him from afar and heard him gasping while he sprinted frantically through the dark, dirt roads. 
  The moon was blood red, beaming a light on my face as I manifest my bow.  The hefty bald man stumbled in the streets, running desperately for his life. His exhaustion drained his body to the point of losing balance, and he tripped over his own feet and tumbled into the dirt.  Phyla and Pharah no longer had to run because he only crawled due to breaking his ankle during the fall. 
  I pulled the bowstring with the force of my index and middle finger while holding, gripping the arrow that formed in the direction of the man.   He screamed in the dark, but no one dare to come out of their homes to assist.  He was in my sight and I released the string.  The arrow cut through the wind until it struck through the back of the wobbling man.  It pierced clean through his chest, but he was alive for a short while to get a glance at me. 
  Phyla and Pharah approached him, growling ferociously and frightening him into a panic with their fiery red eyes. Then within the sight of his fear, I order them to rip him apart from limb to limb. The hounds did as commanded and his blood painted the street.  He didn’t make a sound as their teeth tore through his flesh; not even a yelp from his trembling mouth. His eyes were wide and lifeless as Phyla and Pharah continued to feed off of him; their teeth ripping his gut and pulling out his intestines. 
  Suddenly, I sensed a familiar presence behind me. “What do you think mother?” I asked with a grin as I turned to gaze at her in the shadows. “Was it worthy of your approval?” 
 My mother stepped into the light of the moon. “You have done well for your first contract,” she carried a slight bit of disappointment in her tone. “Have you not considered that you let your rage rule your actions? Those people you murdered at the home weren’t a part of the contract. We don’t kill out of spite. You should have learned that by now.” 
  “Tsk-tsk, I understand your disappointment mother.” I turned my back to her and continued to watch the hounds enjoy their meal. “For the sake of your blackened heart on the matter, I have no intention of causing another massacre for a while.” 
  “Why did you have to take her life?” 
  “She wanted it,” I answered.  “You forget, mother, I have to feed.  It was a fair trade for a contract with me, and she paid her debt in full without fail.” 
  “She reminded you of Amphis, didn’t she?” My mother asked. “She didn’t look like her, but something about her triggered your emotions. Is that why you took advantage of her?  Did it feel good to take the life of someone that reminds you of that forsaken Sea Nymph?” 
  “None will ever be her,” I replied with anger. “She was not here to take her place.” 
  “You need to let go of whatever rage rampages inside you over that woman. Move on from her.” 
  “Hmmmm… I don’t know how that’s possible, mother. I am half Demon, you know.  What’s worse than a grudgeful Demon? A grudgeful Harpy.  I have an infinite lifetime to live out my hate for her.” 
  “Your father wouldn’t want you to act this consumed by such insatiable hate,” she stated. 
  “Yes, he would, mother.” I approached her face to face. “My father has infinite hate towards you.  You kept me a secret from him.  Did you know, I too am a lord heir to the Underworld?  We haven’t discussed this, have we? What happened to the talk you promised me?” 
  “Yes, your father is one of the Demon lords.  And yes, I knew he would want you to be the heir to the Demon council.  How I conceived with a Demon lord… It was a long hard deal I had to make.  He needed an heir, and I offered to give him one since he couldn’t win the heart of the Demon Princess Armenia. In your birth, he would have named you as the next Demon lord.  In the event of the Demon king and the princess’s death, you would be eligible for the throne.  Your lineage is second in line.  Unfortunately, I didn’t hold up my end of the bargain. I lied to him about your birth.  I told him I lost you six moons in and that was that…” 
  “Hence why he hates you.” I interrupted her. “So, you know he gave me some of his power. His hunger for souls’ ache in my body.” The mere thought of it I experienced chills down my spine about the souls my father captured into the dark space. “Mother, I can’t help having this hunger.  I’m not like my cousins at all. They have no idea that I’m nothing like them.  None of them have to feel this.  You created me to become a monster of this world.  It’s only now the beast inside my soul has been unleashed. And yes… That sweet innocent girl reminded me of her.  She was beautiful. Her essence… She almost tasted like her.  That feeling of her slipping away gave me such a rush. She wanted to be free.  Not to remain as the caged bird she was.  Amphis is now a caged little bird in the hands of Poseidon.  I can feel her still deep inside me as if we're twins in this life.  Her sadness inside me. Her loneliness.” 
  “You are twin souls,” my mother whispered to herself. 
  “Is that what you call the connection we have?” I giggled deviously. “Oh my, I wonder if she knew all this time. Then again, I've always wondered why our link was so strong.  It still is even though she’s far to reach.” 
 I heard my mother gasp. “You can never break the link.” 
  “I would never want it to break, mother,” I replied with content. “Her life is an eternity like mine. But can she live forever with the pain of all the lives lost under me? I wonder.” I snapped my finger, and the hounds stopped feeding. “Phyla… Pharah… Have a good evening mother.  The night is young and I’m still hungry.”  I kissed her on the cheek and made my way into the darkness of the city streets. “Tonight, was the first kill to be remembered. I will forever remember that woman.” 
  My mother now has her true heir to the dark throne.  No one stands a chance against me. With my loyal hounds, hunting by my side, I was now the true, Dark Princess. 
   
 AMPHIS STORY 

 
  
 CHAPTER XVI 
 
 The Ocean Goddess 
 
IT HAD BEEN YEARS AGO I ARRIVED ON THIS Island.   The home I cherished was now just a remote memory. Now this cove has turned into my home through the sunrises and twilights of my way of life. 
  While gazing from the shore and away into the infinite ocean, the days clashed together, and I no longer acknowledged the shift in seasons as time no longer had importance to my reality.  I was alone on the far border of this paradise island, away from Queen Celaeno’s absolute power over the creatures that settled in her kingdom.  Obligating under her authority was the price I had to pay for the asylum she granted.  If that Sea God hadn’t set his sights on me. I would have been still swimming with the mermaids, free in a realm filled with the sea creatures I treasured so much.   I loathed the God for his perseverance to make me his bride. 
  I never continued out my life without being trailed around the realm to be someone's possession.  That’s all I would be to a character like Poseidon who’s been unrelenting in his pursuit of me.  Why couldn’t he accept that I didn’t wish to be with someone I didn’t love? 
  He pursued me to the boundaries of the world, seeking to charm me into his company.   I learned from the moment he made his presence known; he didn’t love me.  His obsession was only due to the idea of me.  Yes, I had my beauty, but I also had a heart.   My family consistently encouraged me to wed him, I would gain a prominent position as the wife of a God. They didn’t consider; I valued my heart higher than status.  No one supported what I wanted for my own existence, so my only alternative was to leave behind all and everybody I knew. Poseidon and my family had pushed me to seek refuge in the place I detested the most. The island dominated by Harpys.  The one place where no dimensional God could enter without the approval of the Dark Queen. 
  As a child when I first found out about the sisters re-born into winged-maidens of torment, it struck fear in my soul.   When I became older, I learned to loathe their means of not caring for the life of others and their abilities that caused destruction.  The Queen was so carefree at first glance, and I saw confidence in her every movement. She was strong willed, and chill as ice. I could perceive the hard shell of darkness that encased her heart. I’d simply heard tales about her contracts and the power she carried with her.  The darkness she was drawn to was the opposite of me. Harpys were the contrary of everything positive and all held dear to my heart.  I believed Harpys were vile creatures in all the realms. After being exposed to them on the island, only made me more conscious of their awful personalities and behavior. They were regularly so distant to other beings except clan members.  They created much misery and have taken countless lives without remorse.  How could creatures so cold hearted exist? 
  The Queen hosted many feasts and social gatherings at the castle that were bewitched and intoxicating.   Many times, I’ve seen illicit affairs take place on the estate, when I observed from the shadows, paying attention to how they lived.  Celaeno played with her assortment of servants and that hound that seemed constantly enraged with the energy of fire and war.  It emanated from her soul like heat from the bowels of a hellish inferno. From the cove I discovered the power of the Clans. 
   Swift Storm brought with them bursts of wind and lightning across the sky, and the noise of thunder reverberated across the sea.  The waves smashed into the rocks chaotically to the whirling winds that developed into cyclones; absorbing the water and splashing it in the air like rainfall. 
  The sky was crowded with Harpy clan members who had levitated above the castle; their wings extended like black angels in the wind.   The Queen wore her battle gear of black leather with the Hades insignia on her chest.  She stretched out her hand, opening a colossal black portal in the churn of shadowy clouds circulating around the castle’s tower. 
 I noticed the other clan members feared Celaeno’s power. Her gift over the shadows and darkness was to be feared.   She manifested the black hole wide enough to allow her family passage in and out of the blackness. Even the God Poseidon feared the Harpy queen and remain in her good graces by not entering her territory. She offered me the option to not marry him. Because of their influence, I’m able to remain contented with my choice. 
  The Dark Queen vowed my protection against Poseidon; however, in return, I shall never leave this island again or it would break our arrangement. It was a generous price for my peace of mind.  I’m only safe from Poseidon as long as I lived here for the rest of my eternal life. 
  My first few years were troublesome, but I instantly got over my anguish as I appreciated the elegance of the island itself.   The women here were friendly, and some were broken, others needed security more than freedom. I found out most of them had hard beginnings and lived hellish lives. The isle was a refuge for all who desire freedom from the foreign world. That’s why the name given to this island was called Sanctuary. Although, having safety from the outside world came at a price for those who had the will to pay. 
  Each new member on the island went through strenuous training to protect the Queen.  It was the one pledge they carried out compulsory to securing their place on the island.  Protect the Queen with your life and it will grant you sanctuary.  I was the only one who didn’t have to adhere to that decree. 
  My life before the island was about healing, not violence.   Harpys flourished in bloodshed, which went against my beliefs of living in a peaceful, non-savage world.   Water creatures had no desire for violence.  We lived in tranquility with the currents of the sea and the tides of nature.   I was about healing and friendship, things that gave my life meaning back when I had my freedom. 
  I felt sorry for the downtrodden servants who served under Celaeno.  So, I made myself useful by allowing the women to visit the cove, to be healed as needed. Some visited for physical healing, and some came to spiritually heal, to find peace once again in the world they see. However, my specialty was the art of water healing. 
  Water healing was an extraordinary gift given to Oceanic Nymphs, to restore and rejuvenate all living creatures. My magic made me dominion over the sea to sway to my will. Water carries the energy to revive and soothe the body from any types of distress, even emotional stresses. 
  I’ve never in my life undergone physical illness like others, since I naturally regenerate with the essence of water in my veins that relieved me with pleasure.  However, water healing is a gift difficult to master.   No other being, but an Ocean Nymph can master water healing.   Even Water Nymphs don’t have that kind of magical skill to use water as a means to heal creation.  Mermaids sometimes mistook us for Gods or Goddess because of our sovereignty over creation and life.  I speculated if that was the reason we were so desired among divinities. 
  Fortunately, the years have passed without extreme regret when I supported the women of the island. Until one particularly calm day when loneliness set in due to a lack of guests for weeks. I wondered if the ladies had become exceptionally adept at protecting themselves against Luna and no longer suffered from injury to come for healing. I felt depressed in the empty space. The hut was now regularly in silence.  My way of life had become distantly quiet with no relationships with others. 
  On a sweltering summer day, the sun was high in the sky, reaching mid-day.  The breeze from the ocean cooled the hut from the moisture, making the air have a musty odor.  Just when I thought the day would be another quiet one in the cove, a young blonde Wood Elf entered my hut.  Her pale green dress and gold seams complemented her emerald eyes that appeared like gems glimmering in the light. She appeared bashful as the wind gusted on the beach, brushing her hair to the side. 
 The fresh scent of salt energized my mood enough to give her a pleasant welcome.   “Hello there. What can I do for you?”  I looked at her neck where there was a deep scar. When Yuna didn’t respond to my question, I realized she had no physical voice. “Oh my…”  I felt a wave of sadness fall over me. “Someone has taken your voice from you.”   I noticed the depression in her eyes.  “It must be hard to not express your thoughts to anyone and to be heard.”  The scar felt old on my fingertips.  Too old for me to heal without it taking years to regenerate the vocal cords back to their original state.   I felt the memory of the power she once had that expelled from her skin. 
  “Can you speak with your mind for me?” I asked her, trying to open her inner voice to communicate. Yuna gazed into my eyes in confusion.  “Just try it… Tell me your name.” Yuna looked as if she was trying to focus on creating words.  “It’s ok if it’s hard at first.” 
  “Mmmm… I’m-Yuuuu…” She tried to think with stress in her speech. “Yuuuunnna.” Her inner voice became clearer for me to hear. “I’m Yuna.” 
  “What a beautiful name, Yuna,” I responded with praise in my tone.  “My name is Amphitrite, but I like to be called Amphis.” 
  “Ammmmphiss.” Yuna tried to pronounce it. 
  “Yes… Amphis.” I was happy as her spirits lifted to a better place.  “I can hear creatures without a physical voice.  Most are telepathic, so I’m familiar with communicating with just telepathy.  As long as you use your inner voice, I can hear you fine.” 
  “Will you help me?” Yuna asked while learning how to use her inner voice with a slight bit of hope in her tone. 
  “I can,” I answered. “However, it will take time for me to regenerate your vocal cords.  The power you had in your voice though…  I felt an essence of magic. May I ask what magic you carried?” 
  She down-cast her eyes. “I…. Did once had… Summoning magic.” 
  “Summoning magic.” I uttered with defeat in my voice.  To restore the essence of that magic was next to impossible. “Summoning magic is a wonderful gift.  It must have made you happy to call upon magical creatures.” 
  “They were all my friends,” Yuna replied with sadness.  “Now I’ll never see them again.” 
  “Yuna, I can help restore your voice in time…. But the magical essence to call for your friends. I don’t know if that will ever return.” 
  “It’s ok.” She had a deep sadness in her tone. “It’s already been a long time.  I’ve already accepted that I won’t be able to summon my friends again. If I can… I just want to speak. I’ll be happy with just that in my life.” She grinned as if she was relieved. “I miss being able to connect with someone.  Thank you for having the ability to hear me.  It’s been forever since I’ve had a conversation with someone.” 
  “Well hopefully over time you will be able to have more conversations with anyone you please.” I stated with confidence. “I will help you.  That I promise.   Now you must see me every so often for healing.  It will take time.  Until you can speak again, which you will. You can come here anytime you’re free, so we can talk.” I sighed in relief. “I have to admit it feels good to have a conversation with someone occasionally.” 
  “It must be lonely being in here on your own.” She gestured to the mood of loneliness in my hut.  “No one comes on this side of the island.  Why are you so far from everyone?” 
  “As much as I’m grateful for the Queen's hospitality and for allowing me to stay, I don’t particularly see Harpys as friends.  I rather keep my distance from the clans and the Queen herself.  I help her, she helps me.  That’s our arrangement nothing more.” 
 “The girls think you are beautiful and kind,” Yuna commented. “They all mentioned how you helped them through tough times.  It was their passing words through the castle that gave me the courage to come here and see you.” She paused, trying to collect her thoughts. “I can understand your perspective on the Queen and the clan.  They are strong and intimidating, but they are all empathetic in their own way to souls like me.  Harpys don’t step on the weak. Neither do they leave innocents to suffer... I am forever grateful to the Queen.  She saved me from my fate, long ago.” 
  “What happen to you?” I asked out of curiosity. 
  “I was once part of the Eastern Wood Elves.  Our tribes reigned in the vast green forests and bamboo trees where dragons were worshipped as spiritual beings in the spirit world.  I loved my home and the creatures of the forest.  We were guardians of nature for the longest time, living in harmony with the Dark Elves who protected us.   My life was different from then.  I was the daughter of a powerful summoner and my gifts surpassed my family lineage.  I could summon dragons from the sky.  Not just one, but many at once.   I was considered then a prodigy and was the apprentice of a master summoner of all the tribes.  All was well back then until the king of our tribe made the mistake of breaking the treaty we had with the Dark Elves for their protection. Our tribe's pride drove them to believe we didn’t need the help of others to prosper. They disregarded that the world was changing exponentially.  The Demon world was growing with the times, becoming more powerful with the feeding and manipulation on man.  All the dark energy that was being created became stronger, and it produced more Demons in the Underworld.  Demons became more powerful with the negative energy that flourished from the suffering. They gained control over hordes and used them to plunder our villages across the land. They killed many skilled Elf warriors. Magic users like me were taken into slavery to serve under a Demon lord.  This was before they made the treaty to stop the destruction caused in all the worlds.  Demons took me to the Underworld to serve under the Sataneo Family.  I was a gift to the son for his birthday.   He had these temptations to hurt his servants.   He tied their limbs, spread them apart and beat them until they bled out to death. With me he didn’t do that.  He used to whisper there are far worse things than physical pain and that I was too beautiful to be given flaws. Because he saw me as a beautiful object I had to be unclothed at all times.  I had to walk in shame before everyone, including the other slaves and their eyes would follow me.  I felt scared every day that someone would one day take advantage, but they never did.  He made sure no one touched me. I assure you, he did nothing to me.  He only enjoyed the tears I shed and the suffering I endured, day after day, wanting to just to have my decency again. I was asked to perform despicable acts in front of everyone, those are forever burnt in my memory.” 
  “What did he order you to do?” I asked. 
  “He had me sit sometimes in the center of the table in front of everyone when he eats, and I had to spread my legs for him, so he could see how beautiful I was.  I became so tired that I didn’t care anymore if I died.  I didn’t know how long it would be before someone would take my chastity.  One night, I summoned an air dragon to help me escape, but he found me before I could call it through the portal.  His dagger stuck into my neck and my magic slipped away at that moment.  Even though I broke the rules, he kept me alive. The blade hit my vocal cord exactly right without killing me.  He didn’t want to lose his beautiful sculpture, but he was ok with leaving one flaw on me. The first time I saw Queen Celaeno she appeared from the shadows.  I saw her but acted like there was no intruder in my master’s chambers.   She came for him that night.   A contract from one of his victims who survived his torture, wanted him to die suffering just as they had to suffer.  I watched the Queen give him a thousand cuts. In his final breath after all the pain; with just one hand she grasped his neck and crushed it.  His soul cracked before my eyes and he shattered like glass on the floor.  It didn’t take long as I watched his body disintegrate into nothing. I felt a sense of justice, watching his existence being ripped away so easily. However, I had the choice then, to stay as a slave or to serve the Dark Queen.  Her eyes compared to most were the gentlest I’ve seen.  She extended her hand that night with care and I knew she would let nothing happen to me ever again.   It didn't matter who or what she was, I grasped that hand and never looked back.” 
 I was in shock, listening to her story. “I’m sorry you went through all those awful experiences,” I mustered up words to react.  I had to find it within myself to not cry for her because the pain of her past struck like a knife in my heart. She’s such a sweet Elven woman. “I’m glad you chose to be here. If the Queen is taking care of you.  I am grateful to her she has helped you find a peaceful life once again. But don’t you wish to find your tribe again and your home?” 
  “This is my home now.” She smiled. “It feels good to share about life with someone. But the past will remain the past.   My home in the eastern forest isn’t who I am anymore.  My family, my tribe, I know they’re all dead.  I will not feel at home, living in another tribe. The Queen has made this a lovely home and has made me feel like I belong even though I don’t have a voice anymore.  Sometimes, I even feel like she knows exactly what I’m thinking deep down.  Like she tries to have me known in her presence.  She trusts me with important tasks, and she allows me to practice magic with her.  Now I am the strongest among her servants.  Almost as strong as Luna.” 
  “Is that so?” I replied with enthusiasm. “Luna sends a lot of the servants for healing. It’s hard to believe someone could ever match her in strength.” 
  “It’s true,” Yuna answered. “She is a very skilled fighter, but not that well against someone with both sword and magical skills.  Only just once, I defeated her in a duel.” 
  “You won a duel against Luna?” I asked, surprised.  “No one defeats Luna the grumpy hound.” 
  “The grumpy hound,” she giggled. “Let me guess, you heard from the other servants. They don’t care too much for Luna’s aggression. But yes, I defeated her.  Doing so earned me the title, left hand of the Queen.” 
  “That’s amazing, to become so strong and become the Queen’s left hand!” 
  “I had a lot of time on my hands, since no one would try to talk to me, so I spent my years training and studying magic. But your magic is like the power of the Goddess.  I’d only wish to have the power the heavens gifted you with.” Yuna bowed her head. “Thank you for agreeing to help. I hope one day you can help me find my true voice again.” 
  I placed my hand on her neck once again I directed the energy of water, circulating in my chest like a whirlpool, spiraling faster and faster.  The water energy flowed through my veins, down my arms and out of my hand, into her neck.   I pushed the energy into her, trying to force the skin to come alive after being dead for so long.   The process took too much energy and soon enough I felt drained and had to pull away. 
  “Well, that’s enough for today,” while moving my hand away.  “Little by little, I will help regenerate the wound to come alive again. Then I can heal it properly.” 
  “It’s actually time for me to head back to the Queen,” Yuna stated. “It’s getting late, and she usually needs me for something by now.”  She smiled at me with appreciation. “I’m not free as often for healing, but I’ll make sure to visit when I am.” 
  “Whenever you’re free it’s fine,” Talking to her made me feel like I no longer had to fake a smile with her presence. “Come by anytime.” 
  “I will,” she replied. “Maybe next time we can talk more.” 
  “Of course.” 
  Yuna exited the hut and strolled down the beach, towards the location of the castle.  She turned back and waved at me in the distance that lifted my heart from the loneliness and sorrows I’d succumbed to earlier. 
  Then I realized there was no more regret, being on this island if I could see a smile like that here in the kingdom of the Harpys. Yuna might end up becoming my only friend here on Sanctuary.  Bye!  I waved back. 
 I looked forward to our friendship. 
 
