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Arina took a minimal amount of heavy, warm air into her lungs. Vague, meaningless images began to reach her mind, and it was only after a long moment that she was able to distinguish each of them. Something painfully stung her chest as she subconsciously recalled her mother's face with all the details, cheerful and beautiful. She read bedtime stories to Arina every evening or tell all sorts of stories right after she put her little daughter to sleep. That evening it was also like that.

It was all over that evening, Arina thought. She took a deep breath and immediately regretted it. She felt a sharp pain that pierced her entire body and lingered in her lower abdomen, back, and one hand. She reluctantly opened her eyes, finally returning from dreamland to reality. She blinked a few times to get used to the darkness around her. Despite her good eyesight, she couldn't see much. High vaulted ceilings, delicate, single flashes of a crystal chandelier, and the outlines of some furniture...

Realizing with regret where she was exactly, she felt the weight of an arm resting on her chest. Dread seized her, and she was motionless. In fact, she was not allowed to move. She squeezed her eyes shut, immediately concentrating on counting her shallow, broken breaths. She knew she had to persevere until the man sleeping next to her woke up.

Anna awoke just before sunrise. She got up, quickly but meticulously dusted her clothes, put on her shabby boots and coat, and left the hut. A chill wind jerked her clothes violently as soon as she was outside. Holding the covers, she looked around. She shuddered at the sight of the snow on this side of the yard, lowered her head and hurried across the large courtyard towards the mansion, deftly avoiding drifts and shabby farm buildings. Before leaving, she noticed that the bed next to it was empty. It was not surprising, but each time it caused an infinite fear in Anna's heart.

She frowned as she accelerated just before the foot of the white marble steps. In this part of the property, the cold fluff was carefully shoveled away, the evergreen trees were evenly trimmed, and the wide steps were polished and protected against freezing. 

Skipping two at a time made her breathless, so at the top Anna was forced to stand for a second to catch her breath and walk a little slower on the wide terrace. She raised a hand to take the ornate door handle and barely managed to jump to the side when the door suddenly swung open. Moments later, they closed with a soft click of the lock.

Anna looked up cautiously and, seeing Arina's thin face in front of her, she let out a soft sigh of relief revealed by the abundant puff of steam into which her breath turned. This relief was almost immediately replaced by a feeling of unease.

Arina didn't even bother to give her a look, and that was amazing.

"Come on," she whispered, and quickly descended the stairs.

Whether she like it or not, without a word she followed the little form of her friend, trying to catch up with her. 

She surreptitiously managed to look at her, as she did not miss the trembling in the girl's soft voice and the bewildered gaze. She was holding a basket of underwear to be soaked in her hands, her lips were pressed tightly together, and a single wrinkle was visible on her forehead. Movement seemed to be causing her some... difficulty.

Anna's eyes widened as she noticed small scratches on her pale cheek. She felt an icy chill run down her spine, which was not caused by the surprisingly low temperature this year.

Arina set the basket on the shore of a partially frozen artificial lake. 

The water was cold, but when it touched human skin, the magic particles circulating just below the surface warmed it enough to dip your hands into it and not freeze them. 

She knelt by the basket and silently began to pick up and arrange the items of laundry on the ground. Anna watched her closely for a moment, then dropped to her knees and took her hand. 

She gritted her teeth and tightened her grip as her friend tried to rip her wrist free. Within seconds she stopped struggling and lowered her head with an expression of resignation on her face. 

She stared thoughtfully at her clenched fingers - or at the two gold, thin bracelets resting on her wrists. 

One on each. Positioned just above the palms, so close to the skin that there was almost no space between them, they were a sign of bondage. 

They were obligatory for all slaves. Made of materials corresponding to your status, aided by the magic of a given holder, they had no fasteners, and generally the smooth surface was decorated only with engravings of the emblems of these wielders. 

Once worn, they stayed in place as long as Master wanted them to, so the magic flowing through the thin discs adjusted their shape to the shape of the wrists. It thus made them so flexible that they seemed to form part of the body after a while. Once upon a time, Anna heard rumors that these bracelets could only be removed by a new Master, unless the previous one dies - then they fell on their own. Considering the mages' longevity and endurance, this was not very comforting information.

Arina let out a loud sigh, as if an invisible weight rested on her chest. Strands of dark hair fell over her now wrinkled forehead, and a single tear ran down her cheek, which she immediately wiped with the back of her other hand. Even without being so close to her, you could tell how tormented and exhausted she was.

