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Daughters of Maadre

PART ONE

1. Felino
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The young man closed his eyes, blinded by the sudden light as they pushed him onto the sales block. Humiliated by the capture and treated like an animal, his obvious destination was the slave marketplace of Maadre. His wrists were tied behind his back and his clothes in tatters, since the journey and the dark cell where he'd waited hadn't been pleasant.

"This is Felino, his name comes from his panther eyes," the Merchantess announced. "Uncatchable until a month ago when mighty Huntress Jocelyn captured him in the jungle of the south."

The young man cursed the woman and the stupid name she'd given him. He couldn't think of anything better, but "Felino" sounded awful – he wasn't an animal after all. But he'd grown up almost alone, and never felt the need for a name. "Kid" had been enough for years. Of course, since he wasn't a child anymore, that name didn't fit either.

"He can be a Public Man or a Slave, since he's young and strong," the Merchantess continued. "Would you like to see more of him?"

She ripped off what was left of his clothes and Felino cursed under his breath. He wasn't used to being exposed to so many people. All those eyes on him... It wasn't the lack of clothes, more the feeling of that crowd's attention on him – like a troop of monkeys staring at him with unclear intentions.

"Shut up, you idiot," the woman snapped, continuing her presentation.

Felino clenched his teeth and stood still. His eyes stopped wandering on the assembly and stared into the distance while he tried not to listen. He tried to breath deeply to calm his rising panic. He'd never seen so many people – mostly women – together. 

Still, the Merchantess's words reached him. Yes, he had blue eyes, but he wasn't that handsome. He felt he had too much body hair now that he'd grown up. Yes, he could perform – probably not so well, for lack of experience, but he still could deliver. 

Goddess, make this farce end now!

"Sold!" the Merchantess announced.

Thank you, Goddess, he thought as they took him away. They gave him a new tunic and he sat in a bigger room, waiting to meet his new mistress. Soon he was joined by another young man with long golden locks who smiled shyly at him.

"They call me Raggio," he admitted when Felino asked him his name.

More human than "Felino", Felino thought sourly.

Then came a teenager with dark hair and eyes, who looked very relieved at the thought he wouldn't become a Public Man.

"How can you tell, you know who bought us?" Felino teased. Besides, the boy didn't look like a virgin – town boys lost their virginity at fourteen, like the girls. He was the one who should be worried about becoming a Public Man, since he had no experience other than with the Huntress, who had used him before giving him to the Merchantess. Not something worth remembering, no.

The boy pouted, and Felino smiled at him. The boy was called Moretto. Eventually they were taken to a house on the capital's main square, next to the Queen's palace – it could be anything, including a Public House. They were led to the first floor, where they met the mistress, a middle-aged woman with dark hair and blue eyes.

"My name is Ileana, and I'm an Aristocrat and a Healer," she said. "Raggio, you will go to my firstborn's Apartment. Felino, you should impregnate my second born, since she hasn't given birth yet. And you, Moretto, being the youngest, you will stay with me, so I can teach you a few things. Let's go now, I want you all to look your best before meeting my daughters."

They followed her back downstairs to a big pool where they bathed. A house servant shaved Felino, not trusting him with a razor. Moretto looked worried again, probably because the lady was too old for his tastes. Felino thought she had class, unlike Jocelyn or the Merchantess.

Groomed and freshly clothed, they were taken to the living room, where Ileana awaited on her triclinium, a long gown with generous cleavage showing off her aging beauty.

She observed them and nodded with a satisfied smile. She signaled towards a door and two teen girls came in, wearing similar tunics and with their long brown hair loose on their shoulders. Both had blue eyes like their mother, and they sat on triclinia on both sides of hers, one looking excited, the other keeping her eyes low.

"Selene." The woman turned to the smiling girl. "The blond one is yours. His name is Raggio."

"Thank you, Mother!" Selene hugged her.

Ileana nodded, then looked at her other daughter who sat with her hands in her lap and her head hung.

"Aurora, the blue-eyed young man is for you. His name is Felino."

"Thank you, Mother." The voice was flat and the girl didn't look up. Puzzled, Felino waited.