 CHAPTER XVII 
    
 
 The Mysterious Succubus 
    
 
IT HAS BEEN TWELVE YEARS AND COUNTING since I arrived on the island.  Within that time, I continued treating the women when they needed healing. The other Fairy creatures that flourished in peace in the nearby forest also sought for my aid from time to time.  The creatures kept me busy, and I eventually felt like there was a place for me here. 
  My way of life has been secluded by the serene waters of the cove, and fish would come to visit me every now and again when my feet touched the sea.  Even with the passing days, the island developed into a utopia, and no longer appeared like a prison.  I never knew the woodland and the creatures had created beauty that could only describe it as heavenly when explored. This wondrous isle from corner to corner known as the Dark Queen's kingdom was indeed paradise. 
  Fairies and Pixies glistened in the night on the coastline of the cove.  I would stroll out of my hut and watch them dance in the dark with the glowing, lustrous colors of the rainbow.  At the appropriate occasion, I listened to them sing. However, their voices were too faint for me to understand what they were performing so joyfully in the midnight hour. 
  The water nymphs of the river danced under the full moon, bathing in the moonlight and swaying in the water to a ritual of welcoming the new moon. As the magical night revealed mystical wonders, I constantly wondered why rituals were so beautifully practiced where I had no rituals or traditions as an Oceanic Nymph. One can only confess, my kind had no customs to practice in the occurring changes. We supported the creatures of the ocean for them to flourish through the ages. 
  We helped protect rare species of all ocean kinds and take them into our care. The Gods left behind some extraordinary creatures by the old world such as the Kraken which was a colossal giant squid that resided in the deepest, darkest trenches below the sea.  Its children were half its size and managed to sink ships and bring the sailors down to their mother to feed on. However, my family kept them secluded to one area of the ocean to prevent them from swimming to where they could potentially be hunted. 
  We collected rare species of sharks too that were as big as grown palm trees. Their mouths wide enough to swallow a small whale.  I even discovered before I fled home, a rare giant fish with a cat-like face; its body even vaster than the rare sharks.  It was the sole one of its kind, so I left him locked away in a remote bay on the other side of the world where it grew into a haven for species, nearing extinction. I’m assured they are being well-kept between my siblings. Unlike most in my family, I loved to bend water to create shapes of creatures I’ve seen in my lifetime.  I craved to have an appropriate time with everybody by showing them beasts and sea creatures, splashing around in the air and I loved to devise myths for the Mermaids to enjoy and laugh during dark times. 
  Here on the island it’s much different from home, which was not all fun and games.  I altered the current of the streams to help grow more life on parts of the terrain that had become barren.  When rain hadn’t occurred in months, I would help carry the water to shower on the dry spots of the trees where the Fairies and Pixies took shelter in the forest.  The trees rehydrated and produced flowers for the Pixies to camouflage in, and they could grow an abundance of food for the animals and themselves to survive. 
  All the creatures and Yuna had become my friends on the island and made it seem less lonesome. Although, there was something missing in the core of my soul. A flare that wasn’t there yet. I missed true connection of a companion worthy of my love. 
 Yuna visited me a few times a month for a brief moment, but those occasions were like a whiff of fresh air.  I struggled to make the most by opening up to her about subjects that plagued my thoughts in the solitude. She was always encouraging and gave guidance about dealing with my hardships head-on, so I could recover my passion for existence once again. I would find love. My Elven friend was unquestionably as sensible as an owl with her compassionate nature and she was right. If I reside on this island forever, I’ll never discover the happiness I yearned for. 
  I had a lot on my mind being surrounded by sheer beauty.  While living in the cove, I never grew tired of the oceans salty aroma, flowing in the breeze near the beach. Every morning, I laid out in the water just to reflect on my life.  Most of the time, I used the peace to clear my mind.  I lavished in the warmth of the sun, tanning my bare skin and the sounds became silent with my ears submerged under water.  Just listening to the silence when there was no ocean life around made it peaceful to my racing thoughts.  I felt the current shift from cold to warm and it relaxed my body as I floated on the surface like driftwood, letting myself go further into the sea. 
  Suddenly, within the silence, I heard Yuna calling out in my mind.   I jolted upward and saw her standing on the beach in distress.  I rushed back to the shore to see what was wrong, since she was panting and clasping her chest.   Her face flushed pink and her skin appeared oilier than normal. 
  I grasped her arm to move it away from her chest.  As my fingers touched her fair skin, I realized she was burning up and her heart was racing.   She kept saying in my mind. “It hurts.  The feeling won’t pass.”  She didn't need to explain more, I already understood that she was in heat.   I sent water into her body, which cooled her down.  Then I remembered Wood Elves were extremely sensitive and their emotions are heightened when they are in a state of pleasure, so I dragged her into the water. 
  “You need to focus your mind on the water.” I wrapped my arms around her as her body shivered against mine.  I placed my hand on her abdomen and sent more energy through her body to cool her down. Her heart regulated as it beat against my chest.  “It will stop soon.” 
  Yuna gasped to get control over herself. “The smell.” She tried to tell me. “I couldn’t resist the smell of her pheromones.” 
  I listened to her words, wondering. “Just keep breathing and focusing on the water. What you were exposed to will be gone soon.  The water is washing it away.” Her heartbeat became faint and her body relaxed in my arms.  “Are you feeling more in control now?” 
  “Yes,” she tried to catch her breath. “I think I can handle myself now.” She stood to her feet, trying not to tip over from the passing waves.  “Thank you.  I feel much better.” 
  We walked back to my hut where she sat on my bed in her wet clothes, flushed from exhaustion. 
  “Sorry,” She apologized for wetting the blankets. “I’m normally not like this.” 
  “I can see,” I answered. “What made you react like this? Did your Queen grant asylum to a Succubus?” 
  Yuna’s eyes widen with shock and she kept silent. 
  “The only creature that can arouse a victim to this extent is an Incubus or a Succubus.” She shifted her eyes aside from mine. “I recognize the effects.  Rapid pulse. Irregular oily skin. Excessive body heat.  These are all symptoms of a Succubus pheromone.” She kept her silence under my suspicions that led me to conclude she fell victim to a Succubus.  However, I didn’t understand the secrecy.  “Well, if that was the situation, I thought your Queen didn’t harbor creatures from the Demon realm.” 
 “You can’t detect her, can you? You are not affected by pheromones and such smells.” Yuna responded. “Wood Elves can smell too well for our own good.  Her smell is more obvious.  But she is unaware, and she hasn’t matured yet. Even so, it took every ounce of energy to walk away and not go running back for more. The effects are strong.” 
  “A mature Succubus will cause problems in your Queen’s house. Why would she even take one in, knowing it will cause her trouble?” 
  “This one is special to her.” She answered vaguely. “If you can please do me a favor and null my senses, it would be an immense help.  I have to be around her most of the time. So, I don’t want to end up losing my composure again and seduce that young girl.” 
  “Sure, I’ll help you,” I replied. “There is no way I would let you suffer like this.  It must have been hard to resist the temptation but thank the ninth heavens you did.  I want nothing to happen to you. A Succubus can kill its victims when they drain too much of the life force out of them.  Not only that, I heard their scent can overwhelm a Wood creature like you. They easily fall prey to the smell just as the mundane.  I still don’t understand what’s going on, but you will need to stay at a distance from her until I can have something made, to block the strong scent. Are the other girls doing ok?” 
  “They are not so affected by it yet, so they are fine for now,” she answered. 
  “That’s a relief,” I huffed while trying to wipe Yuna’s face with a cloth. “They are lucky for now.  Once the girl matures into a Succubus, it will be impossible to resist the temptation.  They will lose their minds to the alluring pheromones. It’s fortunate for me I do not fall into such subjection.” 
  “You are fortunate.” 
  “It’s good, but it’s also bad, because I can’t sense them.  They appear as ordinary beings.  I never knew such creatures existed until I heard the stories of all the victims being seduced in the night and dying in the bliss.  They all die in a state of ecstasy.” 
  Yuna giggled. “At least they were not sad when they went.” 
  “I guess you’re right,” I formed a devious grin. “Still, I can’t help but feel sad that all the victims will never live out their lives.   Someone cuts it short based on the hunger of a creature. It must be hard on you to see another Demon again after for so long.” 
  “I’m not bothered by it,” she sighed. “The girl seems too innocent and helpless to be something as evil as the master I served. She shows no sign of evil within her. It makes me believe now that not all Demons have bad intentions. She is scared though and feels lonely since she arrived.  The Mistress had the hound bring her here last full moon ago.” 
  “Sounds kind of familiar.” I was empathetic towards the girl she talked about. “She will learn to find her place on this island.  It becomes less lonely when you see the beauty that exists here.” 
  “She will be training with Luna soon.” Yuna interrupted with agitation. “I don’t know what the beauty she will see after a day with her.” 
  “She hasn’t been in training yet?” I asked. 
  “She can’t for now,” she answered. “She’s still recovering from her injuries.” 
  “Well, you can bring her here.” I was curious why an injured girl wasn’t brought for healing. “What injuries did she suffer?” 
  “I’m sorry,” she apologized with her head bowed. “The Queen wants no one to see her for now. She is healing fine though.” 
  “Are you sure?” I asked, feeling like she was hiding something important about this girl. And why does the Queen not want anyone else to know about her? 
 “It was just a rough fall, nothing to be concerned over,” she answered vague yet again. 
  “I see, so she will remain in her condition until the Queen sees fit,” I had a tinge of rage in my speech. 
  “The Queen only wants the best for her right now,” she stated. “The girl is under my care until she’s well.  I’ve made sure she is not in any severe pain.  I understand after all these years, you still hate the Queen, but she will not harm this girl.  She has been through so much.  If only you knew what my mistress had to endure.” 
  “I don’t know the Queen or her secrets,” I answered. “I wish I did. Maybe I’d see her less than the cold, dark-hearted woman she is and more of someone worthy of my empathy.” 
  It’s not my place to talk about the Queen’s secrets and the sacrifices she had to make.  But I promise you, she is good to the girl and everyone who serves under her.  Someday, you'll understand that not everyone is what they seem. Someone’s judgement can cloud good intentions based on misleading information.” 
  “I understand," I responded with a calm tone.  “I will try my best to see the Queen as you see her. Hopefully, the Succubus will become well again and not become so savagely beaten by Luna. I’m sure I’ll meet the girl, eventually.” 
  “Thank You,” she had a look of a relief when I didn’t pursue further. 
  “I will make a request to the mermaids to bring me a few things. I can make a charm for you to wear at all times, especially around the girl.  But for now, just keep your distance and you should be fine.” 
  “Thank you so much,” she responded with appreciation. “This means a lot.  I’ll pay you back one day for all of your help.” 
  “I will say it again,” I replied. “You don’t owe me anything.  It’s my pleasure to help. Just make sure the girl is ok.  Even though she’s a Demon, she deserves to be treated with care if she’s gravely injured.  If her condition worsens or you see anything out of the ordinary… Any sign of illness bring her straight here or send for me.  I assure you, when the object is done, I’ll have a Fairy send it right over.” 
  Yuna stood back onto her feet and wrapped her slender arms around me in a tight squeeze. 
  “You are a good friend.” 
  Then she left my hut to walk back to the Dark Queen’s castle, so I couldn't help but to sigh in relief when she was in the distance.   The sensation of her in heat was like a rush so familiar I've forgotten what it felt like to be connected in a way where I can touch their soul and more.  Unlike this... A Succubus. I'm curious about the new girl being a sex Demon.  Oh, the ninth heavens, of all creatures to be brought to this island, it had to be a Succubus. I wondered what it would be like to encounter one. I’ve always known them to be irresistible, yet I’ve never met a demonic creature before.  It might entice me to meet one. To touch a creature that has the ability to give pleasure beyond what my body can comprehend.  What would it feel like to be touched by one?  Why was I so curious about a girl I haven’t even met?   Now for certain I wanted to meet this mysterious girl the Queen has kept in secrecy. 
 