Anna held back the words that fell on her lips at what the man had done again. She suppressed the feeling of grief overcoming her and took her friend gently by the chin. She ran a thumb over her cheek and stared intently at the glassy dark green eyes. Arina's pained, distraught gaze expressed everything she wanted to know. She pulled her carefully against her and hugged her lovingly. Arina did not deserve such a fate. No entity in the New World deserved such treatment, but neither entity caught in such slavery had essentially a chance of liberation.

The little girl started to shake soft shivers, she was breathing shallowly and unevenly, but Anna knew that Arina was not crying. She never cried. She never screamed. Invariably submissive, silent and humble. Regardless of the time, she obediently endured all whims and obeyed her master's orders.

She shuddered and sighed, apparently trying to calm herself, but from the soft groan that soon escaped her chest, Anna concluded that her physical condition was unacceptable, as she judged him at first glance. She was also a bit surprised that her friend had succumbed to this moment of weakness without much resistance, and for so long.

Anna had a strange feeling that she was losing the will to do anything. To make things worse, even if she wanted to die, he wouldn't let that happen. She certainly had such thoughts often, but if she had allowed herself to be completely resigned and indifferent to the gift of life she had graciously received from her master, it would have been used against her. It was doubtful to make the existence of a slave like Arina even worse, but only a fool would risk.

Anna suppressed the urge to think further and forced herself to breathe slowly. Any wrong move could have caused her friend additional suffering.

Only after a dozen or so minutes meticulously, Arina calmed down a bit. She took one careful deep breath and pulled herself free from her embrace. She looked up to catch Anna's gaze, who hoped she looked worried now, but her gaze was firm and supportive. In fact, as she stared into those emerald eyes, that cruel, repressed grief squeezed her painfully by the helplessness and bitterness of her heart.

Arina blinked her eyes suddenly, as if trying to get rid of the overwhelming feelings.

"We should get to work," she whispered.

Anna's jaw ached from gritting her teeth. She nodded, refraining from commenting. Because what could she say? What to do? No words or gestures would be soothing. Not counting those on the way to liberation. Unfortunately, both were slaves to one of the most powerful magicians in New Europe, so they had no chance of liberation. Especially Arina, being his favorite. A beautiful, disciplined concubine. He had never hesitated to hurt her one way or the other.

It didn't matter that Arina was a magician herself, and it made her situation even worse. If it weren't for the ring on her finger, Anna would not be aware of who she communes with every day, because her friend is not used to confiding. She knew little more than that she had served Azarel long before Anna was captured, so she had involuntarily become from the very beginning a kind of guide to a new, older slave. Presumably because she wanted to spare her own experiences. At least to some extent. And to some extent - what is extraordinary - she succeeded. Moreover, Anna, through her disobedience and ignorance, was constantly causing trouble, and both were hurt for it.

Another shadow of pain ran through Arina's glassy eyes. She looked down and instinctively rubbed her collarbone with trembling fingers. Anna frowned, looked at her more closely. She sighed heavily and shook her head resignedly, then lifted her hand and touched Arina's fingers uncertainly.

The girl froze. She lowered her hand and pursed her lips.

Of course, she doesn't like it, she thought, but I must check. With the other hand, she pushed the laundry slightly to get closer, and gently unbuckled a few buttons on her shabby shirt. Arina shivered as the rough flaps of the fabric parted.

It was not that their master completely cared for the outer garments or the equally outer image of his slaves. They did not get often money to buy new clothes, but they did get - and sums that would be enough for much more. Thanks to their ability to survive over the years, they were able to save some gold for the so-called rainy day. The blackest of the blacks. Therefore, for demanding work, they put on a more worn wardrobe. In addition, Anna had an extraordinary gift for destroying everything that was her property incredibly quickly, so she usually looked worse.

Thinking, she studied the pale skin for a moment, then ran her fingertip unconsciously along the thin red line that ran from Arina's right collarbone to the crease between her breasts. She sucked the air into her lungs and cursed under her breath. Arina grimaced but remained silent. She let Anna complete her examination, which once again convinced her that their master was a despot. She felt helpless anger building up in her again, but she suppressed any unwanted reflexes so as not to do more harm with her touch. She assessed the condition of the bruises on her back, the length and number of new scars, their depth, and gritted her teeth again as she carefully pulled her shirt over the girl's slender shoulders.