Ileana told the men to sit as food was brought in. Felino sat on the floor by Aurora's triclinium, but she never looked at him, while Selene kept poking and touching Raggio, feeding him and giggling.
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It was a strange dinner. Felino ate delicious food, observing the other two men since Aurora ignored him. Moretto looked more and more worried, Raggio more and more happy, probably considering himself very lucky. Felino was a little envious – and anxious, since he wasn't sure he could do what was required of him.

Then he followed Aurora to her rooms, thinking she was pretty but cold. 

"May I ask how old you are?" he inquired, not sure what he was supposed to do. He'd been isolated for too long, and Huntress Jocelyn hadn't been a pleasant experience – although Ileana's house seemed to be very different.

"Fourteen," Aurora answered without turning. "Here's your room."

She opened a door in her bedroom and backed away. Felino entered and looked around, curious. Ileana must be wealthy if even servants (or bed slaves) were allowed such comforts – a real bed with linen sheets and a settle for clothes. 

The door closed behind him, leaving him alone. Puzzled, he stared at the closed door, then at the inviting bed. Oh, well, maybe Aurora would sleep with him tomorrow. He was too tired by all the novelties to care.
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Ileana was a busy woman. She was the Queen's Healer with six living children, and an Aristocrat with a big house full of servants. Her two eldest had just entered social life, which meant problems had just begun. Not really with the eldest, but more due to introverted Aurora, who hadn't given birth yet. It had been months since the Rite's night, and no baby was in sight. Selene's firstborn hadn't survived its first year, but she was eager to have more.

Queen Jessamine's reign was peaceful now, but her duties didn't allow her to spend much time with her own children, so Ileana had asked her to send at least Desiderio to her house, since he was Aurora's age. Selene spent so much time with Princess Joelia that Jessamine thought it fair that her son lived with her best friend.

Joelia and Selene got along well, exchanging Slaves and enjoying their company, but Desiderio and Aurora were both painfully shy. Ileana had to send her most experienced man to Aurora's room for the Rite, and since then Aurora had stopped talking to her. 

Joelia and Selene had found one of their friends who had taken care of Desiderio's virginity, but he seemed to prefer Ileana's company to younger women. And since he looked so much like his uncle, Ileana couldn't bring herself to force him to breed. She could send him to work in a Public House, but neither she nor Jessamine wanted this for him. So she paraded him around as much as she could, a couple of mothers had requested him for their daughters, but he kept coming back to her – which suited her.

Aurora's case was different. Nothing had come out of the Rite, so the fourteen-year-old needed to mate again. Ileana thought Felino looked quite virile, hence she'd chosen him for her – he surely knew what to do and he was younger than the man who had taken her virginity.

Then Selene announced she'd skipped her period, but nothing came from Aurora. Puzzled, Ileana waited patiently, thinking maybe Felino needed a little more time.
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Felino was disconcerted. Aurora had showed him his room and never called him to her bed. On one hand Felino was happy, since he was so inexperienced in spite of his age, but on the other hand a little voice kept telling him it was a shame, since Aurora was pretty and sleeping with her would probably be better than sleeping alone.

Sometimes Aurora told him to accompany her to dine with her mother and sister, but she was always gloomy. Sometimes Felino wished he could read her thoughts. She'd given him lots of free time to think and wonder about his life – from alone in the jungle to a comfortable and quiet house in a city. 

He didn't have much to do, since he was supposed to breed, and didn't dare venture outside on his own – he'd certainly be lost in the maze of houses and alleys, while he always knew where he was in the jungle – so sometimes he was really bored.

Then he saw Raggio discarded and resold, Moretto sent to the kitchen, a new young man entering Ileana's bedroom, and wondered what his fate would be. He couldn't understand what he was supposed to do in the house, since Aurora kept ignoring him. Still, he never attempted to run away, since he had nowhere to go back to.

Ileana's house was nice and big and he could go everywhere, even in the library, although he couldn't read. He stared often at the rolls and parchments and leather-bound books, wondering what was in them, but not daring to ask someone to teach him, since not even Desiderio was allowed to touch the books.

Then – after three months in his new home – he found out by chance why Aurora was so uninterested in him. One afternoon, he went to the inner garden for a breath of fresh air, and since he'd learned to move stealthily in the luxuriant vegetation of the south, he walked in on Aurora who was kissing one of her girlfriends.