 CHAPTER XVIII 
 
 Old Friends 
 
IT HAD BEEN DAYS LATER SINCE I SENT WORD to my friends back home for their assistance. What I needed to acquire to help Yuna with her dilemma was in the collection of the Mermaids’ prized treasures. Mermaids were scavengers that collected many items from wrecked ships, and they traveled to various parts of the sea where many wouldn’t dare to wander for unique objects. 
  There was one particular treasure within their possession I required helping dull Yuna’s senses. The Mer-tribe that carried the specific item, I knew them well, so I sent word to an old childhood friend about two sunsets ago. It had been a long time since I delivered any messages by Dolphin, but I needed my devoted friend to help me gain the item from his family collection. 
  It had been days, and I awaited on the coastline of the cove at high noon, wandering in the scorched sand bare footed.  The searing hot grains roasted the bottoms of my feet while I listened to the sound of the sea.  I reveled in the warmth of the sunlight on my skin.  The breeze swept through my hair, refreshing my body from the steam that rose from the ground. 
  Suddenly, the wind carried sounds of a sea creature, swimming into the confines of the cove.  It was a familiar shout which turned out to be a male’s voice.  Then I identified it as my old-time friend who had finally showed up. 
  A Merman appeared in the distance of the seashore and approached the shallow area near the beach. He paddled closer while his sapphire eyes captured mine.   He differed from what I recalled. His chest had broadened and become slimmer, and his hair had become blonde and red like a fire that glimmered in the sunlight.   His chin had sculpted out, which was a handsome, strong and desirable trait in the Mer community. He had a bunch of black tribal tattoos than I remembered that contrasted with his brownish skin.  The designs had stretched across his rib cage and arms that appeared like a body armor on his skin. 
  My eyes seized his in excitement. “Manee!” I greeted him with delight. “I’ve missed you.”  I enclosed my arms around him in a bear hug as our bodies collided with each other in the water; splashing the surface like children once again. 
  He gripped me thoroughly in his broad, slender arms. “Amphis.” Manee squeezed and boosted me in the air like I weighed nothing. “You look ravishing as ever, Ocean Goddess. How have you been all this time?” 
  He eventually dropped me from his powerful grip, and I could feel my lungs less constricted to exhale a response. “I’ve been well, Manatee.” I jabbed him in the arm enthusiastically. “Long time no see. When were you going to visit me?” I smacked him again. “I strictly remember you saying ‘Oh Ocean Goddess, I’ll visit you as soon as I can.  I miss you. Love you,’ that kind of Merman blabber.” 
  “Oh my, the ninth heavens...  It has been the worst back home,” he affirmed with truthfulness.  “That blunder-head of a Sea God has caused so much trouble, bothering everyone about you.  I was too nervous to see you, assuming he would follow me just to find you. That God is determined.  But he is nevertheless as handsome as ever.” He batted his eyes in a naughty thought. 
  “It’s ok.” I sympathized with him and his erotic thoughts towards Poseidon. “I understand that your mind can’t help, but to have dirty thoughts about that God who has taken away my life.  But that’s ok… I still love you, anyway.” 
  “Praise you my dear Ocean Goddess.  I love you too as well,” he countered with sarcasm by bowing his head like I was royalty. “I’ve missed you.” 
  “I do accept the reasons why you haven’t visited so long. But he literally can’t set foot here.  This is Harpy territory, which is the reason why I’ve remained concealed from him for so long.  No one is allowed on this island without acceptance from the Dark Queen.” 
 His mouth widens in a lively shock. “Oh my… Am I in trouble then?” 
  I snickered. “Well you are not on the island, silly Merman,” I played into his spirit. “Your tail is still in the water, so you’re not entirely on the isle. No harm, no foul.” 
  “Fantastic,” he reacted with a grin that melted my soul to look at his usual face. 
  “I’ve missed you so much.  You have no idea how wonderful it is to see you after so long.” 
  “Well, my Ocean Goddess, I’ve missed you immensely,” He sobbed in depression. “When are you planning to come home? Your friends and family miss you.” 
  “Never,” I emitted a fierce tone from the fury erupting in my heart.  “I can never come home. Not as long as he still wishes me to be his bride.  I can’t escape here.” 
  “Ugh… I wish he would meet someone else to torment with his suave charm and rubbish,” he expressed. “He is a spike in my fin.  It’s annoying as ever, and my trouble is he’s awfully damn gorgeous for me to loathe. But I condemn that he’s blocking you from us and your home.   He certainly needs to find some new beautiful fair-haired creature as swiftly as possible, so he can forget about you.” 
  “It’s easier said than done,” I answered while giggling at his pouting face. “Once he fixes his mind on something, it’s complicated to de-sway him.  He’s just stubborn and does what he wants with whoever he wants.” 
  “Amphis… I love you with my heart and soul,” he heaved a sigh again, out of discontent. “You deserve better than this.  You’re putting your life on hold over this foolishness.   He doesn’t deserve you.  You should refuse him by whacking him in the head with his own trident.” 
  “Oh Manee. I love you too,” I acknowledged with a soft empathetic manner. “I love and miss you all at home.  I do miss my family and the privilege to swim the seas as I used to, but I’m really doing great here.  This island has turned into my other home in a sense.” 
  “But you’re all alone here,” he rebutted with doubt. “You dare to state that even though you live in the kingdom of the Dark Queen.” 
  “Manatee,” I hugged him.  “I’m doing ok. I’ve grown to appreciate it here. It has been harmonious, and the creatures are nice.  I’ve been supporting them a lot, so it has made me feel needed… At least for a while and I’ve made one friend my entire time here.” 
  His curious eyes widened. “A new friend, oh my…” He batted his eyelashes at me. “Is this a special friend?” He grinned deviously, considering my new friend was a new suitor. 
  “Stop that dirty mind from progressing any further,” I pleaded. “She’s just a decent friend.  She’s indeed the reason I summoned you here.  Did you bring the necklace?” 
  “Yes ma’am.” He reached out his palm to reveal a silver locket with a slim silver string.  The face of the locket had a turquoise stone, and the rear had the Egyptian eye of Horus engraved into the silver. He slipped it into my hand, and I let it rotate in the light to glimpse at its beauty. 
  “Thank you,” I kept glancing at it in the sunlight. 
  “What did you need this ancient thing for,” he asked out of curiosity. “It wasn’t simple, talking my father into parting with it.” 
  “I need to use it and create a remedy to block out my friend’s senses.  She has been going through a troublesome time with her sense of smell lately.” 
  “What race is she that she can’t deal with her own senses?” He demanded to know more. 
  “She’s an Eastern Wood Elf,” I revealed. “Does that satisfy your curiosity? She’s quite cute to be honest.” 
 “Aww… No wonder,” Manee responded, realizing that Wood Elves are a charming race. “They have a sharp sense of smell and you are right… They’re so lovable even though they have a fiery temper.  They’re too prideful of creatures to accept adoring compliments… Wait… Why is she having trouble in the first place? A Wood Elf never loses control over their heightened senses.” 
  “Turns out the Dark Queen’s new stray is a Succubus.” 
  “Oh, the ninth heavens!” His mouth dropped open. “I thought Harpys hated Demon creatures with a passion.” 
  “Sworn enemies is a better word,” I interrupted. “Well… Not this one I guess,” I surrendered myself to my curiosity and fell into a deep thought about the mysterious Succubus. 
  “Have you met it?” He asked right away after seeing my expression. 
  “No,” I answered blatantly. “No, I haven’t met her yet.  I don’t even know what they look like or what to expect if I meet one.” 
  “I know what they are,” Manee paused.  “They are beautiful girls, but their personalities are ugly.  Stay away from them.  A Succubus is not one to associate with.” 
  “Now that’s just plain cruel,” I replied, feeling not too pleased with his judgmental reaction. “All creatures shouldn’t be judged so harshly.” 
  “They are Demons that seduce and kill their prey!” 
  “And are you any better?” I had an anger in my tone. “Seducing sailors to their doom in the dark abyss and draining the life out of them.” 
  “You know we do it to live,” he tried to separate himself from the idea he is just like a Succubus, but with fins and gills. “We can’t help that our source of living is to drain the life of another.” 
  “Just as a Succubus needs to drain a life to live. You both can’t help being who you are or your source of survival.  A Succubus does not differ from you or any other creature from the Underworld that has to feed off a life.” 
  “Oh, the ninth heavens, Ocean Goddess. You sure love your creatures from the Underworld.” 
  “Excuse me,” I responded in surprise. 
  “I bet you would compare me with a vampire because of how charming I am.” He winked. “You have so much empathy for the darker creatures that roam in the night.  Before you know it, you will say how much you love Harpys and that they are just misunderstood creatures.” 
  “Oh, now you are just mocking me as always.” 
  “This is to be true,” he softened his tone. “You have too big of a heart to deny it.” 
  “I will say this for the last time,” I stated. “Let it sink in. I have no empathy for a Harpy.  The Queen and her family are cursed creatures made to be who they are by the decree of selfish Gods who wanted to sway the scales in the immortal world.  They're only dark hearted creatures with no sense of purpose to exist.  Hades gave them the will to choose not to kill or act on the bidding of others, yet they spill blood regardless.  They can choose not to wreak havoc or torment, but no! They do it all with no remorse towards their actions. It’s not like they need to do it to survive.  They are as strong as a God, but they do it anyway.  So—No—I have no empathy or love for them. Not now… Not ever.” 
  “You speak all this hate towards Harpys, but you would show empathy for a Demon,” he stated. “You confuse me. I think you have a deep fascination for the dark my blind friend.” 
  “Ugh… What makes you believe such a thing?” I asked while rolling my eyes, feeling annoyed. 
  “Because I can obviously see it intrigues you about a Succubus, being on this island,” he answered. “You are my best friend. I know when you are excited about something.  Ever since we were kids, something has drawn you to the stories of dark creatures.  You wanted to learn about them as if they fascinated you.  You were too curious about their kind; Vampires, Werewolves, Dark Elves, the Demon world.  Sometimes it feels like your soul is searching for something. That’s why I’m surprised that you dislike Harpys. I only say this because they are part of the shadowy world you enjoy learning about.  Sometimes, I suspect that maybe it’s the opposite with how you feel for the Harpys. Maybe you admire them.” 
 “Ugh,” I sighed. “You are annoying, you know?” 
  “That I do, Ocean Goddess,” Manee replied. “That I do.” 
  “You should come visit more often,” I changed the subject.  “It’s been awhile since I had disagreed with someone.  Now I have this necklace, I can help Yuna.” 
  “Oh, Yuna is her name?” He winked. 
  “Stop-it.” I snickered.  “You are so annoying.” 
  “Come on… If she’s cute you should try to court her,” he suggested with a large grin on his face. 
  “She is beautiful, and she's sweet, but my heart doesn’t feel that way about her,” I answered. “I enjoy her as my friend.  And she is remarkably loyal to her word.  I need a friend more than a lover right now.” 
  “Now more than ever is the best time to find love,” he responded. “You are a gorgeous woman, who deserves to receive love just like anyone else in this world.” 
  “You and I share very different opinions on love.” I swayed off into the water with the waves. “Manee, I’m at a point where I don't want to search for romance and love.  The only desire I have is to find myself within these circumstances. My soul has pondered about the idea of love versus lust. Did I feel entirely lust for my lovers or did I feel love?  Either way I’m tired of being used because of my beauty. Poseidon sees me as a figure to lust over.   Beauty has deceived me so many times in my romances just because of attention.  For the first time in my life, it has felt good not being deceived by lovers and being caught up in the scheme of things that is drama.” 
  “Just because you had a few deceitful experiences doesn’t mean it’s the end,” he tried to console me. “How much do you want to wager you will fall madly in love with someone in the future?” 
  “In the future you say—I highly doubt that,” I answered. “Any way it's a lost cause because I’m not even trying to look. I don’t feel like it.” 
  “Oh Amphis… You are as dried up as the sand you live on,” he sighed, like I was too stubborn. “Soon enough you will be back to your old passionate self.” 
  “I’m not counting my luck on that just yet,” I exhaled feeling a wave of sadness drift over me.  “For now, I’ll just help the creatures on this island and enjoy the time away from the pig-headed Sea God. But it has been pleasant seeing you.  You should visit again soon.  I have to get this necklace ready for Yuna.” 
  “Well I hope it helps her feel better,” he commented. “I’m glad you have made a friend and who helps you feel at ease here.” He gave me a gentle hug this time. “Send for me anytime and I’ll come, ok.” 
  “Thank you again,” I cried. “You should get going before your father worries.” His arms released, and he drifted out to sea. 
  “I’ll see you soon, Ocean Goddess.” Manee waved his hand. “Farewell!” 
  “Farewell.” I waved back, and I watched him dive into the ocean current and disappeared. 
  I strolled back onto shore and entered my hut.  Jars of herbs were on my table from when I collected them around the island the other day.   I mixed lavender and chamomile to mask the odor of the other deathly herbs I had to mix in my hand.  I rolled it in the palms of my hand, pressing back and forth until the oils released. This was the old way of mixing, I learned from the Sorceresses from the west before they broke off into Covens’ of witches. 
  Once the mix was complete, I stuffed it inside the silver locket and sealed it shut. It was finally complete, and its aroma was delightful enough for a Succubus not to notice. After it was done, I called a Fairy into the hut. 
 A purple Fairy approached me with her wings, flapping like a dragonfly; glittering in the light. She levitated near my face where I could see the iris of her eyes were purple and she had no garments, so I could see that Fairies carried the same body characteristics of a woman. 
  “Hey there,” I greeted the Fairy. “Can you do me a favor and bring this to Yuna? She’s in the Dark Queen’s castle.” 
  She used her inner voice to speak.  “Yes-yes. I’ll bring it to her.  She’s that Wood Elf, right?” 
  “Yes, she is,” I answered. “She has blonde hair and wears green garments just like the traditional Elves.”  I handed the locket over to the Fairy where she held it by the thin silver chain. “Thank you,” I said as she flew out of my hut and into the sky. When she fluttered in the distance, I felt accomplished by helping my new friend, and I still had a smile on my face for seeing Manee again and listening to his sarcasm.  Then I thought again about what he explained about my fascination with dark creatures. He was right.  I'm curious about the Succubus; however, I'd hope the necklace works for Yuna’s sake, because the alluring power of a sex Demon can be irresistible. 
 