Arina quickly buttoned the buttons and began sorting the laundry. She did not look up or speak until the end of the assigned work. Anna did not dare to express her opinion either. She knew her friend needed time to deal with it. There would also be some peace and good sleep and some decent food, she thought sadly. But that was no longer within their reach. The only tolerable side of their situation was that their master almost immediately magically sealed the edges of the wounds he was inflicting lest slave blood, as he used to say, stained his bed or expensive carpets.

Due to silent alliances and above-average amounts of power, there were generally no daredevils trying to take anything of his possessions from him. Especially in its own territory. The tiger he kept like a domesticated dog did not encourage anybody to do so either, and Anna began to get used to the thought that they would indeed serve him until he decided to end it.

Only fools tried to escape. And most of the time they didn't do well. Even if someone ever managed to escape, he would not have survived by himself, neither in Europe, nor in the nearby wilderness.

They hung the soaked laundry in the shed at the back of the relatively presentable barracks occupied by Azarel's slaves, and Arina led Anna into the kitchen through the back entrance of the mansion. She herself was not allowed to move freely and freely in the house, unless she was cleaning up or was called. Mostly she was cooking. Arina had little idea of ​​this, probably due to her young age at which she was taken captive. Anna couldn't imagine serving such a tyrant for as long as Arina had served him. However, the slave no matter how brave and strong, had no chance against these magicians.

Even though Arina was silent most of the time, withdrawn and scared - though she tried to hide it - there were often flashes of sharp intelligence in her eyes, and in her speech and movements there were signs of good manners and noble origin. But it didn't change anything. Faced with what she had to deal with every day and then almost every night, she grew so humble as if nothing else mattered to her anymore.

Anna shook her head to get rid of the intrusive thoughts and looked up from another fancy dish their master had requested for dinner. She scanned the space around her in the well-equipped kitchen. The main fuel in New Europe was gas. The renewed electricity was priced so horrendously that the magicians consciously gave it up. To conserve power, they also avoided powering everyday objects with magic, which Anna considered a waste of skill.

She felt a cold shiver run down her spine, coming out of nowhere much more often when Arina wasn't around. She feared for her, although she always said that she shouldn't be so involved, because she was one of the few who still had a slim chance of getting out of here. It seemed funny to Annie, but after much thought, she realized why her friend was saying that.

Anna, too, was a young woman, an average human hostess. Their master was interested in her only when he did not like something, when in the perfectly cleaned mansion he found some detail that did not suit him. Plus, she didn't serve long, and there was always a problem with the new slaves. And pure coincidence brought her to him. As far as she knew, Azarel never selected human women for service. Men were more useful, who were generally also able to cook and clean. If there was an opportunity to escape and Anna took advantage of it, they probably wouldn't even be looked for. Arina yes. She was his captive magician. Like a beautiful, talented bird in a golden cage.

Mages were rarely captured, because keeping them was a danger - for the sake of their power. Usually, only individuals like their master would hunt down the weaker ones and kill them to get what was left of the fight. The wizards of the New Europe searched for every way to increase their power every day. Anna has witnessed horrific scenes taking place during this procedure more than once. Forbidden, the cities of modern Europe were completely lawless, as were most of the places on earth that survived the catastrophe - although lawlessness is a rather exaggerated term, but Anna did not know another that fully describes what was going on around.

In the case of Arina, it was probably her age that determined the enslavement. She was a child when he captured her and decided to keep, for a child's power is not shaped like an adult magician. In addition, he had a way of dealing with her that she could not resist anything.

Anna flinched. She stared at one of the kitchen entrances, wondering where she might have gone too. Every day she used to help her with preparations. She set the table, collected the dishes after dinner, and then helped her again. They tried to relieve each other of the excess of duties.

She took a deep breath as Arina suddenly appeared on the threshold. She had a pen and a piece of paper in her hands, and she was staring at it, her brow furrowed. As the door closed behind her, she looked at Anna, the corner of her mouth curving slightly upwards. Anna would love to see what this girl looks like as she smiles broadly with happiness. What she looks like when she smiles at all.

Arina walked over to her and spread a piece of paper on the table, resting her hands on it.

"You have to go to the market," she said quietly, staring at her handwriting. "I don't know what else to write down." She furrowed her eyebrows, glancing questioningly at her friend.