He opened his mouth, gasping in surprise, frozen on the spot. His stillness was enough to startle the girls – the guest yelped and ran away. Aurora slowly rose, narrowing her eyes.

"If you tell my mother, you're dead," she threatened.

"Your mother gave me to you, so I'm your responsibility," he replied. "Please free me or resell me."

"In return for your silence?"

"You have no use for me, let me go."

"My mother bought you," she grumbled averting her eyes. "Only she can resell you. I can give you away if you want, but I can't resell you."

"If you can't free me, keep me with you, then," he said after a brief hesitation.

He wondered how long it would take her mother to figure out they weren't doing what they were supposed to do. Selene was pregnant, but Aurora didn't let him close to her...
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"So?" Alexia looked anxious as they hid at the back of the temple during a function.

"Felino won't talk," Aurora assured, squeezing her hand.

"Our mothers will kill us if they find out," Alexia insisted, worried.

"They won't find out!" Aurora snapped. "I'll tell her I'm barren and she'll send me to the Temple of the Goddess."

"You're going to keep this up for another five or six years?" Alexia moaned, retreating against the wall.

"I'll use herbs if necessary, but I will not give birth."

"Don't you think we should breed like everybody else?"

"Ale, if you want to get pregnant, just go." Aurora snorted. "I won't allow any man to touch me ever again!"

"I know, the Rite was awful..." Alexia whispered, looking around in case someone was watching them.

"I see you got over the horror of it," Aurora said bluntly. "If you want to use Felino, go ahead, but stay away from me!"

"No, no!" Alexia hugged her, fearful. "I want to be with you!"

"Then stop talking nonsense," Aurora chided, squeezing her friend. They hid behind a column for a quick kiss, then went back to sit by their mothers as the High Priestess concluded her sermon.

***
[image: ]


"Still nothing?" Ileana asked.

"Maybe I should go to the Temple of the Goddess," Aurora suggested innocently.

"Don't be silly, you're barely fifteen!" her mother snapped. "The Goddess won't have you until you're twenty. Desiderio, fetch Felino."

Aurora glared at her cousin, who shrugged and obeyed.

"Why do you keep him here?" she asked.

"Because Jessamine doesn't have time for him."

"Or maybe because he looks like our father?" she insisted, sarcastic. She was seven when her mother had left with her father – the Queen's brother – to rescue Jessamine from the Kelvan king. He never came back, and her mother was still mourning him. Liana and Ricciolo had different fathers from Aurora, Selene and eleven-year-old Oro.

Ileana glared at her. "Aurora, I don't think you're barren, only stubborn."

Then Desiderio came back with the slave, who looked surprised by the summons. Aurora thought Felino was a little dumb, which suited her, especially since he obeyed her.

"How many times did you sleep with my daughter?" Ileana demanded.

He hesitated and stared worriedly at Aurora, who clenched her teeth with a frown.

"The truth, Felino," Ileana insisted. 

"Not one," he admitted, embarrassed. Too dumb to lie, damn him.

"I thought I made it clear what I bought you for."

"Yes, my lady, but I thought I was supposed to wait for your daughter's summons."

"Well, tonight you shall go to Aurora's bed and do what you're supposed to do," Ileana said, determined.

"Yes, my lady." Felino hung his head in submission.

Aurora scoffed. "Leave him alone, Mother. I won't let him touch me," she said with contempt. If the truth was out, no need to keep pretending.

Ileana slapped her.

"My daughter will not refuse to do her duty," she replied angrily. "Tonight you shall sleep with him!"

"Leave me alone!" Aurora screamed. "I'm old enough to know what I want!"

"You're still under my roof, so you will follow my rules," Ileana retorted. "The Temple of the Goddess won't accept you for another five years, so you don't have an alternative. I hope he impregnates you soon, I'm sick of your childishness."

"What?" Aurora protested. "Wasn't the Rite enough of an imposition, since Selene had none, now you even want me to breed against my will?"

"Selene has a normal sex life and she's happily expecting her second baby, who hopefully will survive. You've been a hermit forever and it's your duty to breed like everybody else."