 CHAPTER XIX 
 
 Solitary One 
 
IT HAD BEEN DAYS SINCE MANEE DELIVERED the necklace.  The visions of our long-time reunion had awarded me a thought of optimism to go longer without the recurring sense of solitude, disturbing my tranquility in the cove. I soared in absolute joy, knowing he would show up if I pleaded. Our discussions are always entertaining, and he gives simplicity to my complex life. 
  While my thoughts preoccupied me, I noticed something flying near. A blue Fairy flew through the open door into my hut with a small roll of parchment.  Its wings shone with sparkling shades of radiant blue and buzzed near my face like a dragonfly to give me the role, about the length of my index finger. I unrolled it to discover it was written in Yuna’s handwriting. 
  The message was just a thank you note for all the help I had given, and the necklace worked so effectively she could serve the Queen as her normal self once again. It also read she admired the scent of the herbs and the strength of the enchantment placed on the necklace was powerful enough to help her resist the pheromones of the Succubus. Now she could be around the girl like before and support her through the transition on the island.  I felt accomplished after reading her comments; yet, it calmed me that she wasn’t suffering anymore. 
  When I found out about the Succubus, I have noticed no one particular on the island while venturing closer to the Queen's castle by the rock arch.  The sun had reached high in the sky and the ocean air had stormed in heavier than normal. As I listened, a whisper in the water called out near the coastline where the waves curled over the shore.  The speech sounded dull in the wind, but I could detect its direction. 
  “Over here!” It carried a feminine tone, guiding me to the edge of the water. 
  The waves dashed against my ankles and my feet sunk into the sand, making it challenging to roam.  Then I realized the terrain was extremely loose where I stood, so I crouched close to the water and the waves lifted up my skirt, soaking it. Meanwhile particles of water sprayed on my chest and tickled as it dripped down my breasts, causing it to feel refreshing with the cool breeze, brushing against my bare skin. 
  I proceeded to explore and was advised by the mysterious voice. “Over here! You’re getting closer.” 
  Once I discovered the spot, I reached my fist into the water and touched the wet grains against my fingertips.  There wasn't anything at first, so I burrowed further, until I noticed a solid object, with a rippled surface. When I manage to get my palm around it, I gripped tighter and plucked it out. Then I recognized it was a clam that had been calling out all this time.  I gazed at it, trying to figure out what it needed. 
  “I have a gift for you,” The clam spoke back as it opened its shell and exposed a genuine pearl. “Many seek the pearls of my kind, but now I grant you this, because you are the most beautiful Goddess on this island.” 
  The kindness of the creatures on Sanctuary genuinely moved me.  “Thank you,” I acknowledged with gratitude. I picked up the sparkling green, purple and white pearl into my free hand.  The shell of the clam closed up once again, and I buried him back underneath the sand. 
  Suddenly, I had an odd sense in my heart that someone was observing me.  My head twisted towards the beach to find a figure, laying on the sand in the distance.  It was a young girl, gazing at me with a bewildered look on her slender face.  Her hair black as the night, her skin was fair and looked pale as if she wasn’t from the south. Perhaps she’s a northerner. 
  I rose to my feet and a burst of wind brushed strands of my curly locks in my face, which obscured my view of the girl. I needed to get closer to her.  She didn’t appear to be like the usual servants I’ve come upon. So, I pushed my hair aside and made my way towards her. 
 Her rosy cheeks appeared flushed from the hot weather and her pink lips tilted open as I drew closer.  She gave me the notion she might be shy or maybe surprised since I wasn’t covered. Perhaps she’s not used to meeting someone in the nude before, based on how she was glaring at me.  This is unpleasant, but I’m keen on knowing who she is. 
  Why is she staring at me with those sharp eyes?  Is she this disturbed by my presence?  Her hazel eyes became fuller in a daze and it glistened hints of gold I thought looked charming with the contrast of her long black lashes.  As I gazed hard into those eyes, I recognized there lied innocence I would encounter in an adolescent, and the sorrow behind those eyes masked a purity inside her spirit that hasn’t had enough understanding. She was nevertheless a child by her expressions and undoubtedly hadn’t matured yet based on how she acted by not speaking a word. 
  Then I realized her cheek wasn’t flushed from the heat, it was wounded.  She had brutal marks and bruises all over her body that made it look like she had been in a battle with someone much stronger than her. This was Luna’s handy work, I was sure of it after speculating about it for a minute.  Which meant this adolescent is going through training? 
  Was she the new servant in training that Yuna was talking about? The Succubus?  This young innocent girl a sex Demon?  That’s impossible… She doesn’t fit the vision of what I studied from my mentors and all the frightening tales of them coming for you in your dreams, thus turning it into nightmares.  It can’t be… I thought they were more flirtatious and had influence on their style.  This upset my ideology of a Demon if this young woman is the Succubus that Yuna had mentioned. 
  I so wanted to give in to my interest and ask her matter-of-factly if she was a Demon. But instead, I greeted her as friendly as conceivable. She was silent though and proceeded to gawk at me.  By all the batters on her torso, it looked like she was in a lot of grief.  I wonder if she will be ok with me healing her or will she react badly if I touched her?  I should just do it.  It looks like she could use relief even though she was being utterly rude by not answering. I asked if it was ok to touch her, before she became panicky, I reassured her I was a healer.  After specifying that she was rude, she eventually answered, but remained reserved. 
  While caressing her to initiate the healing process, I noticed how silky her skin was. She didn’t seem like the fighter type with hardly any firm muscles.  The running water traveled through my hands into her torso where I sensed the essence of her soul unite with mine.  It was an unnatural experience as I noticed my body reacting to hers.  I saw in my mind all the fractures in her body clear as the sea. My soul connected stronger to hers and I could sense her emotions in my heart, which was heartbroken and lonely for such an early age. What has this girl been through to endure so much anguish?  All the loneliness in her heart matched with mine.  She reminded me of me. 
  I could feel her mind and body relax to my touch.  The blissful smile on her face was of someone that has never experienced water healing before.  She let herself collapse into a deep high, and I could tell she had scars from an early injury, but it was new enough to regenerate and restore. However, the darkness that established its presence inside her soul drove me into concern.  It was like a small seed sprouting roots in her energy field.   I’ve never known such a thing in anybody before, but I could only foresee it of a Demon. 
  The young girl was insecure with herself as we finally spoke. We introduced ourselves and her name was a peculiar one, Alphard, the solitary one.  She was as gorgeous as a star burning in the night sky. One of those stars I wished upon to make my dreams come true.   Her delicate appearance was compassionate by nature and exhibited no signs of the demonic creature it bred her to be. She created a smile radiant as the sun when I showed her the beauty of the sea with my gifts.  I wondered if she knew how beautiful she was when I caught her catching long glances at me.  She made me feel strange with her expression as if I was a treasure she had finally found.  I could still feel her essence inside me like something linked us, heart and soul. This has never happened before.  The connection between us was strong, and I wondered if she noticed the bond. 
 It was brief, our time together, and we parted ways to our separate worlds. Her world was in the Dark Queen's castle, mine was in the cove.  It was nice meeting Alphard even though she was a Demon.  I still don’t understand why the Queen took her in. The center of her pain doesn’t come from the outside world, she seemed troubled by being here, so why was she brought here in the first place? I can tell that she didn’t feel free. 
  The youth of her innocence intrigued me as she visited the cove for the first time, and her injuries were far worse than yesterday’s bruises. Blood ran from her lips from being hit.  This girl didn’t have an ounce of power to fight strength on strength with Luna.   She was weaker compared to the other servants of the Queen with her thin arms and gentle glances as her eyes met mine. She has the potential to be stronger if only she wasn’t still mortal; and if she matured into a Succubus, her strength would double since she would also inherit the powers of a Demon. 
  Then after a while with Alphard, I realized she knew nothing about herself.  I could tell by every visit by the confusion in her eyes.  She was a curious girl, but she loved the isolation of my hut and the quiet beach. Her company made the days interesting again, and I looked forward to her visits every day.  However, the injuries from Luna seemed to get worse, so I tried to encourage her to become stronger and offered a reward to take her swimming out to sea.  Alphard was excited about the idea of it after she heard my stories of diving into the depths without surfacing for air.  I’d describe life under the sea and the creatures that swam with me on my journeys; the dolphins, sharks, Mer-people.  She was wide-eyed by all my adventures. 
  It was hard to get a word about her life.  I wanted her to open-up more, but it never happened. As much as I wanted to get to know her, it was an irritating challenge, which reminded me of how much I desired to see my home again, with the same frustration. Her vague answers made her even more mysterious, like a puzzle I wanted to piece together to answer my yearning questions about her life.  I desired to know more, but even Yuna never mentioned a word about her.  It was strange that they kept this young girl in silence around the kingdom.  It was frustrating to seek anything about the girl known as the Solitary One.  Even the Fairies, Pixies, and Nymphs didn’t have information to give about her. 
  Manee had surprised me with a visit one day, while I was at a breaking point, letting my aggression out by lifting the water with my power and swiping it to the side. 
  “WHOA THERE!”  He ducked under the water as the waves crashed by. “Don’t kill me, Ocean Goddess.” 
  “The ninth heavens… Manee!” I shouted in shock.  “I’m sorry.” 
  “Someone has too much frustration,” he stated. “There was a lot of tension in those waves.” 
  “Sorry,” I expressed again more apologetically with a face of utter annoyance. “I have things lingering on my mind lately.” 
  “Then I came at the right time,” he chuckled. “What has been going on? This is the first time I’ve seen you this flustered and ready to split the sea.” 
  “Split the sea… Ugh. I want to just drown in a whirlpool for a while until my mind stirs up.” 
  “That bad huh?” He became concerned. “So, it’s your mind that’s the issue?” 
  “Not really… I’m just trying to figure things out.” 
  “You know I have well opened ears,” he pointed at the hole in his ear.  “These are superb for listening and solving problems.” 
  “You know I’ve seen the Succubus,” I confessed.  “I met her.” 
  His eyes widen in amazement.  “Did you now? Thank the ninth heavens, you have met someone in your fantasy. Is she devious like they say in the stories? Do they live up to the expectation as seductive predators? Has she tried to seduce and devour you?” 
 I paused in silence. 
  “Give me all the dirty details,” he requested with eagerness. 
  “She’s not like I expected, to be honest,” I finally replied. “It’s actually quite the opposite. She’s still young and innocent.  Her presence has no demonic intent, she’s fragile and sweet.  I’ve grown to think not all Demons are born evil, just conditioned that way as they experience more.” 
  “You like her, don’t you?” He concluded. 
  “I feel protective of her,” I answered. 
  “No… You like her.  I know that look and that tone you use.  You are feeling something for that Demon girl.” 
  “She’s only a child, and is too sweet natured for the Dark Queen,” I avoided the question. 
  “But she is the one that’s on your mind right now,” he pointed out. “Your frustrations are over her. She is something to you!” 
  “I’m being a friend to her, that’s something.” 
  “No… You're hiding behind that,” he retorted.  “You are attracted to her. How old is she anyway? 
  “About fifteen to sixteen years of age,” I answered. “She is too young.” 
  “No, she’s not,” he had an appalled expression. “She’s the right age.” 
  “I’m an immortal and about hundred years passed her age.” I nodded. “No thank you. I will not even swim in that direction.” 
  “Oh, Ocean Goddess, something is different about you. I can feel it.  Your energy has changed and has become brighter than usual.” 
  “Now that you mention it, I have been feeling different lately,” I answered.  “It’s actually the source of my problem.  It has locked me into this connective bond with the girl.  The day I healed her, a strange alignment happened with both of our energies.  Like our souls attached. Now, I can feel her inside me… Her emotions, how she’s physically feeling being beaten every day. It’s all devastating.  I just don’t understand what’s going on.  Not to mention she's conservative, so I can’t relate any of her feelings to something real.  It’s frustrating not knowing what a person is thinking, but you can feel their torment.” 
  “So, she won’t become intimate with you,” he asked with even more excitement in his eyes. 
  “She doesn’t trust me enough to tell me her thoughts even though I’ve become her friend, but I help her anyway I can.” 
  “I’m sorry you’re in this much of a conundrum,” he replied. “She’s obviously reserved and probably with good reason.  But about your link… You won’t be able to break it if you wanted to.” 
  “What do you mean?” I asked. 
  “It’s rare for a connection to come that quickly and stay.  You two have found each other after all this time.” He giggled 
  “You’re speaking in riddles.” 
  “Twin souls, Ocean Goddess, I’m talking about twin souls. She is truly your polar opposite.” He dazed into a deep thought and had an enlighten look.  “It makes sense why you were drawn to the dark side. Your twin was there all this time. That explains your fascination with Succubi and Demons.” 
  “Now be serious,” I said. “I don’t want to resort to that conclusion, because we both know the downside.” 
  “Why… It explains the bond and the reason you feel the need to be friends with her. But how long are you going to resist the temptation?” 
  “What are you referring to now?” I rolled my eyes in annoyance. 
  “You will fall in love with her,” he stated, knowing the truth. “It’s just going to get worse the longer you’re around each other.  I don’t think she will resist either.” 
  “But I don’t think she feels the link the same way.” 
  “Oh yes she does,” he interrupted. “She’s most likely just as confused as you are.” 
 “Now you’re giving your support to a Demon girl.  Who would have thought?” 
  “You were right,” Manee admitted he was wrong about the integrity of a Succubus.  “If she’s really that innocent as you described, then maybe she’s someone worthy of your friendship.” 
  I laughed.  “Yeah, I just have to get her to open up more.” 
  “Just have patience with her,” he stated. “She will share when she’s good and ready. Can you tell me what you know about her?” 
  “It’s not much,” I answered. “They brought her here from the Norse territory.  Her name is Alphard, and the Queen separated her from her family.  It turns out her mother is, Frigga, the north goddess.  Her brothers are Thor and Loki. 
  “Oh, the ninth heavens!” Manee looked flustered.  “Her fine-looking brother is Thor.  That strong handsome devil of a man… ugh, luck never finds me with all the delicious Gods.” 
  “Your luck has nothing to do with it,” I ran my fingers through his hair. “The hunger in your eyes sends them running.” 
  “Ha-ha, hilarious.  What’s my misfortune is your luck… Is Alphard at least attractive for a Succubus?” 
  “She's quite stunning even though her skin is fair like the northerners. However, her eyes captivate me the most. The way she looks at me it sends chills throughout my body.  It’s like every glance she takes, I feel like I’m someone special to her.” 
  “I’m sure you are special to her,” he batted his eyes in sarcasm. “You should show her some mature things as well.” He winked. 
  I swept water in his face. “Get your head out of those dirty thoughts. I’m not doing anything like that to her. Not while she is still adjusting here on the island and she has to go through that awful training with that vulgar hound.” 
  “So… You have been healing her in a distinct way,” he added more sarcasm to the mood. 
  “Ugh… You are not being funny you know.” 
  “Okay, I’ll be serious now.” He tried to hide his smirk. “You’re an angst young lady. Especially over this girl.  I do hope all becomes well with your new friendship.  Make sure you give me all the juicy details the next time I visit.  But I am glad that Yuna has been doing better.” 
  “Yes,” I answered. “Thank you again for your help. She actually sent word today that she is doing much better.” 
  “I want to meet all your new friends,” he forced a pouty face. “They all seem so interesting.  A Wood Elf and a Succubus.  Quite a pair to have.” 
  “Maybe someday, when the times change between all of us, we can just laugh together about our past troubles. Until then, we have to just settle for this.” 
  “It will all change the moment you choose to change it,” he voiced. “Tell that Ocean God to bury himself deep in the ocean trench and never come back.” 
  “I don’t have the courage,” I laughed. “I would need an army of Manee’s helping me rise against him and my family.” 
  “Maybe you can make a contract with the Dark Queen,” he suggested, being serious for once in our conversation. “Ask her to help you.  She and her family have the power to rise to any God.” 
  “I will not make such a contract with the Harpys.” I grunted with aggravation. “To have such a task fulfilled by the Queen is below me.” 
  “But admit that it’s an option,” he stated. 
  “Absolutely not! And not another word about it.” 
  “Okay-okay, I understand,” he apologized. “No more about the Harpys, I get it.” 
  “Thank you, sweet Manatee.  You should come by again.  I feel it’s a blessing every time you visit. You’re annoying at times, but I love you either way.” 
 “I’m now intrigued by this Succubus girl, you’re so allured by. Next time I visit, tell me more about her.”  He drifted further out to sea. “But for now, I must take my leave.  My father will wonder where I am.” 
  “Tell your father I miss his jokes and his grumpy old self.” 
  “Well he is a grumpy old Mer-man that’s for sure, but I’ll send him your regards.” He waved goodbye before he dived back into the sea. 
  Then I noticed after he left, my thoughts had cleared from all the aggression and frustration that plagued me earlier.  Speaking to him today gave me the clarity I needed to develop patience with Alphard. Our connection is real as he clarified; however, I’ll not admit to him just yet that I might actually like the girl more than I admitted. The truth was, I didn’t know where my heart will lead as I approach closer to the bright burning star known as the Solitary One. 
 