Anna looked at her closely for a moment, then glanced at the page. She wrote down a fairly long shopping list. Her handwriting was elegant and small, as if she had been practicing calligraphy since childhood. She scanned the straight lines twice. She thought.

"We're expecting guests?" She asked.

Arina darkened. She pursed her lips and, putting down the pen, turned, leaned against the table and folded her arms.

"Indeed," she said dryly.

An opportunity like this had to be seized immediately. Arina rarely got into disputes, and even less often showed that something made her angry or upset. Anna smiled under her breath and walked over to the drink cupboard. She rummaged in it for a while, looking for the bottle she had hidden. As she felt the rough glass, she let out a murmur of satisfaction and turned to face Arina.

The girl's eyes widened in astonishment as Anna waved a thick, golden liquid in front of her nose.

"Are you crazy?" She hissed, casting a cursory, frightened glance at the door.

Anna shrugged.

"You have to prepare for this somehow."

Seeing the reluctance in her friend's eyes, she quickly reached for two glasses and poured a little drink into them. Well, maybe not that little. She pressed one of them into Arina's hand and hid the bottle deliberately again.

She downed the contents of hers in one gulp, slightly wincing, and almost immediately felt a delightful warmth spread over her body. She smiled. Immediately after that, she washed the glass and put it back.

She looked at Arina, who moved her eyes from the glass to her.

"Come on, it'll do you good," she urged.

Arina looked at Anna as if she thought at that moment that her friend had just definitely exposed her insane nature. She shook her head.

"That's goms," she replied in an educative tone, as if she wanted to make her aware of it.

"Oh, I know perfectly well what it is, Arina. Drink." She indicated the entrance to the kitchen with her chin. "Better not to linger."

The girl glanced at the door again, staring at Anna with disbelief immediately after.

"You know what will happen when he finds out?"

"He won't."

"He can sense..."

"He won't." Anna allowed herself a sigh of impatience. "He's not a vampire. He doesn't smell so good. Besides, this smell is easy to muffle, and we are going to the market."

Arina's wide-eyed look softened a little as she realized the hidden meaning of the words. She stared at the drink with a soft sigh.

"I can't stand up after this."

Anna smiled mischievously.

"You will. Drink!" She ordered with a slightly commanding tone.

Arina lifted her head, snorted softly at the smile, and quickly emptied the glass in a few small sips. She handed the glass back to her friend and, with a thoughtful expression on her face, looked at the floor.

Goms was a hard stuff drink made by vampires for vampires. Others rarely drank it due to its power and ingredients that are not fully known. Arina wondered how her mad friend even possessed the liquor? Nevertheless, she reluctantly had to admit that this illusory sense of pleasure it was giving her for a moment was what she needed.

She felt a warmth spread through her body that seemed to warm her insides from head to feet. She had no doubts that it would cause her an equally pleasant, albeit dangerous, mental intoxication. Fortunately, to be able to stop thinking completely, she would have to drink a lot more. Goms had less effect on mages than on humans, but the present exhaustion of her body made their immunity almost comparable. Her friend, on the other hand, will probably have to walk by the walls for the rest of the day.

Arina shook her head disapprovingly and looked at Anna, who was still staring at her, as if she was going to guess if she was about to fall over now or in a moment.

"I'm still standing, Anna," she said softly.

Anna smiled wider.

"I told you it would do you good."

Arina snorted again but nodded.

"That doesn't mean we're allowed. I don't want to know where you got that bottle from, do I?"

The friend shook her head.

"Oh, you don't want to. It would be a pity to give you gray hair."

The corner of Arina's mouth twitched. She knew there were no gray strands in her hair.

For a human, Anna had a peculiar way of being. Even being here for three years, she hadn't lost her sense of humor and feistiness, hidden somewhere, which, moreover, often led to Arina having to do different things to prevent both from getting hit. However, her friend did not know about it anymore, and she had no intention of telling her about it. This senseless optimism of Anna - for Arina herself it was sometimes needed like air.

She felt a sense of a bond with this girl overwhelm her. She shook her head, sighing softly.

"Why don't you tell me what else should I write down?"

Anna turned serious immediately. She walked over to the counter and looked at the grocery list again. Arina began to dart her gaze over the kitchen utensils, patiently waiting for her friend to think.

"Who's coming?" Anna asked, not looking up.