"I hate you!" Aurora whispered, glaring at her.

"I don't care. Have Felino or I'll find you another man."
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Aurora found herself locked in her room with Felino, still fuming after the confrontation. The young man stared at her in silence. Aurora paced the room while he sat in a corner and waited for her to calm down.

What was the use of being the Queen's niece if she was spared nothing? What was the breeding frenzy about? The daughters of Amazonia were thriving in spite of being surrounded by male-ruled countries, why should every single Amazon breed for the glory of the Goddess?

Aurora wanted to run away, but she had nowhere to go. She had no money of her own, and didn't know how to earn her living since she'd been born noble. She was apprenticed to her mother, the Healer, but she wasn't knowledgeable enough to start her own practice yet.

Unlike Selene – but mostly their cousin, Princess Joelia – she'd never been interested in sex, so on her fourteenth birthday she'd undergone the Rite with a masked man, as was customary. Which had hurt and shamed her, and probably scarred her for life. She hated sex. And she felt still like a child herself, in spite of having regular periods, and she didn't want to be a mother yet: She wanted to keep daydreaming and reading and trying to figure out what to do with her life.

I don't want a man! I want to play with Alexia and Demetria and pretend the Rite never happened!

She glanced at Felino who sat patiently waiting for her. He had beautiful eyes, of unusual color and shape, but he was too hairy for her tastes. And if she thought about the covered part of him that he was supposed to use on her, she wanted to run away screaming. That hard ugly thing that was supposed to make a woman and a mother of her.

I'm still a child! Mother, you can't do this to me! You can't force me! But it was the law – the same for everyone, Aristocrat or Artisan, in towns or villages, no exceptions allowed.

Night fell. Aurora slumped on the bed to pout. Felino rose slowly, and hesitantly came forward.

"We could try," he suggested shyly. "I'm not very experienced, but I'll do my best to please you."

"Forget it," she snapped.

"But your mother might order me to force myself on you, and I don't want to hurt you," he insisted, worried.

"I will leave," she grumbled. "I'm her daughter, not her prisoner."

He sighed, averted his eyes and went back to sit in his corner.
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Ileana found Felino curled up on the floor and kicked him awake. Then she went to shake Aurora, who lay on the bed alone.

"Why is he sleeping on the floor?" the mother demanded.

"Because I don't want him in my bed," the daughter answered venomously.

Ileana glared at Felino, who now stood against the wall, waiting for orders. "You should have forced yourself on her."

Huntress Jocelyn and her sister immediately sprang to his mind. They had found it very funny that he had no idea of what he was supposed to do since he'd grown up isolated, and didn't make it easy on him.

"I couldn’t," he replied. "I know what it means to be forced." He'd hoped he could explore better the whole thing with Aurora, but it obviously wouldn't happen after all – not by her own free will, at least.

"If you don't do it, somebody else will," Ileana replied bluntly. "It's cruel, but necessary." She turned back to her daughter. "You will sleep with a man. I'll send Oriano to impregnate you. He might still be a little rough, but I'm sure he can do what is asked of him."

"Why not send the same man you used for my Rite, so I can spit on his face at last?" Aurora retorted.

Ileana slapped her. "You stop this nonsense right now, or I'll have you tied to your bed and have all the men of the house except Desiderio have a pass at you," she threatened.

"You can't do this to me, I'm your daughter!" Aurora screamed, furious.

"And you'll do your daughter's duty, right now," Ileana snapped. "Come, Felino."

He followed her out of Aurora's room, frowning with worry. She told him to wait for her in another room, and Felino sat on the floor, wondering what was next. Would he be resold? Punished? And what would happen to poor, stubborn Aurora?

He lost track of time as he waited obediently for the mistress, but his empty stomach rumbled in protest by the time she came into the room with a tray of food. She put it on a low table and signaled he could eat while she looked outside of the window, thoughtful.

Felino gobbled the food, still worried, and then stood, waiting for orders. Ileana turned to look at him with a sad and thoughtful expression.

"I shouldn't have given you to Aurora," she said, observing him. "I should have kept you for myself."

"How is Aurora?" he dared to ask.

"Why do you care?"

"I don't want you to hurt her."

"Why?"