 CHAPTER XX 
 
 The Snakes Play 
    
 
MY ENCOURAGEMENT TO ALPHARD went beyond my own expectations. Her training with me began every day after the hard spars with Luna in the mornings.  She would arrive exhausted, panting and aching from the beatings inflicted on her body, so I would revive her enough to do more with me throughout the day. 
  “I feel so much better,” Alphard sighed in relief. “I can’t evade her blows.  They hurt so much when she takes me off guard.” 
  She sat on the sand, presuming it was a chance to rest. I raised a wave and aimed it at her, and the water sprayed her torso, slamming her flat.  She sputtered and coughed as she fought to get back up, spitting out salty sea water. 
  “What was that for?” 
  “Get up,” I instructed her as harsh as my voice could be.  “Your day is not over yet.” 
  She propelled herself off the ground and stood stiff on her feet. I lifted the seawater, forming enormous snakes that swirled around me. Giant python heads with mouths opened, baring fangs to terrorize. Her eyes grew at the sight, flying around me and multiplying from three to six; from six to twelve, soaring high. 
  “What are you doing?” Her tone carried panic and worry as the serpents hissed, displaying their fangs as they passed by her face. 
  “Be on your guard,” I commanded. I guided one snake to strike, its mouth opened to consume her.  She cowered at the sight and the snake collided head on into her and splashed her backwards unto the sand until its body disappeared and was soaked up by the earth. Once it dissolved, Alphard could draw a breath. She choked and spew out the leftover seawater that went into her nose.  Her chest, expanding and contracting fast in dread of the water snakes. 
  “Quickly. On your feet!” I yelled. 
  She curled on her knees and got up once again, and her posture became stiff as she dealt with me and the serpents.  I sent another one to attack and this time she charged the snake using her arms as a shield.  The water sprayed her backwards and knocked her onto the ground. 
  “Again!” I instructed. 
  Alphard jumped to her feet again with the same firm stance. Yet again, my snake collided into her, producing the same result by slamming her back, because the force of the wave out-matched her weight.  It didn’t seem to dawn on her she was addressing the scenario the improper way with such a frail frame. 
  “You are too stiff,” I explained. “You need to loosen up.” 
  She gawked at me with a bewildered look. 
  “If I do that, it will hurt more!” She responded. “I will not have any strength if I did that.” 
  “It’s not about strength when defending yourself against a tougher opponent.” I shed light on her issue. “Luna has more force in her attacks, and she is a lot more skilled by overpowering opponents who can’t match her strength.  To guard yourself against force is to avert it by moving with it or around it.” I glanced up at the snakes intertwining into a rotating ball above me.  “Have you noticed that the force of water is powerful and unstoppable unless something stronger can withstand its power, like the earth?  Ocean creatures as myself and the mermaids, we travel with the current of the water and waves. We swim under the force, avoiding the full strength that can spin us out of control.” I noticed Alphard loosening up her posture and the hardness of her muscles softened. “Imagine Luna as that wave.  She’s a powerful foe that can knock you back and out of control. She has the upper hand when you are taken off guard by force and pain.  You are not as strong to stop her, so you need to swim under her.” I maneuvered a serpent to leave the ball and it whirled around me. “This snake has power, but they can be evaded when you are one with its movements.  Understand and anticipate your rival.” Her eyes became concentrated on mine. 
 The snake rushed at her and she relocated her body to sidestep the maximum force of the water as it skimmed her rib cage. She was dumbfounded that she dodged the destructive snake, and it glided by her and continued back up to the ball of snakes, circulating above me. 
  “I did it!” The excitement in her tone made my harsh methods as a trainer seem justified. 
  “Well played!” I commented, proud of her instantaneous response. “You are exceptionally agile. It’s a skill that can be utilized to your favor against Luna.  You need to get smarter passively and develop those skills.  Become faster. Move like the wind to defend yourself.” 
  I drew forth the serpents, this time in pairs, and sent them after her.  Her body naturally moved to avoid them as they charged at her.  The strength of the water no longer knocked her over like they did before.  She slithered and swirled as if it were a dance when more snakes went after her. The expression in her eyes switched from depression to someone that has joy as the fear washed aside and she became more confident in her capabilities.  Her insecurities disappeared while having fun with the water snakes; but she took the training serious. 
  I noticed the exhaustion set in and I sent the snakes back into the ocean, so Alphard and I could relax on the beach.  She collapsed in the sand, grinning in content. “That was so much fun!” Her eyes drifted closed while I settled next to her. 
  “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.” Lifting the water for so long drained my stamina, but it was worth it watching this girl enjoy herself for once since we met.  “I was fatigued for the first time in a long time!” I snickered. “Believe me, I haven’t used my power to this extent since I left home.  It feels good practicing water arts again.” 
  “So, are we both going to become stronger when we train like this more often?” Her grin became even more cheerful as we laid closely, staring at each other. “I never dreamed I would have this much fun again.  It can be lonesome with just Yuna in the castle. She’s wonderful to talk to, but she’s not as fun as you are.” 
  “Do you like the island better now?” I asked, professing to be curious so she could chat more. 
  “I think it’s amazing,” she gave that same impression she was still carefully choosing her words. “It’s different from what I’m used to—how it feels here, with all the warmth, I can understand why places like this are deemed a utopia. But it’s not the island that forces my heart to sway.” 
  “Did you genuinely mean it when you mentioned you’d take me out there if I become stronger?” She sat up and gestured to the sea. 
  “Yes, I did,” I responded.  “I’ll take you out there and show you what I see every time I leave the borders of the cove. It’s incredible when you experience it for the first time.  The freedom that’s out there is breathtaking.  You will love it.” 
  She stood fast to her feet. “I will not stop then.” She dashed into the ocean. “I will become stronger, so you can fulfil that promise!” 
  “What are you doing?” I noticed the flare in her spirit. 
  “I want to go for a swim!” She yelled back while going further into the water and peering back at me. “Are you coming?” 
  I got up. “If it entertains you, then I’ll join.” I sprinted into the calmness of the sea and dived gliding towards her. The energy of the water revitalized my body, giving me back the strength I required swimming with her. 
  Her determination gave her speed and her heart allowed her hope.  Seeing that inside her, granted me the satisfaction of being a friend, even though that other emotion in my heart continued to grow. Spread none further your roots, I ordered my mind.  Stay still as you are for now. ‘Don’t you fall in love.’ 
 The day ended after our long swim within the surrounds of the cove.  The sun was setting, and Alphard went back to the castle before the night sky overshadowed the island.  My mind finally had peace as the stars became clearer to gaze at from the door of my hut.  The universe has blessed me with falling stars, showering across the night sky.  This was the life I finally wanted.  Being with Alphard made me realize that my life is complete regardless where I am and that I could find happiness.   I wanted to get closer to her. 
  Then in the distance of the path, a shadowy figure headed my way, and appeared to be carrying something.  It was Yuna when the light of the moon shone down on her, making her golden hair glisten.  She had a clay pitcher in one arm and a chalice in her other hand. 
  “Good evening Yuna,” I greeted her with a welcoming smile. It surprised me by her unexpected arrival in the night.  “What brings you at this hour?” 
  She approached my door.  “I bring a gift from the Queen,” I heard her inner voice loud and clear. 
  “A gift?” I moved aside, motioning for her to come in. I smelled a fruity, yet earthy aroma from the pitcher as she brushed by me. 
  “It’s her finest wine,” she smiled oddly as if she was intoxicated, smelling like wine herself. 
  “To what do I owe the pleasure of such a gift?” I asked, not too thrilled about the Queen sending me gifts. 
  “She gives her thanks for healing the youngling and for helping me.” 
  “That’s unlike her to finally give her gratification now,” I answered. “She doesn’t need to reward me for my kindness.” 
  She poured wine into the chalice and handed it over. 
  “Smell the wine,” she tried to persuade while sipping from the pitcher. “Taste it—it’s delicious.” 
  I held the chalice to my lips and tipped it back, tasting the sweet and bitterness of the wine go down my throat.  It warmed my body and I could feel my face become hot and flushed. 
  “It tastes good,” I answered. “I’m not used to such drinks.” 
  “Drink with me tonight,” Yuna’s eyes widened, like she wanted to have fun. “Let’s lose our minds to the wine and enjoy. We have a lot to celebrate.” 
  “Celebrate?” I sipped more of the wine, feeling it warm my stomach. “What are we celebrating?” 
  “The Queen is happy,” the Elven girl lost her balance as she sat on my bed. “I'm happy that her spirits have lifted.  Everything is changing and thanks to you I can serve her well.” 
  “I’m glad you’ve found peace with the Queen being happy.”  I lifted my chalice. “Cheers to the Queen finding happiness and to your good health.” I drank what was left in my chalice and sat next to Yuna.  She poured more wine and then drank from the pitcher which I found funny she drank so heavily. “You really love your wine.” 
  “Yes, the Queen’s reserve is very good,” she replied. “My home never had something this good available to us.  So, I enjoy every moment of having some.” 
  “Did Alphard get back to the castle all right?” I wanted to change the subject, thinking about her. “She trained hard today.” 
  “Oh, she died in bed the moment she got back!” She guzzled more from the pitcher again. “I’ve never seen her so exhausted before.  She tries hard.” 
  “Yes, she does,” I sighed. “I hope the Dark Queen is appreciating that effort.” 
  “The Queen values the young one very much,” Yuna revealed. “Almost as much as treasure.  Her…” She hiccupped accidently and caught herself before finishing her sentence. “You surely like to talk about Alphard a lot.” 
  “I just care about her,” I answered. “I want to know more about her. She doesn’t talk much about her life and what goes on in the castle other than her training.  Does she live well serving the Queen?” 
 “Amphis, you are my friend. It will be best you lay your curiosity to rest.  I don’t want you to get hurt.  You’re beautiful and too kind.  The girl—she’s—she has her fate sealed.”  She grazed her fingertips on my cheek and moved closer until she was merely a breath away.  “The Queen even recognizes your beauty.  She admires you.” Her hand strokes down to my thigh. “She doesn’t want you to be lonely either.  Not having your needs met when the desire burns hotter.” Her lips caressed my cheek and wandered onto my lips for a kiss.  It was soft and warm as my mind melted to the smell of wine and the taste of her tongue, touching mine.  She pulled me into her arms and onto her lap. I had forgotten how good it felt to be embraced with passion, and Yuna was strong as she held me, her hand like velvet against my skin, and gently removing my clothes.  She kissed down my neck and down my chest, her lips slithers down to my breast where she gently bit me, teasing my body. 
  “The wine wasn’t really the gift,” I moaned. “Was it?” Her soft hand made it between my thighs where it had become wet to her touch. “You were the gift she sent.”  Her fingertips were warm as she entered inside me until my body tensed, and a rush of pleasure grew in my body.  I gasped and panted, and she shifted me on to the bed and removed her pale green dress.  She laid in between my legs, kissing me passionately until I moaned to her body grinding against mine.  The heat in my hut rose.  “You need to tell me the truth,” I pulled her face to look me in the eye.  “Is this what you want?” 
  “Sex is just sex,” she answered. “The Queen understood that I’m the closest to you.  Better me than the other servants to bed you.” 
  “Ugh,” I pushed her off me. “So, you were here on the Queen's orders. You acting this intoxicated before coming here is to help you endure.” 
  Yuna laid next to me. “It’s not like that. I needed courage.  You are mesmerizing, and just as equally beautiful as the Queen and Alphard.” 
  “Really now… So, you find Alphard alluring as well?” I asked snickering about it. 
  “Who doesn’t?” She responded. “It’s taking a lot to avoid overstepping my boundaries with her.  All the other servants have a watchful eye, ready if the Queen allowed it.” 
  “Oh my, Alphard has everyone’s attention except for Luna’s.” 
  “You have feelings for Alphard—don’t you?” She asked. 
  I paused not knowing how to respond. “She’s an adorable little girl.” I tried to be vague. “We have this connection.  Something that’s rare.  I’m actually worried about it since it’s something that can’t be undone.  I don’t want to hurt her.” 
  “Surprisingly enough she says the same thing,” Yuna interrupted. “She keeps hidden how she feels. She walks carefully on the path given to her, only because she doesn’t want to hurt the people closest to her.  That’s really the only other thing I can say about it.  The Queen prefers her to remain in secrecy until more time has passed.” 
  “I still don’t understand,” I replied. “You can stay here for the night. So, the Queen doesn’t think you failed at your job.” 
  “Well—I almost did.” She winked. 
  Hahaha, yeah you did,” I answered. “It wouldn’t be right.  I have never had sex with anyone just for the sake of it.  I do miss the romance though.  Liking someone.  Falling in love with them.” 
  “I never knew you were a romantic.” 
  “That was a long time ago,” I answered.  “I learned to think more with my mind than my heart with every experience.” 
  “Alphard is oblivious to love anyway since she is a youngling.” Yuna added. 
 “Did you ever fall in love?” I asked her out of curiosity. 
  “Not love.” Her eyes dazed off as if she drifted into painful thoughts. “It was more of admiration.  My kind are stubborn in that way.  Love is something we don’t fret upon.  I admired a friend from my home and how dedicated she was to become a wise mage.  She dedicated her life to the Elves, learning more about the magical arts.  Summoning, elixirs to heal the wounded creatures of the forest.  Every day, she did something that would be helpful to our village.  She was exquisite.  Crimson hair, dark eyes, and strong as any Elven warrior in the guard.  I imagined she was lonely at times not having anyone help her, but she was happy even so.  One day, I gathered the courage to accompany her throughout the day.  Her smile reminded me of a gentle breeze early in the morning that feels refreshing and full of life. It turned out she had always admired me as well.  Her kisses were sweet as the wine I drank tonight.  The wine reminds me so much of her.  She gave me such motivation to become a better Summoner.  I never thanked her. 
  “What happened?” I asked. 
  “I watched a Demon chase her into the forest when our village was invaded,” she sounded sad like she reopened an old wound in her heart.  “After that day, I never saw her again after that.” 
  “She could have escaped,” I retorted. “She’s probably still alive in the east.” 
  “It wouldn’t matter. I’m different from I was then—and I have this.” She touched the scar on her neck. “She wouldn’t be able to hear me.” 
  “I think seeing you alive is something worth more than a thousand words,” I stated. “To see each other again no matter what has changed between you two is better than not knowing at all if you survived.  At least you can find peace knowing what happened. You two seemed pretty close and I’m sure she was happy to have you, even if your time was short together. Anyway, your story doesn’t sound like simple admiration. All of its sounds like love to me.  Admiration.  Who can you fool with that?” 
  “Maybe you’re right,” she confessed. “I was blind to that feeling of love. It just hurts more, thinking about it.  That I might have loved her and maybe she felt the same.” 
  “Go look for her,” I said. 
  “Not right now,” she said hesitant. “Too much is going on for the time being to ask such a request from the Mistress.” She paused. “I will search one day though.  Maybe find the ruins of my home.” She squinted at me with a serious grin. “You should be honest more with your feelings.  And you’re definitely still a romantic regardless of what you say.” 
  “Only time will tell with how I feel,” I was hopeful. “If she feels the same way, I do by then.  It wouldn’t matter if she was a Succubus. I’ll grab ahold of her and not even the Dark Queen herself could convince me to let go!” 
  “Such confidence against someone who can annihilate you where you stand,” she laughed in sarcasm. 
  “I will not make it easy for that woman,” I let my ego speak for me. 
  Yuna and I talked for the entire night, laughing about random things about the Queen and Luna.  The gossip never ended, and we devoured the wine.  Even the Fairies didn’t sleep, hearing our laughter throughout the night.  What a long night indeed… 
 
 CHAPTER XXI 
 
 Invasion of the Tower 
 
WHERE DID ALL THE TIME GO? Training with Alphard every day developed into a routine.  First, she’d spar with Luna, later she would rush on over for healing and then swim in the cove.  Other than using water snakes for practice, I had her learn to be submerged underwater for lengthy periods of time.  Meanwhile, the endurance she practiced helped her breathe better while running through the forest, and her legs became like the wind as I watched her jump from branch to branch like a Dark Elf. 
  She loved to climb trees and dangle upside down during our trips into Fairy territory. However, the Fairies didn’t mind us ever since the night Alphard convinced them to provide us a light show.  That night was magical, which made me realize she knew how to charm me in ways that touched my heart until it was no longer simple to just sit and gaze at her, uninhibited and unguarded. 
  Her body matured further and further, making it recognizable to both Yuna and I that she will shortly turn into a mature Succubus. Her body curved-out even more and the frail arms I once remembered turned into lean muscle, yet she was still tender when I healed her with my touch.  She nevertheless doesn’t recognize what she is, but I will be here for her when the craving becomes uncontrollable.  I noticed it rising in her through our deep connection. She hasn’t realized that I know she suffers from the aches of enduring the impulse to become close.  We’d lay down on the shore and I’d observe her sleep quietly. 
  Each time, it becomes harder to resist my urge to kiss her.  If I stole one, would she even notice the touch of my lips? I wouldn’t dare take it unwillingly. She was too special to be taken advantage of while laying defenseless against my desires. Yuna warned me it would only sadden me if I fell in love with her. I wonder why? 
  Our discussion in the forest about her two friends had my heart unsatisfied. I wished to kiss her then and unveil my feelings properly, but she bypassed the scene like she perceived what would transpire.  Alucard and Edon. Maybe I was like them in this circumstance, another unrequited love. I love her, but I don’t think she feels the same. Maybe she just looked at me as a friend and a guide all these seasons. She showed me no hint, so either way, I had to wait. 
  One night seemed strange somehow. The skies were clouded, shrouding the light of the moon.  The breeze rushed in from the south heavier than natural, and something was off as I abruptly felt the desire to take a stroll near the Dark Queen’s castle.  The sky lit with thunder, revealing shadows in the clouds.  The wind whirled, and quick gusts blew towards the castle. I didn’t realize what was transpiring, but my heart pounded, and my thoughts went straight to Alphard.  There were intruders there… 
  I passed under the rock arch, entering the Queen's secluded beach.  This was the closest I’d been to the castle in a long time. A thundering crash caught my attention, and I glanced up to watch a quarrel in the high tower.  A green light shone bright inside what turned out to be a chamber in the tower. Suddenly the green light burst through the balcony window and two Harpys plunged out into the air, disoriented; wings of crimson and black flapping fast. They recovered their balance immediately and levitated near the window, wanting to get back in until another beam of green light came at them, sending them into flight to depart the castle. 
  Yuna appeared and glared over the balcony where she caught sight of me on the beach.  I couldn’t see her facial expression, but she seemed to motion frantically for me to leave. I instantly figured out why when I suddenly saw Luna, in hound form, leap across the roof of the castle within the blackness as a shadowy beast. Her body appeared huge and brawn as her sharp black claws clutched the stone walls, producing cracks from the press of her paws.  Within a second, she bounced into the air towards where I was on the shore.  My legs weakened as she struck the ground, shifting the sand with the hard landing, which didn't seem to stop her beaming at me with bright crimson eyes and her teeth snarled as if she wanted to attack. Her snout came close to my face, and I felt the steam of her breath as she let out a frightful growl that sent chills down my spine.  I choked at the stink of cinder in the air, her fur black and gray, with a hue of red, which was the blaze marks of Hades.   In that moment, the sight of her had me speechless.  I couldn’t even let out a weep. 
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  Twigs broke nearby, and Luna whipped her head in the other direction of the sound. Without hesitation, she darted after the sound and left me alone on the beach.  It took a minute to realize I required breathing.  My heart thumped and I exhaled in relief in the sand.  On the balcony above, Yuna seemed just as satisfied of the hound not ripping me apart.  I guessed I was only meat for Luna the way she viewed me.  This was my first-time encountering Luna in her other form, and it was a horror that burned into my mind, those flaming eyes. I never want to be the rival of the Dark Queen. 
 When it came to my feet. My legs trembled, making it complicated for me to walk.  My body melted like gelatin, choosing to collapse again.  As hastily as I could, I made my way to the other side of the waterfront where I would be safe from Luna’s hunt for any other invaders. What just happened tonight? 
  At dawn, there was no word from Yuna about last night.  My mind wandered, bewildered and speculating about Alphard.  She was still quite new as a servant. I didn’t know if she was capable enough to fend off Harpys and those intruders were definitely Harpys. Most likely from the Swift wing clan based on how speedily they moved.  Why were they there? They should realize better by now that Luna was a force to run from, not into.  Her figure still haunted my mind and the smell of cinder still remained like a phantom’s smoke in my nostrils. 
  I was hoping to see Alphard today to soothe my concerns, but she didn’t show up as expected.  My nervousness took the better of me and I summoned two Fairies into my hut.  A maroon and blue fairy came as I requested. I picked up a small piece of parchment and wrote a note to hear if she was alright and started another one for Yuna. 
  For Yuna I scribbled: 
  “What went on last night?  Why were representatives of Swift Wing causing conflict in the castle after hours?” 
  The Fairies remained devoted and brought the messages to both my friends. Something was peculiar about the news I obtained later in the evening from Yuna. 
  “Amphis, you shouldn’t have been near the castle last night. Luna would slaughter you. Someone made an attempt, and now the entire castle is on patrol. The Queen is not happy.  No one leaves until all is more secure.  Stay by the cove at all costs.  Don’t come near the castle until it's safe.  Luna was ordered to annihilate all who ventures near.” 
  What did she mean by an attempt was made?  Her reply was unclear as ever with no real detail about what actually happened.  And Alphard replied in astonishment that Fairies could deliver letters so efficiently.  She reported that the other tribes made an assassination attempt on the Queen and she was on duty until further notice, which seemed to line up with Yuna’s story. But why in the tower? Of all places for the Harpy to be.   The Queen’s chamber is in the lower floors, not the tower.  And it made little sense that attempts are still being made even though Luna is here.  The Harpys fled when Yuna cast them out and Luna being outside, away from the Queen to pursue them down.  It was bizarre. Who was in the tower that night they were seeking? It wasn’t the Queen they were after. 
  The detail lasted a lengthy time, and I didn’t see Alphard or Yuna for days. I sent for Manee to bring me the magical Aqua stone that his people designed to help land-walkers to breathe in our world.   Alphard had been training so hard, so it was a well-deserved reward.  Mostly, I desired to use it to declare my love.  It terrified me to ask her anything, but I called for guidance to shed clarity on what should be done next.  Yuna tells me to stay away even though my soul didn’t wish to heed that warning. 
  Manee arrived the next day after receiving my message.  He swam into the cove at mid-day with a large smirk, knowing he was right about me and Alphard. 
  “Ocean Goddess. What’s with the face of dissatisfaction?” He asked sarcastically. “Don’t you hate it when I’m right?” 
  “Yes, my beautiful, Manatee. You were right, and I was naïve,” I displayed annoyance in my attitude.  “Must you always make the obvious known?” 
  “It’s a gift to have such awareness!” he acted with pride. “To think you would ask for this stone finally.” He showed me the glowing Aqua green stone imbedded into a leather strap made to be a choker necklace. “You should know how this works.” He dropped it in my hand. “It will only work for the one who first wears it.  After that its magical property will not work on anyone else.” 
 “I remember,” I murmured as I admired the stone’s beauty. “She will have to wear this against her skin for it to work.” The light glowed brighter in my hand. “It’s just as beautiful as her.” 
  “She will love it,” he assured me. “It’s a gift few will receive. She will appreciate it.” 
  “That’s not what I’m worried about.” My mind wandered to how I felt. “I want to confess to her.” 
  “Then why don’t you?” he asked. “What’s stopping you?” 
  “She avoids me in that way,” I responded in sadness. “I tried to kiss her, but she turned away. She might not feel the same way I do.” 
  “Ocean Goddess. You are the closest to her,” he made it clear. “Your connection is strong. Every time I come here, you have so much to say about the Succubus girl.  She has been with you all this time. Why would you falter now because there're no words spoken about it?  You should just open up about how you feel and ask if she feels the same.   That’s the only way for your heart to be at rest.” 
  “I’ve never been this fearful over someone before,” I answered.  “Rejection for the first time in my life is the hardest.” 
  “Yes. This would be the first time for you, but Alphard is complex,” he explained. “All this time, I’ve heard about her.  Knowing she has been reserved about her life.  It’s likely she’s afraid.  She doesn’t even know she’s a Demon!  Her home is here with the Queen, and most likely she has secrets that is not yet ready to shed light on.  Maybe all this time with you protecting her—she has been protecting you.  She doesn’t seem the type to hurt people.  There’s a reason behind her decisions but there’s one thing that is clear.  Your connection brings you together.  The link that never breaks. To be so in tuned to one another is something most only dream of!” 
  “You’re right,” I gained more confidence as my spirits were lifting.  “I don’t want to hold back about how I feel.  I want her to know, and I want to show her what she means to me.” 
  “Oh, thank the ninth heavens,” he rejoiced. “You are finally back. That fire burns with a heart of passion. When is the next time you meet?” 
  “I don’t know right now,” I said. “They have imprisoned her in the castle.  She and Yuna have been on duty with no leeway to visit.  The Swift Wing clan invaded the castle a while ago. It was strange that night.  Yuna hasn’t been honest with me about that night, and Alphard will not speak the truth either.” 
  “The castle was under attack?” Manee gasped. “Is Alphard and Yuna ok? Were they harmed? 
  “No. They both are well,” I answered. “Manatee something was off about that night. I can’t really place it all together yet.  Alphard said they were after the Queen.  But the Queen’s chamber is not in the tower.  That tower had always been abandoned.  The Queen left it empty for a reason that has been kept a secret on this island.  I don’t understand why the secrecy.” 
  “Maybe the Queen has a daughter,” he produced an imaginative assumption. 
  “What?” 
  “It would make sense to keep the tower empty.  And the other clans only attack when they want to eliminate any heir to the throne. Maybe the Dark Queen had a child in secrecy.  It’s probably why Yuna and Alphard have been distant from you in regard to the affairs of the castle.” 
  “That’s impossible,” I replied in a state of denial. “There’s no chance that woman could have a child on this island without someone knowing about it.” 
  “Maybe everyone on this island follows the Queen’s rule regarding, spilling the secrets of the castle,” he retorted. “It is a possibility.  The woman has withheld from having a child for this long even though she needs an heir to continue the dark clan’s bloodline.  It would only make sense to have a child in secrecy.” 
 “So, you are saying the reason the Swift Wing clan invaded the castle in the dead of night was to kill the Queen’s child,” I reacted in disbelief. “The heir to the throne.” 
  “I’m just giving ideas, but yes.  Maybe they invaded at night to assassinate the heir. Did anything else happen?” 
  “Yuna was there,” I said. “I sensed her magic and saw her in the balcony.  She’s been keeping quiet about it all.  She knows what truly happened. I worry for Alphard if she has to protect some hidden heir from those Night Angels of death.” 
  “I’m sure Alphard can protect herself,” he tried to ease my mind.  “You have been training her, and she’s been learning to fight with Luna.  She will be fine against the clan, and the Queen seems to like the girl.  Alphard is a Demon and considered an enemy so that has to mean something. Everything will be ok between you two. Have faith.  If she can’t visit now, then send her a message to get your questions answered.  The important thing is to know what she really feels.” 
  “We have been able to communicate with each other with the help of the Fairies." I replied. "I will send her another message when I can." 
  “That’s fantastic,” he clapped his hand. “I can see you two having a passionate romance." 
  I laughed. “That is not for certain. I just want to know how she feels.  And this necklace, it will make her so happy.  She wants to swim out to sea with me.” 
  “You will show her the depths, huh?” he nudged my arm. “Show her our world.” 
  “She was extremely excited about it when I made her the promise a long time ago.  I haven’t forgotten, I will fulfill my promise to her.” I hugged Manee. “Thank you so much.” 
  “I wish you luck,” he squeezed me in a gentle embrace.  “Alphard will see your heart.  Just be more honest with yourself. Then maybe it will inspire her to do the same.” 
  “Go again, right?” 
  “Yes, I’m afraid I have to go again.” He expressed regret. “My father is waiting for me to come home.  I told him you needed the stone.” 
  “Thank him for me,” I said. “The stone is beautiful.” 
  “I will,” he replied. “Farewell Ocean Goddess.” He let go of me and swam out to sea and into the horizon. 
  Watching him leave once again planted a seed of sadness in my heart.  I missed home.  The hut was quiet and empty and lacked Alphard’s presence.  I rolled out a piece of parchment on the table and took out my ink and quill.  The words flowed from me like water, etching my soul into the paper, everything I wanted to say to my dearest solitary one.  She will finally know of the love I feel for her. 
 