A cold shiver ran through Arina. She stopped her gaze at some undefined point and furrowed her eyebrows.

"Sail," she murmured.

She heard the girl gasping for breath. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him turn his head towards her.

She looked at her closely.

"With brother?" There was an unease in her tone.

She nodded.

"Yes."

Anna took another deep breath and looked at the paper.

"Then we should buy more..."

Without a word, Arina turned around and began to add products that she exchanged. A dozen or so minutes later, trying not to let anyone notice them, they left the residence.

Sail's arrival didn't bode well. She lived where her kin remained, but in a different town. To get here, she had to travel almost all New Europe, which meant that, through the toil of the journey, their master would host her for as long as he wished. Sail heralded a little peace and trouble at the same time. She was a close friend of Azarel's. His mistress. And he did whatever she wanted to do.

Arina has experienced this woman's atrocities on her own skin more than once. Presumably, Sail was jealous that such a hideous creature - as she used to call Arina - could be so desired by a powerful and incredibly beautiful magician like Azarel. He could have any woman. And he did not shy away from taking advantage of it. However, he never held any with him for long. According to him, the magicians were too independent partners. He couldn't do with them what Arina was doomed to do. It contributed to the present - however satisfied - he always returned to his humble concubine. And that was what had been Arina's curse, and it had robbed her of every opportunity to get out of captivity. She was her own curse.

Arina shuddered.

Countless times she had seen Sail treat her slaves, and she had many more than Azarel. The only difference between them was that she quite often just killed the servants.

Though she herself wanted to be allowed to die most of the time, Arina did not envy them. The death they died was...

She shuddered again and closed her eyes. She couldn't even describe what she could never forget.

The Mages of New Europe were the only mage faction to hold other creatures’ captive. Self-proclaimed rulers referred to themselves as Asharte, which has been translated in many ways depending on where they were. All expressions containing the word deity in them, as well as the divine and invincible, were of importance here. They rarely made alliances with each other. They did everything to become more powerful than the average magician, they killed others, robbed their belongings, and demolished houses... They wreaked havoc on their way.

Arina was captured on her thirteenth birthday. Assaulting a magical family was a huge risk. Few were considered sufficiently strong and daring to do so, but those few were enough. Apparently, blind fate caused her relatives, among others, to fall victim to them.

It was the first time they had integrated. They formed a small group linked by an unwritten, temporary alliance, and walked through New Orleans at night, through its substitute, what had been saved and rebuilt after the catastrophe. 

With a perfect plan, they didn't think about which house to enter first, they just knew it. Their every move was deliberate and precise. They then slayed a select few powerful magic families. Neither expected any attack. Despite the strict defense, no one managed to survive - except for Arina, whose mother had instructed herself to hide, and whom Arina did not obey for the first time.

Sail and Azarel had one such alliance. He was going to keep them at all costs. This woman was an equally powerful magician, and in the face of greater danger, he was almost certain that she would come to his aid. And that he would take Parias with him - his brother, equally talented.

Arina felt shaking and opened her eyes. Anna's worried face was in front of her.

The market gave them some kind of freedom. They shopped as quickly as possible, after which they usually had some of the allotted time left that they could secretly use whatever they wanted. They only had to be careful that no one noticed them, because denunciatory activities were very common here.

This time they did so at lightning speed. Arina had no doubts that her friend was chasing so much, wanting to extend her free time for her sake. She knew what she must look like to feel so bad, but she thought her condition was not very visible. Apparently, she was wrong.

Anna dragged her to one of the fenced-in fruit orchards. On the way, constantly looking around, she frowned again and again, and Arina watched her friend and wondered what she might also be thinking about. 

She forcibly planted it under one of the well-overgrown trees and disappeared into the bushes. When she returned, she dumped an armful of red apples onto the grass and forced her to eat some of them. Despite the cold season and winter temperatures, the mages' orchards were green and pleasantly warm. The wall was the basis of the magical barrier that shielded everything inside it from adverse conditions.

Arina did not protest, although she constantly felt pain in her lower abdomen, and the clenched throat and stomach, due to the general exhaustion, were not really suitable for anything. She wasn't even hungry, although the apples turned out to be very tasty and juicy.

Leaning on the same trunk, they spent a good twenty minutes in silence, each one lost in their own thoughts. Arina was immensely grateful for the moment of peace her friend had arranged for.