"It doesn't seem fair."

Her lips twitched in a repressed smile. "It's the law," she said. "Are you aware of the law?"

"Um... sort of," he admitted. "I seem to understand at some point we all have to breed. But I don't think you should force your daughter. She won't learn to love men if she's raped."

"The Rite can be tough for its lack of foreplay," Ileana admitted. "I chose a very experienced man for her, except she hated him anyway and didn't get pregnant. But Aurora has her duty, like everybody else, she can't think the law will spare her because she's the Queen's niece. The Queen herself had a Rite and fell in love with that masked man – Desiderio and Joelia's father."

"You know the Queen personally?" Felino was impressed. "What is she like?"

"She's a warrior and a great queen who has suffered much," Ileana explained, serious. "She lost her Favorite to a foreign king who raped her and sired two of her children. She has all the rights to hate men, but she doesn't. Aurora's childish behavior isn't appropriate to her aunt's strength."

"Leave your daughter alone," he insisted.

"I admire your honesty, Felino, and your way of openly talking to me, but I can't do it. Besides, aren't you worried about your fate?" Ileana sat on the big bed at the center of the room and stared at him.

"I don't think I'm worth much, I'm only a Slave," he muttered, staring at his feet. The lowest caste of men in that country – and it wasn't even his fault. If his father hadn't taken him away from whatever town or village he was born, maybe he'd be something else today. A Dancer of the Goddess, or a house servant, maybe even a Public Man, who knew. But since his capture he'd been repeatedly told he was just a Slave, a human stud.

"You're a strange Uncatchable. Different from Oriano."

Felino knew Oriano had run away in his teens, becoming Uncatchable for a few years. That wasn't really a caste, not an official one anyway, although Huntresses liked to call their prey "uncatchables" – until they caught them, of course.

Felino had never considered himself such, in fact he'd been captured easily, since he had no idea of what was actually going on.

"I'm not... well, maybe I am, I mean, I grew up isolated in the jungle with my father, but I hadn't talked to anyone in years when they caught me. I had never seen a town before and I have only a very vague idea of what's expected of me. I don't know the laws. I don't know much about women. And you can't be worse than the Huntress who caught me, used me and sold me."

"A wild man." She sounded surprised. "Come here."

Puzzled, he looked at her, and she beckoned him with a smile. He sat next to her, and she put her arms around his neck.

"So you lost your virginity when you were captured?" she asked. She sounded concerned, not scornful like Jocelyn had been.

He blushed but nodded.

"We have Rites for men too," she said, amused. "At fourteen, much like girls. How old are you?"

"It's hard to tell the passing of time in an evergreen jungle. I was fifteen when my father died – he knew how to track time, but never taught me."

"You can't be more than twenty," she decided. "Still, quite overdue. Did you at least pleasure yourself?"

"Yes, I am familiar with that."

"Good." She smiled, satisfied, and pulled him closer to kiss him.

Felino let her introduce him to sex in a gentler manner. He had hoped he could discover it with Aurora, but her mother wasn't as bad as Jocelyn. A part of him was disgusted by the age gap, but the other was all excited and happy for the discovery. Yes, women could be more pleasant than his hand if they treated him like a person and not an animal that needed to be restrained. They smelled good and their body felt different from his. The intimacy with someone else could be pleasurable, if she was gentle like Ileana.

"I should have kept you instead of Moretto," Ileana said, staring at him after a full night of sexual explorations. "You only wasted time with Aurora."

"If I do what you want, will you leave her alone?" he asked.

"You like my daughter, don't you?" She smiled. "So, do you think you can seduce her with your new knowledge?"

"No, I don't think she likes me." He saw Aurora kissing her friend in the garden and felt a knot in his throat. "But please stop hurting her."

She stared at him, thoughtful.

"Fine," she said at last before kissing him.
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"You have what you wanted, Mother," Aurora announced flatly, stopping in the middle of the living room where Ileana was reading a book to Felino and Desiderio. "I'm pregnant. Your dear Oriano has succeeded where his predecessor failed."

She managed to hide her shiver of disgust and keep contempt out of her voice as she thought of the awful week she'd spent with the Slave forcing himself on her. Crying and begging hadn't helped
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