 CHAPTER XXII 
 
 The Queen’s Daughter 
 
OUR MESSAGES MADE IT BACK AND FORTH to each other.  Alphard managed to say how she felt, and it gave me peace to know she had the same feelings for me. My gift for her was going to be a way to convince her to give our relationship a chance.  I wanted her to give me a chance, because the love I feel can no longer be ignored. 
  The days faded into months before Alphard was able to visit me in the cove.  I awaited her entry that day, wanting to embrace her the moment she arrived.  My heart missed her, and it was unusual to feel this attached to someone.  When I presented her the magical stone, her excited face said enough to not hold back what was between us.  We swam passed the cove into the deep sea.   She caught me in her gaze, while I showed her just a taste of what my world was like.  The colors of the sea and life opened her eager eyes, darting around, wanting to see more. However, I wanted her for myself. I guided her to the sandbar, confessing my feelings with pure action by embracing her lips.  The connection was like fire.  The link created a heightened sensation in our bodies and our kisses made my thoughts smolder in my mind. Our surroundings were a blur with only her in my sight. 
  Her body slowly awakened in my arms, my lips caressing her skin.  She tried to pull away, but I didn’t want to stop.  I didn’t care if she matured right in my arms.  Her body was addictive and she was all that I could think about.  Her body heat raised too high against mine and she became hot where she lost her balance.  I was concerned when she leaned her forehead on my chest.  I held her for a good while until I was able to get her back to the shoreline.  She looked so sad and so hungry.  She can’t keep holding back her desires or it might break her completely.  A Succubus that smothered their maturity eventually becomes ill and die.  It frightened me that she could get sick.  The healing energy has only helped prolong the illness.   If only I can have her forget about the fear she felt about what was happening to her.  I would have to push for her to have sex, but I don’t want her to feel forced.  Hopefully, she will not resist any more when we take our relationship to the next level. 
  I hugged her while we were still in the water and I whispered. “I’m all yours. I’ll wait until you’re ready.” Alphard leaned on me as if she wanted to stay attached longer.  Her face nestled in my neck and I kissed her cheek, not trying to force another episode. She held me even tighter. “What’s wrong?” I asked feeling her sadness rise up. “You act like I’m going to disappear.” She stayed quiet in my arms. “I’m not going anywhere, okay.” 
  After a while Alphard headed back to the castle and I sensed Yuna in the brush near my hut. “Yuna,” I called out to her making her aware that she was noticed. “What’s with the eavesdropping?” 
  She came out of the brush, nodding her head. “You didn’t heed my warning. I don’t want you to get hurt.” 
  “Why are you so concerned?” I asked. “Alphard isn’t the type to hurt me.” 
  “But the Queen is!” She replied in agitation. “She is the Queen… Only she decides everything, including our fate here in her kingdom. Remember Alphard’s life depends on her.” 
  “What can I do to convince the Queen to let her go?” I asked in anger. 
  “Let her go? Are you serious?” She asked abruptly. “There’s nothing you can say or do to release Alphard from the Queen. She has already planned to force her to mature.  And believe me, she’s going to get one of the servants to do the deed.” 
 I became speechless with both rage and sadness. “Most likely she will have me bed her, since I’m the most connected to her in the castle.  She trusts me more than the others and she’s more comfortable around me.  It will be easy when I remove this charm.” Yuna referred to the necklace. “The pheromones will help it along.” 
  “Damn this all!” I said faintly, not knowing anything else to say. 
  “The Queen has no intention of letting her die,” she stated. “This is the reason why I didn’t want you to pursue your feelings for her any further.  There’s so much you don’t know and it’s not my place to say.  You need to let her go.” 
  “I won’t do that,” I responded with more confidence. “Alphard is my Twin Soul.  I cannot let her go when we have that connection.  She means everything to me now and I will bend the world to protect that girl before the Queen can have her way!” 
  Yuna’s eyes widened knowing the bond between Twin Souls. “Huh. Who would have thought it was possible to meet a twin? You are in an unfortunate circumstance.” She sighed. “I let you reflect on what you want.  When secrets are finally revealed, will you even say the same, and not just that; will you uphold the vow you just made? Your vow will only bring pain.”  She turned away and left the cove without another word. 
  Her words left a dead feeling in the pit of my stomach.  I felt sick. To think the Queen would go as far as to force sex on Alphard for her to mature.  I needed to clear my head about what should be done. If the Queen doesn’t release her to me, then I just have to accept that our relationship will continue even though I wouldn’t be her first and only. 
  The night left an uneasiness in my heart, thinking about Yuna’s words.  The risk was high to confront the Queen; however, Alphard’s kiss still lingered on my lips and the touch of her hands that grasped me.  Her essence was left on my body throughout the night until morning. 
  Yuna entered my hut in sadness.  “I don’t want you to lose your love for Alphard. She has been so happy since you found each other.” Her inner voice weakened. “I’ll do my best to stall the Queen on forcing Alphard to mature. Your water healing has prolonged it this long, so why not wait until she’s willing.” 
  “I’ll continue to heal her until she is ready,” I said. 
  “I’ll support you both,” she added. “But Amphis, you are the one who will have to deal with the consequences later.” 
  “I can handle the Dark Queen,” I said with no fear. 
  “It’s not the Queen you should be worried about,” she answered, yet again vaguely. “It’s Alphard…” I was puzzled by what she meant.  “Alphard will be late this evening. She has dinner with the Queen tonight.” 
  “Dinner with the Queen?” I asked in confusion. 
  “It’s like I said. The youngling is special to her.” She bowed her head in respect. “Be well today.  I must get back to my duties before the Queen notices my absence.”  She left the hut in a hurry and I was left with more questions than ever before.  What were they all hiding? 
  The sun reached high in the sky behind the clouds. It was cooler today and the sand wasn’t as hot to sit on while waiting for Alphard.  Normally I would be out in the sea, swimming to the edge of the Queen’s border, but I wasn’t in the right mood to greet my ocean friends.  The tide had changed, and the water had grown closer to me, covering the beach more and more where I sat. It should be the hour of evening dining for the Queen. 
  Suddenly, a sensation of rage overwhelmed my emotions.  It was Alphard.  Why was she so angry? I grasped my chest from a tight feeling constricting my breathing. There was a slight pain as if I was being cut by a blade.  Then I felt something pierce into my arm. Alphard! I jumped to my feet and raced across the sand.  The pain was excruciating like it was my own.  She was hurt and worse. I could feel her life slowly slip away into the darkness. 
 I ran towards the stone arch far in the distance.  Two figures had already stumbled through the archway and were struggling to keep moving.  It was Yuna and Alphard.  My legs throbbed, and my mind screamed to run faster. Alphard’s heartbeat was pumping faintly in my mind.  She was going to die soon.  When I approached her, Yuna could no longer keep her grip on Alphard’s bloodied body.  She slipped and landed on me. Her body slid down my chest and I sat so her head could lay on my lap.  Blood spilled on the sand. Her body covered in deep cuts that was ghastly to see. 
  “Alphard! Stay awake!” I said sternly, trying not to yell in fright. However, she could sense my fear by the look she gave me, trying to reach out her hand to touch my face.  I desperately tried to focus on healing her, but her heart decreased to the point of death.  Her eyes shut, and I could feel her consciousness disappearing.  “Stay with me,” I sent energy into her.  The wounds were barely healing since she was near death.  “Please stay. Just a little more time and I promise I can make you better.”  Tears fell from my eyes, because the magic stopped healing her. 
  Yuna gasped in heartache. “She wouldn’t back down against Luna.” 
  I ignored her words and was in tears. “Wake up, Alphard,” I said with a shaky voice. “You need to wake up now.  It’s not too late.” I caressed her face. “I’m here, waiting.  Don’t you want to stay with me?” I pulled her lifeless body against my chest and held her tight. “I will take you from the Queen if I have to, so you can be happy again. I’ll kiss you as much as you want, and I’ll hold your burdens as my own. But please wake up.” 
  All of a sudden, I felt her heart faintly beat against her chest.  I pressed tightly over her heart and sent all the energy I could manifest into her body.  The cuts began to heal once again, and death no longer had its grip on her as her body regenerated faster and faster until it was done.  Her eyes remained closed in a deep sleep, but she was alive.  When will she be awake? Yuna helped me carry her to the cove where I watched over her.  I continuously sent healing magic into her mind as she slept. 
  “How did this happen?” I asked Yuna who was crying in the corner of my hut. “I thought you said she was dining with the Queen…Did she order this?” 
  “She disappointed the Queen and Luna was defensive,” she uttered. “She would not yield. I told her—I warned her. She didn’t listen.” 
  “Luna did this,” I said. “She nearly just died, and you said the Queen has her best interests at heart.” 
  “She said things to provoke Luna to do this!” She confessed. “I don’t think the Queen knows. Thank the ninth heavens she’s still alive. I don’t even want to fathom what would have happened. Alphard was so angry. Is she really okay?” 
  “I don’t know,” I answered. “Her mind is not here. It’s in a dream-like state elsewhere. I don’t know if she will ever wake up. It’s up to her to come back to us.” 
  Yuna stood up. “I need to go assure the Queen that she is alright at least and not dead,” she said. “Better sleep than the alternative.” Her hand grazed Alphard’s leg. “Hopefully she wakes up soon.” She looked at me. “Take care of her. You have no idea…” 
  She left to inform the Queen and I stayed knelt next to Alphard, holding her hand.  Her eyelids shifted in her dreams as if she was having a nightmare based on the sweat dripping down her forehead.  Lucky her tunic was black, so I didn’t have to see the stains of red, but the fabric was completely shredded.  I needed to wipe the old blood off her skin. I had fresh water in a bowl on my table that was still clean, and I took an old piece of blue cloth from my clothes and soaked it in the bowl of water.  I squeezed away the left over and gently rubbed down her skin. She didn’t respond at all to my touch when I cleaned her legs, arms, stomach and chest. Sweat formed on her, making me worry that she wasn’t doing well.  I send more energy, streaming into her mind. She was stuck in a darkness that I couldn’t reach with my magic.  The nightmares continued until suddenly her eyes opened.  She was finally awake. 
 A sense of relief lifted my mood and I was happy to see her golden hazel eyes gaze into mine.  She wasn’t aware of what happened to her or her nightmares. I was livid, and I didn’t neglect to make it known.  Her actions nearly cost her life if I wasn’t there to bring her back. 
  “You were almost gone. Think of me as of now when you make foolish decisions.”  I embraced her with a kiss to remind her that she had me in this world. 
  However, our intimacy was shortly interrupted by the Queen’s presence.  I never thought I’d see the day Celaeno visited the cove. She strolled towards my hut with Yuna and I wondered why she was apologizing in my mind. Celaeno thanked me for healing her daughter.  The word daughter echoed in my mind, looking at her and Alphard, and finally seeing the resemblance.  Manee’s assumptions were spot on, realizing my worst fears. 
  This was what Yuna warned me about.  Alphard had shame written all over her face.  She is the Dark Queen's daughter and a soon to be Harpy.  My heart sank so deep, listening to the Queen speak and Alphard remain quiet next to me. 
  ‘Are you going to say something?’  She lied to me about her place here on the island and she was the reason the Swift Wing clan attacked the tower.  Alphard was the one they came to assassinate! 
  I felt betrayed because of being misled by my two most trusted friends.  Then it hit me. I only brought this on myself.  Alphard is a Harpy and a Demon! 
  It made sense why Yuna couldn’t tell me and why she had to be vague.  Although, she did try to warn me the best way she could without revealing anything. Alphard should have at least been honest with me in the first place instead of having her mother, of all people, to tell me the truth. 
  When I heard her response for it all after the Queen left with Yuna back to the castle, it struck me in a way that made me question my friendship with her. It never dawned on me that I was too judgmental in the first place. Because of my hatred for Harpys, I never made her feel safe and comfortable to be herself around me.  She hid the truth, because she didn’t want to lose me and here I was, angry about it. All this time, I thought I was protecting her and being a loyal friend.  I never thought I was hurting the one I love. Instead of Alphard wearing the look of shame, I should be the one who’s ashamed. 
  She left on my command and headed back to the castle.   The cove was empty again with only the sound of my cries, echoing around me in my little hut.  What shall I do about this? Nothing is going to change this feeling. I’m in love with Alphard. 
    
 
 CHAPTER XXIII 
 
 Love is Forgiveness 
 
THE DAYS WENT BY QUICKLY SINCE ALPHARD’S secret came out into the open. It was hard to accept for a while she was Celaeno’s only daughter.  The lies she told still lingered in my heart like roots I couldn’t pluck away.  Alphard was a sweet young woman with no ill will towards me even though I uttered horrible words about her kind.  Her deeds of kindness and the concern she had was absolute when I realized she sent the Fairies to snoop on me. I knew she meant well by it, but I preferred to be left alone. 
  It didn’t disturb me when they observed me near my hut in the days and nights, but there was nothing to report about my well-being.  No one figured out, I wasn’t in the frame of mind to move about the island or visit the ocean. It wasn't anyone's fault; I wanted to be alone and overwhelmed by my muddled thoughts. 
  As the days slipped by, I hoped time would heal my soul.  However, nothing mended without Alphard. I still had the heartache, and I wanted to just scream and make waves in the sea. But I didn’t even have the desire to do that. 
  Manee visited unexpectedly after learning from the ocean creatures I remained confined on land.  When he visited his hair, as expected, looked spiked and glittered in the sunlight as he emerged from the water and made his way to shore with his sapphire scales exposed to the sun. They sparkled like jewels as he laid on the beach and waited for me to sit next to him. 
  At first, he didn’t say a word.  I sat there in silence, feeling distressed and not overly thrilled to see him.  By his expression, he didn’t want to leave with the awkward silence.  He tipped his head back and basked in the afternoon sunlight, and his tail flapped in the passing waves that kept his scales wet. 
  “You know I can be here all day,” he eventually spoke. 
  “It’s your choice,” I replied without affection. 
  “I’m here until you’re ready to talk.” 
  “I don’t feel like talking,” I laid back in the sand. “I’m exhausted.” 
  “I can see that.” He settled back. “You’re not in the best of spirits right now, so I’ll just lay down here until you feel like it.  I have all the time in the world for you.” 
  “Isn’t your father going to be worried?” I twisted to glance at him with his eyes sealed in pleasure.” 
  “Not really,” he answered in a relaxed mood.  “He knows you are not doing well. So, he gave me strict orders to make certain you’re sought after.” He popped open one eye to peek at me. “He has always regarded you as a daughter, Ocean Goddess. This emotional state you're in is somewhat disturbing.” 
  “There’s nothing anybody can do for me,” I announced. “I need to figure things out on my own.” 
  “You can explain what happened,” he stated. “Normally this hour of the day you would be with Alphard. Did you two have a lover’s quarrel already?” 
  “Nothing like that,” I answered in a dull manner. 
  “Then what?” He pressed a slight further to have me confess. “Did she harm you?” 
  “No,” I perched up, struggling to not find his gaze. “It’s more like I hurt myself.” 
  Manee looked astonished. “How did you hurt yourself?” 
  “I let myself fall in love,” 
  “Isn’t that a good thing?” He sat up to console me. 
  “She’s the Queen’s Daughter!” I finally revealed. “She’s to turn into a Harpy.” 
  “Oh, Ocean Goddess.  Does it actually matter so much that the woman you love is a Harpy?” 
  “I don’t know. Manee, for once in my life I suffer in shame for how I think.  Alphard must have been terrified to love me. All the things I spoke to her about despising the Queen and the Harpy clan. She perceived I would reject her!” 
 “Have you rejected her yet?” 
  “Not verbally,” Tears dropped from my eyes. “I haven’t seen her or uttered a word to her. So, she might assume I’ve denied her.” 
  “Are you planning to let her know that you’re not rejecting her?” He suggested with a serious glare over the issue. 
  “No,” I responded. “It’s already too late to run elsewhere. I can’t see myself without her in this life.” 
  “Then settle things with her.” 
  “I can’t.” 
  “You mean you don’t choose to,” he rebutted. “Don’t contradict yourself. Do you wish to have a relationship with her or not?” 
  “What would be the point? You know the sacrifice a Harpy makes. She will surrender her love for me when she finally ascends. If I go to her, I risk being forgotten.  Darkness will mask the love she has for me. I'll ultimately be dismissed by the one I cherish, and I must live with that.” I caught myself from sobbing.  “There’s not enough time left to be with her since the Queen will decide soon her Ascension Day. By then it’s all meaningless.  My love, her love, it will cease to exist.” 
  “So, what if your life together will be limited?” He appealed with a carefree demeanor. “Time is precious. It shouldn’t be wasted, thinking about the end, when you don’t know what will happen.  It might not indeed be the end. Life is not meant to be squandered in fear and regret. If you are happy that’s what genuinely matters.  Alphard might not let you go after her ascension. You won’t know unless you stay through the rough moments.  Find a way to separate from the fear. To be honest, I don’t think it’s impossible for a Harpy to have a companion even though their feeling for love is lost.” 
  “I haven’t heard of a Harpy keeping a mate,” I answered with a slim trace of optimism in my mood, considering it. “That would be something if it were possible." 
  “Just because it hasn’t happened yet, doesn’t mean you should give up on your love for Alphard.” He clarified. “It’s scary, that I do understand. Letting yourself be vulnerable to an unknown destiny, following your heart, chasing down a young woman that will be the next Dark Queen. Isn’t it worth the chance to see what could literally develop? Possible or not possible.” 
  “They will fear her,” I added. “The tender spirit she is now will become feared by many, and I will love her nevertheless and endure this connection we have. I can feel even now how lonesome she is and how saddened she is by not seeing me. To think I will have to live with her being shunned.” 
  “You won’t shun her, that’s what counts,” he spread his arm across my shoulder. “Alphard differs from the rest.  She’s half Demon and the connection you two share makes this rare.  Your love can reach her if you want to, no matter what darkness she plunges into. Maybe you can change her heart with yours, so she won’t be like her mother and the others.” 
  “If she does differ from the others, I never guessed I’d fall so hard for her. I never expected my mind would sway so often. When she almost died in my arms, I thought it was also the end for me.  If she had died. I wouldn’t want to survive anymore in this life. I would have begged the Queen to end it.” 
  “It’s only the curse that occurs with being attached to your twin soul.” He sighed from my words. “I hope that never arises where something was to happen to either of you. But you have to consider she will feel the same about you. She would demand for the same fate because the pain is unbearable. Although, for now, your connection is your hope.  Try to grab what you want for once. It’s right there.” He turned to look at the path that led to the castle. “Don’t linger too long to choose. I don’t want you to regret anything about this love that has been bequeathed on you.” 
 “I just need time, Manee. After everything that happened I require time.  I don’t want to recall that feeling of almost losing her. 
  “I didn’t know she almost died.” He switched the topic after learning details. 
  “Luna got carried away,” I was still infuriated. “I’ve never been scared like that my entire existence.” 
  “I’m sure you were.” 
  “I had an unusual reaction, healing her I didn’t discuss with Yuna.” 
  “What was that?” 
  “A dark feeling clouded over Alphard.” I remembered back within the chaotic emotions of that day. “Death had its grip on her.  It was peculiar the way it didn’t want to let her go.  I’ve never had that much trouble healing someone on the verge of death before. And that’s not indeed the worst part.  I could sense her mind being carried someplace dark. Away from the light. If I didn’t keep trying to reach out to her, she would have disappeared into the darkness.” 
  “What are you talking about?” He looked at me, puzzled. 
  “Her spirit was being stolen away. A soul that never reaches the ninth heaven is a soul captured and never released. I’ve never felt something like that before!” 
  The darkness lingered in my hands from when I healed her. “I can’t forget the sensation.” 
  Manee grabbed my hands and rubbed his fingertips over mine.  His eyes widened.  “It will go away in time. Touching the darkness can leave a residue behind.  But it’s nothing to worry about.  Alphard is just more interesting than I expected.” 
  “What does that mean?” I asked with curiosity. 
  “Just follow your heart,” he avoided the subject. “Don’t fret so much. Alphard is a beautiful young lady.  Give your love a chance.  She took a chance with you, you should be fair and do the same.” 
  “Once I find clarity, I’ll make my decision.” 
  Manee and I stayed laying on the beach for the rest of the day until the sun set over the horizon. By then, he left the cove, knowing I would be emotionally okay. It hurt every time to watch my friend leave as he swam off in the distance. 
  Yuna left word that the Queen decided to not force Alphard’s maturity until after the ascension ceremony.  It relieved me, reading the parchment brought by the Fairies.  I still wanted to be with her, regardless of what she would become. 
  I still loved her even as the months passed with me not seeing her.  My mind needed the time away to reflect on my life.   I would send word to her eventually, but she visited me before I could do so. 
  She expressed herself casually, and I did the same, trying to not let my grief show.  I knew if she was here now after all this time, it was because the Queen decided a date for the ritual.  It seemed like it was a goodbye even though we both didn’t want it to be this way.  I could see it in her eyes she’s didn’t want things how they were and that she loved me still.  She wanted what I wanted.  And I was right, she was here to say goodbye, because the Queen decided to have her ascension ceremony on her birthday.  Hearing about it made me livid, but before she could finish uttering the word goodbye, I placed my finger on her lips to silence her. 
  All the insecurities I felt during our time apart, released into the wind as it gusted between us. I didn’t want us to say goodbye, and I didn’t want to lose her. It was time to speak with my heart and not my mind. I confessed my feelings and told her how much I missed her.  It felt good to have her arms around me again, when she’d heard my words, especially the three words that made her expression shift into excitement. “I love you, Alphard.  If it means anything, I don’t regret my decision at all. For the sake of my lover, I will be with you until the end.” 

 CHAPTER XXIV 
 
 The Cruel Choice 
 
ALPHARD SLEPT PEACEFULLY NEXT TO ME throughout the night. I peeked at her sleeping with her face just inches from mine. In that moment, I could no longer sleep with her lips so close, enticing me to take advantage.  Defeated by my desire, I tentatively kissed her nose, and her face twitched like it tickled.  She remained asleep and swung on her back.  The smirk on my face became broader with joy.  If I had my way, we’d lay like this endlessly.   There was nothing else I wanted more than spending the rest of my lifetime, having her next to me.   My fingers skimmed the curves of her breast, tracing down her belly.  Her body felt warm against mine.  This feeling was something I had missed, being away from the foreign realm.   I caressed my hand on her cheek and kissed her silky pink lips one last time before slipping into a deep slumber. 
  The dawn had arrived following a euphoric dream; I felt Alphard shift in bed like she was awakened. It was early, and I could sense her staring at me as if she craved something.  Her yearning for me seeped into my soul, making my blood rush and my heart flutter against my chest. Even though my mind was in and out of sleep, my lips met hers, embracing in a kiss.  I no longer wished to suppress the passion that blazed inside me. My hands moved on their own navigating her body. I passionately kissed her lips until I had her on her back where she could no longer act freely. I was wide awake now, pushing her arms down, enjoying the fever of her body surging with each heartbeat.   The transformation was close, and her skin shifted before my eyes.  'Can’t stop now. ' My hand started its path between her legs where I felt how wet she was on my fingertips. 
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 My finger slipped in with ease and her muscles tightened on my grip.  Her body heat was going out of control, so I sent water energy into her blood making her moan in pleasure, propelling me into a blind lust, where I kissed her fiercely, roughly, gripping her strongly. 
  Alphard was so close to climaxing that I could feel it burn inside me.  She was so close to maturing until it ended abruptly with Luna showing up outside, yelling for her to come out. The passion ended, and we both lost focus. 
  It turned out Alphard wasn’t supposed to be out overnight, and she missed training at daybreak with Luna. The Queen was furious, and she had to leave me once again. The punishment was to remain on castle grounds to only train and be back in the tower with Yuna keeping a cautious eye on her. 
  I learned the Dark Queen did it on purpose to keep her away from me. Yuna kept me informed during her healing visits that the Queen was planning for the ritual, which would be on the eve of her birthday.  She even described in detail what would take place, so I could have the chance to adjust to the situation and not be taken off guard, since I could palpably feel everything that happens to Alphard.  I would have to feel her die once again and it will be awful. 
  On the day of Alphard’s birthday, they finally set her free to visit me before the ritual with Yuna guarding close by.   The security was imperative because her Aunts would be arriving shortly with the entire clan, which comprised of hundreds of angel-like women, flying here to the island from the north and south. They would crowd the island for this occasion with many more, arriving tomorrow for the celebration. 
  Alphard couldn’t stay long, but we embraced each other hoping nothing would change between us.  Our kiss seemed like a goodbye, even though I retained the hope alive between us, assuming there was a probability she wouldn’t change.  That the blood of Hades would remain dormant. 
  The wings of Harpys filled the sky that day. I witnessed from beyond the rock arch; them flying towards the castle in their regalia and colors.  The red and gold of the Swift Wing and Swift Storm clans landed one by one on the shore.  They were fascinating to view with their crimson and black wings.  Blondes, brunettes, dark and red-haired women of all fashions and color caught my eyes.  Even still, I detested what they stood for, they were captivating nonetheless as they levitated in the sky with their wings flapping.  Alphard would one day have those wings and turn the heads of others with just the grace of her glance.   This is what I have to accept from now on.  Alphard is to become an Angel of Darkness. 
  The evening didn’t seem real as I felt Alphard’s adrenaline race in my heart.  She was scared.  I clutched my chest over my heart feeling it would take place shortly.   The intense pain etched into my core.  It ached so much, and I collapsed in the sand and shrieked. The link we shared made it painful to not feel the details.  Her heart stopped in mind and I felt her life slowly slip away. 
  Suddenly, a gloomy sensation filled my soul.  It felt very cold and ghastly that I choked.  The air was rough to breathe as I panted, and a stench of death was around me. What was this awful presence? 
  Manee visited again unexpectedly and saw me on the shore in torment.  He hauled himself onto the sand, and his blue scales glimmered and gleamed with his emotions.  His powerful arms pulled the weight of his entire body across the land to get to me.   When he was close enough, he grabbed me and held me tight. 
  “It’s okay, Ocean Goddess,” he replied calmly with compassion in his nature that soothed my suffering. “It will be over shortly.” 
  “It hurts,” I replied with tears in my eyes. “The darkness is all over me.” 
 He cradled me through the agony. “It will go away soon.”  
  Soon enough the dark feeling disappeared, and the pain went with it.  I freed my hand from my breast and let my body go limp in his arms as I weakened. I noticed the sand glued to his arms as he wiped them on me, and sand covered his graceful tail and fin, blurring out the diamond blue scales. 
  I laughed suddenly from the sight. “You are all full of sand… I’m sorry.” I continued laughing uncontrollably, not choosing to manage my reaction. 
  “This is nothing,” He had a cheerful grin and hugged me. “You’re in shock. So, relax for a moment.” 
  “You’re right, this link is a curse,” I blurted out and later wept again. 
  “Oh, the ninth heavens! It will be okay.” He held me longer to reassure me. “I assume the ritual was today.” 
  “Yes,” I became serious. “I felt the blade stab her heart like it was my own. Her death fell onto me.” I hesitated when I distinctly recalled the gloom that filled me. “The coldness of death was peculiar.  A shadow settled upon me.” I went into a profound silence with tears falling down my face, my body shivering. 
  “You received what it’s like to die as a Demon.” He answered in a manner that made it sound like he knew what I went through. “The worse type of Demon.” 
  His comments were obscure, but I didn’t bother to inquire any further questions. I preferred to know if Alphard was all right and if she was even the girl I remembered. Would the light of her soul live or be devoured by the darkness? 
  Manee stayed with me in the cove, but he had to re-enter the sea to re-hydrate.  I helped him clean off the mud from his scales and he laid back, drifting in the water in relief.  I kept peering towards the castle's whereabouts as the sun faded over the horizon. The night accompanied with a full moon rising in the sky and I knew Alphard would demand to see me.  I know she will show up tomorrow, which came quick with no sleep. 
  It was at the brink of dawn when my heart called me to the door of my hut, knowing Alphard was on the way here.  When her gentle face caught my eye, I couldn’t help the surge of excitement. However, my gaze met the black stab wound over her heart instead.  The black veins streaked outward from the cut like an infection that was percolating. My face tensed at the sight, but I rushed over before she could notice and wrapped my arms around her without touching the wound.  Her breath smelled of a pear when my lips met her cheek. Something was different about her scent.  She lacked any smell on her body, not even the scent of sweat.   Her eyes looked weak and tired as if she could fall asleep once again. 
  She laid in the sand, not wanting to stand any longer. I could tell the wound bothered her as she tensed, trying to feel comfortable with the black tunic, rubbing the irritated skin.  I tried healing it with my water magic, but it was an enchanted wound that couldn’t be healed. It had to run its course, and the blood that was poisoning everything good inside her.  The wound remained, and Alphard didn’t have relief from the pain. 
  She mentioned the abnormal experience during the ritual. The Wraith was coming for her, which explained the shadow that invaded my soul yesterday.  That dark eerie feeling of death still lingered on my body.  However, Alphard’s blank stare concerned me since this meant she was coming to terms. She is a Demon. 
  Tobias. The keeper of the Wraiths in the Underworld. Why was he after her in the first place? Manee always enjoyed solving puzzles to curious questions.  If he were here, he would think this girl is the daughter to a Demon lord. Maybe that’s what he meant about the worse type of Demon. A Demon that was darkness itself.  There was a place of no light where he and his Wraiths lived.  It would only make sense that Alphard’s soul wouldn’t go to the ninth heaven.  She would be collected like a possession, stored where she belongs. 
 However, for the time being she belonged here with me.  She invited me to the party with the Queen's approval.  What was that woman planning by finally accepting me being in love with her daughter? I loved the idea of spending the evening together, drinking and teasing her.  It was a dream come true. 
  She laid back in the sand and cuddled my head against her chest until she fell asleep.  I felt her heartbeat against my face and listened to the soothing sound of her life in my ears. Her breath at a calm pace as she drifted into a dream.  I leaned on my arm and watched her sleep. My hand slid up and down to the rhythm of her breathing.  I rubbed the tip of my fingers around the black cut, feeling the veins disappear to my touch.  She would not turn at this rate.  Alphard is too happy to give up her heart. 
  I grinned at the thought of the Queen being disappointed. Alphard’s body tensed next to mine, and her skin broke out into a cold sweat.  Her face wrinkled in torment before she suddenly woke up, panting like she escaped a nightmare. She seemed fearful and had a panicked look in her eyes.  I tried comforting her and asked what was wrong, but her answers were evasive and for the rest of the day it wasn’t spoken of until we had to part ways to get ready for the party. 
  I searched through my hut, trying to figure out my attire for the evening.  Nothing seemed to stand out, and it had been ages since I attended a proper gathering.  I’m sure the Dark Queen is expecting someone divine to represent as her daughter’s companion. 
  Suddenly, there was a knock on the door frame. 
  “Hello there, my dear.” Celaeno’s voice caught my attention, and I jerked my head to see her in a long black silk dress with the front cut short and was holding a thick folded cloth in her arm.  Luna waited next to her, arms crossed and giving me a glare like she would have preferred to not be here. Well I’d preferred not to see your face either! 
  “Your majesty.” I greeted by bowing my head with my right hand over my heart. “What brings you here?” 
  “Amphis, my dear.  I do love what you have done with the place.” She stepped inside, her eyes glancing around the space. “You have done well for yourself within Sanctuary.” 
  “Yes,” I bowed my head. “I’m grateful for your mercy.” 
  “No need to be so formal, my dear,” she approached me with the cloth. “I come bearing gifts.”  She handed me the item, and I hesitated at first. “Go on.  Take it.” I took it into my arms and laid it on my bed, unfolding little by little with her watchful eyes on me.  There was finer pale blue cloth inside, which was a dress with dangling sapphire earrings and a sapphire diamond necklace. I gasped at the shimmering beauty of the gems, and the cloth glittered as if it were fit for a Goddess. 
  “It’s beautiful!” I blurted out unintentionally for the Queen to hear. 
  “Exquisite, isn’t it? Tonight, is a special night for my daughter,” She smiled while brushing back loose hair from my face behind my ear. “You will wear this, and Alphard’s eyes will never stray.” 
  “I don’t know if I can accept this,” I said, feeling there was a catch for such an elaborate gift. 
  “Sure, you can accept this.” She picks up the sapphire diamond necklace and fastened it around my neck.  Her soft velvet hands pressed against my neck and held me close to her. Suddenly, her lips grazed my ear where felt her breath as she whispered. “Beautiful creatures deserve admiration.  You will look stunning even for your soon-to-be husband.” 
  I moved away from her. “What are you talking about?” I asked wanting to know what she meant. 
  “As you know Poseidon still wants you as his bride,” she sat on my bed like it was her own home. “He has offered a lot for me to release you from this island, my dear.” 
 “I thought we had a deal,” I said while tensing up in anger. 
  “We do,” The Dark Queen cast her eyes on the dress she brought me.  “I never fall back on my word to a lady who seeks sanctuary here.” 
  “Then why bring it up?” 
  “Oh Amphis, why do you stay here, knowing there’s nothing for you?” She grabbed ahold of my arm and pulled me close and forced me to kneel before her. She caressed my face with her hands and gazed deep into my eyes. “I can see why my daughter is in love with you. You have such pretty eyes. Clear as the sea. No wonder she hasn’t turned yet. Who would want to sacrifice their love when they have you?” She was in silence brushing my hair back. “Now Alphard will die because of you.” 
  My body went ill, and I sat back in the sand. “Alphard will not die.” 
  The Queen laughed. “My dear, with that look on your face in that weakened state you already know the truth. Did you think you could deny it like that because she came here how she is, the girl you love? Being in my family has many consequences or haven’t you noticed?” 
  I remained silent and looked away. “If Alphard doesn’t turn soon, her cousins will kill her.  My sisters will show no mercy on my daughter.” 
  “Can’t you just send her away like you did before?” I asked holding my chest, feeling Alphard’s excitement for tonight as my own. 
  “You should have known by now that doesn’t last,” she answered in a sincere tone. “They will eventually find her.  You think Poseidon is being relentless for no reason?  My family will stop at nothing to see Alphard’s heart cut from her chest and delivered on my throne. You knew this of my family, yet you still sway my daughter’s decisions with your love.” 
  “Won’t her father protect her?”  I said assuming the Demon lord Tobias was her father. “Her father is a Demon lord.  Can he protect her from your family?” 
  “I’m afraid not.” She sighed in annoyance. “My sisters and nieces will bring war to the Underworld and wipe out every single Demon to get to her.  We don’t need another unnecessary war.  It would bring such chaos to everyone.” 
  “There has to be something,” I imagine Alphard’s death. “I can’t stand being in this world if she’s not in it.  It will hurt too much.”  The link we share would eventually kill me as well. 
  “There’s only one way,” she heaved a sigh. “She will have to turn.” 
  “How is she going to do that if she’s happy with her love for me?” I asked already knowing the end result to my question. I needed her to say it for me. 
  “My dear, you already know what needs to be done.” She kneeled next to me on the floor and hugged me.  “If you need me to say it then I will.” Her lips were close to my ear. “Break her heart.” 
  Tears ran down my face as it paled from deep sadness. My fantasy of being with Alphard ended with those three words. The Queen was right.  There was nothing here for me anymore. 
  Tonight, would be my last night with the one I love. 
 
 CHAPTER XXV 
 
 Still Here 
    
 
THE DECISION WAS MADE THAT EVENING.  Alphard’s heart would have to experience the genuine agony of betrayal.   That evening, as I entered the castle the crowd went silent.  Their gazes fell upon me along with hers.  The dress and jewelry magnetized the chamber to my sheer elegance. The Queen was correct.  Alphard’s eyes never strayed. 
  I wanted the night to be special.  My performance had to be flawless by being cheerful and charming with my words.  I wanted to deceive myself into seducing Alphard even though the idea pained me heavily.  I had accepted the Queen's proposal of marrying Poseidon for the sake of saving Alphard’s life. In exchange, I would be the one to mature Alphard this evening and no other.  It was a devious deal to negotiate, but she accepted it as the arrangement. 
  The night was young, and Alphard was so dashing with the dark eye shadow that illuminated her golden hazel eyes.  The gold flakes in her irises sparkled in the faint lighting.  Her green beaded necklace with crescent moons glimmered off her fair skin. 
  The black veins near her wound had virtually disappeared and oddly enough she didn’t appear to be in pain, the way she relaxed in the white Egyptian cloth. The fiber of the clothing didn’t bother her like it appeared earlier in the day. It was like she never received the wound the way she slurped the wine and locked her eyes with mine throughout our time, chattering about the guests in the room and Yuna. 
  Alphard’s cousin Calipee, who had been exiled to serve the Dark clan, had shown interest in Yuna.  However, only I knew her heart belonged to an Elven woman she mentioned some while ago. Her mischievous grin only suggested that Calipee might absolutely be lucky. I giggled to myself, recalling the night when we practically had sex.  I hope Calipee can handle being more submissive. 
  As for Alphard and me, we made our withdrawal to the higher floor of the castle away from the guests and the views of her clan. Her lips tasted sweet and bitter from the wine, which was a savory mix against my tongue.  The smell of the wine was exhilarating, blurring my attentions to the feel of her heart racing against mine as our chests pressed closely in the shadows of the corridor. 
  Our moment was disturbed by a romantic, but rough tryst between the Queen and the angry hound. We witnessed Celaeno and Luna violent, carnal, affection towards each other as they took pleasure in the pain they inflicted by biting and shedding each other’s blood. 
  We observed in the shadows in silence as Alphard’s mother enjoyed being ravaged by Luna’s sexual aggression. The passion they shared was absolute that evening and the relationship they had belatedly made sense. They were an absurd pair, but they were happy. 
  Alphard had a scrunched face from the sight and acted annoyed, screening her eyes with her hand. I quickly saved her from her ruined mood by kissing her intensely.  The distraction led to another, all the way up the tower steps, to her bed.  Her body adhered to mine, and I didn’t want to let go.  Her skin became heated, and the transformation happened subtly with the snake-like skin formed around her. 
  Alphard let herself go to my touch, reaching inside her until she was no longer self-aware about the transition.   The muscles on her body tensed and her legs squeezed my fist as tight as she could until she moaned in pleasure from achieving her climax.  I felt my life-force being tugged away, soaking into the pores of her snake-like skin. Her mouth absorbed my aura like she was suffering from starvation. 
  When Alphard realized it, she instantly hauled aside. She stumbled out of the bed and clutched the table by the mirror.  I realized she was still hungry, and she needed to keep feeding until the change was complete. 
 I dragged myself out of bed even though my vitality was drained, and I held her through the process.  I continued advising her to keep feeding until it was done. Alphard sucked more of my life force into her skin.  My body had become weaker, and I knew it scared her to see me this way. 
  The transformation ended and the pores on her skin finally sealed and the snake-like skin faded, shifting back to normal fair skin.   Her eyes went from green and gold back to plain hazel.  It disoriented her from the high of my energy coursing inside her, at the same time it upset her, thinking she harmed me. However, my regenerative magic returned all the energy and life force collected from me.  I was back to normal before the first tears dropped from her eyes. 
  Alphard wasn’t too devastated about finding out she was a Demon. However, it was more than obvious that she didn’t want our night to end. Our love-making continued until morning, and she drained me with every pleasurable moment we spent in each other’s arms. 
  I didn’t want it to end until dawn’s early light peered through the balcony window.  Alphard was fast asleep next to me with her arms embracing me in passion.  The strong hold made me sigh in sorrow because it was time to go.  Poseidon would wait for my arrival at the island border around this hour and the Queen would await in the great hall.  I detected her presence for a brief second near the construct of the door before she fled. 
  I slipped Alphard’s arm aside, so I could sit up.  She didn’t awaken from me struggling to get out of bed. After getting up on to my feet, I pecked her on the cheek and whispered in her ear. 
  “My beautiful Dark Princess.  Please find it in your heart to forgive me one day.  I hope you remember no matter what happens that I will always love you.  It doesn’t matter how much time will pass between us.” I kissed near her lips. “I love you.” I walked away, breathless.  “Goodbye.” 
  I forced my way down the tower, through the hallway, and down into the great hall where the Queen stood waiting for me, wearing just a silk black cloth around her waistline as if she was still indulging in Luna through the morning. Her long dark hair was tousled and tangled, and her face with no glamor as she gawked at me. 
  “You have served well,” she had a smirk of contentment. “Alphard will survive because of this.” 
  “Ugh.” I nudged her shoulder with mine, walking by. 
  She snatched my arm. “If it were different, I wouldn’t resent you being here.” 
  “It’s no different from my heart breaking with hers,” I replied struggling to force my arm away from her grip. “It’s done.” I dashed toward the exit and ceased after hearing the Queens tone echoed. 
  “Thank you.” 
  The gratitude caused me to feel ill in my chest.  The air became rougher the further I staggered on the marble floor, arriving at the exit.   My heart plummeted at the gate and I collapsed to my knees.  This was not a dream come true.  Alphard will loathe me till the end. 
  I stood to my feet and made my way down to the sea where I swam to the border to meet Poseidon on his water chariot.  His hair black and curled as coal. His sapphire diamond eyes flared with the essence of a higher being when he grabbed my hand and yanked me on the carriage. I didn’t like the atmosphere of being with him, but this had to be done. 
  Alphard meant more than my own body.  The wedding with Poseidon was as distasteful as our consummation afterward.  His thick heavy body never satisfied me, but I knew Alphard could sense what was transpiring. The change inside her was happening as expected. The rage filled her heart, and the blood drowned the love she had for me.  It stung my chest like blades, cutting under my skin.  I gazed at the blood moon in the night sky.  Alphard was blood thrilled by this moon. 
 The darkness clouded around me in my chamber where I felt Alphard’s hate directed her arrow towards me.  Its blade slashed near my cheek, leaving a scrape before it plunged into the wall with the Aqua gem I’d given her.  I didn’t mind the blood, rushing down my face. I picked up the stone and carried it against my chest, keeping back my mourning. She will never forgive me. 
    
  *** 
  Time has passed since the day of Alphard’s transformation into the Dark Princess. The title held no comparison to the Harpy she had become.  Her lust for victims piled up out of spite with every hunt.  She never knew I would follow her in the shadows, traveling through the reflections of mirrors and water.  It was a new trait I developed as a Goddess, to use reflections to take me to a destination I desired the most. 
  Alphard’s first contract devastated me when I watched her drain the life of that innocent girl and ordered Phyla and Pharah to slaughter the entire house. The screams alone were difficult to fathom. I could have stopped her, yet I didn’t.  I stayed hidden in shame, watching the rage drive the woman I love to kill. She murdered all the children and slaves under her command and all she did was step in their blood with no remorse. I knew then, all the goodness in her had disappeared before my eyes.  She wasn’t the Alphard I knew anymore.  The rage flared in her eyes and in the crooked grin she wore, watching the hounds devour the slaver. She had embraced the darkness. 
  The Queen couldn’t even convince her to settle down, approaching her in the streets.  Alphard’s demonic self-emerged and went rogue that night.  Celaeno sensed me in the shadows after her daughter left. 
  “You might as well show yourself, Amphis,” she called out in grief.  Her jaw tight and gritting her teeth.  “She doesn’t care if you’re here or not.” 
  I stepped out of the shadows. “Your majesty.” I bowed my head. 
  “No formalities, Goddess,” She snapped at me in anger. “You knew of this?” 
  “Knew of what, your majesty?” 
  “That you and my daughter have the twin soul link?” 
  “Of course, I knew, your majesty,” I frowned. “I thought you knew everything. I guess not.” 
  “Don’t play with me, girl!” She became livid and stomped towards me, grabbed my face and forced me to look her in the eye. Her breath puffed in my face like an angry dragon. “You need to be honest with me.  How long have you known of this bond?” 
  I smiled in content from her rage. “Since we first met.” I smacked her hand away from my face. “Do you think you know Alphard right now, being her mother and all?" I pulled out a blade from the black shroud that hid my body. “I feel everything she feels every day. All her victims etch away at me and I know it’s just the beginning.” I place the blade against my chest. “Your daughter is rogue.  What is the rule for rogue Angels, your majesty?” I slowly pushed the blade about fingernail deep into my skin before the Queen grabbed it from my hand. 
  “I will not apply the law to my daughter, since she has her grievances to resolve.” She threw the blade into the street away from us. “I would love to see you die, my dear. Believe me I would enjoy doing it myself.  But now you need to stay alive for my daughter’s sake.  Your death will mean her end.” 
  “What if your family found out about this?” I asked. “Touch me like that again or threaten me, I will hand myself over to your sisters.  There’s still hope for them to gain the throne if they knew.” 
  “Dear you are making enemies with the wrong kind.” The Queen smiled like it didn’t shed one ounce of fear. 
  “Alphard is the only thing that matters.” I stood close to her face. Our eyes blazing at each other. “You will no longer interfere with her life.  She decides what she wants and how she wants it.  If you don’t like what she chooses, it doesn’t matter.  You don’t say a word.” 
 The Queen laughed. “You have become quite the persuasive young lady, Goddess.” She bowed her head. “Poseidon has quite a fiery one under him. He’s a lucky man. If Hades allowed my kind companions, I would have seen you fit to be my daughter’s bride. It’s unfortunate, isn’t it?” 
  “Her companion or not, I’ll continue to watch over her!” I felt the pain in my chest from another victim Alphard had slain. I shut my eyes and grabbed my chest. 
  “For the sake of your devotion, I do hope you learn to withstand my daughter’s rage.” She summoned a dark portal. “Since you will go through suffering for the rest of your life, I’ll honor that agreement.  Alphard has free reign to do as she pleases. I will not interfere any longer.”  She entered the black mass, and it disappeared behind her. 
  I sighed in relief at her brief exit, and I breathed deeply as the feeling in my chest continued to ache with victims of Alphard’s vengeance in the night. The crescent moon shined above me with a solitary star next to it as if the sky was winking at me.  The solitary star shone as bright as the moon in the darkness. 
  Oh, Solitary One... 
  If only you knew I’m still here. 
    
    
    
  TO BE CONTINUED… 
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