She blinked her eyelids away from exhaustion and looked questioningly into Anna's pale eyes.

Anna sat cross-legged in front of her, her honey-colored hair falling over her kind face.

"How are you?" She asked. There was a hint of fear in her voice. "You look terrible."

Arina struggled to pull her knees up to her chin, wrapping her arms around them.

"Not too well," she said honestly.

She didn't see much point in speaking untruth, as her friend always knew when she was trying to hide something. She rested her chin on her legs.

Anna frowned. The expression on her face indicated that she was thinking.

"Maybe... maybe I can help you somehow when we get back?" She suggested softly, staring somewhere into space.

Arina raised her eyebrows.

"Help? How do you want to help me?"

"I could go instead of you to..."

"No!"

Anna looked at her in amazement.

She was surprised by the power of her own voice, but what was this girl taking into her head about? Go instead of her? She got up and dusted her clothes.

"We're going back," she announced.

She stepped aside so her friend could stand up. She started collecting purchases. Anna stood motionless and watched her with pursed lips.

"I can replace you and you won't even know it," she blurted out.

Arina felt a shudder of terror. She straightened up and looked at her coldly.

"I won't know?" She snapped. "Do you realize the seriousness of your words?"

She nodded.

"You don't have to take over this..."

She broke off as Arina grabbed her head with both hands and squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn't believe what she just heard. She felt that she felt weak with fear. She took a few quick breaths, opened her eyes, and grabbed her friend's shoulders. She looked at her sharply.

"If you do something like that," she said slowly, "you will undo everything I have been trying to do so far. Not only that," Arina tightened her fingers tighter, ignoring the scowl on Anna's face, "you are putting yourself in mortal danger. I won't let him do what he could do if you went to him. You might not survive it, and I don't want to see your dead, battered body later."

She released her grip and shuddered as she took a few steps. She took a deep breath. She closed her eyelids for a moment, and when she looked at Anna again, the girl's eyes were repentant. Arina forced herself to take on a softer tone, though everything inside her was quivering with fear and anger.

"Anna, understand... I couldn't bear to see such a thing..." She said so softly that she barely heard her words herself.

Anna watched her face closely.

"Sorry," she whispered, looking down. She stepped closer and hugged Arina lovingly. "It's hard for me to look at you after you come back from him too."

Her voice seemed muffled by sobbing. Arina returned the hug.

"You know my immunity is much greater than yours," she whispered into her hair.

She sighed and pushed her away at arm's length. Holding back tears glistened in her eyes.

"I will survive," she added. "Therefore, please do not expose yourself to such a danger senselessly."

She nodded slightly.

Arina watched her for a moment, then released her from her embrace and collected the shopping baskets.

"We should hurry up," she murmured, handing her some of them. She started toward the exit of the orchard.

Her friend sometimes had extremely absurd ideas. But the latter completely upset Arina. She couldn't imagine what would happen if it had happened as Anna inadvertently suggested. Azarel might not have agreed to her offer, but there was a risk that it might seem tempting to him. After all, there is no slave in the world who would offer her tormentor to satisfy him in bed. One does not become a concubine on its own initiative.

Upon returning to Azarela's mansion, Arina decided they had been gone for too long, so she hoped no one noticed when they left. His other slaves were nervously bustling with their activities. Something must have happened in their absence. She quickly helped Anna sort through her purchases and told her to stay in the kitchen and take care of dinner. She herself entered the quiet corridors of the house.

Carefully, so as not to make any noise, she made her way through several of them. She found no one on the way. She pursed her lips as she paused for a moment. She looked around. Law and order prevailed everywhere. At first glance, nothing has changed. Only this silence was disturbing. It seemed to thicken minute by minute.

Arina heard fast, muffled footsteps behind her, but before she could turn around, a hand pushed her violently against the wall and pressed against her. She felt the rough texture of the wall on her cheek, then felt the weight of the tall man pressing against her.

"You're here at last," Azarel whispered hoarsely into her ear. A shudder of terror ran through her. "I got the impression you wanted to be free of me," he continued. "Do you know that such an attempt would be the last positive episode in your life?"

Arina wondered if he wanted an answer. Apparently, he wasn't expecting. She felt his rough hand slowly sliding under her shirt. The pressure on her body increased so much that she could barely breathe. Her heart pounded furiously, but she choked out all interactions. It would be useless anyway.

Azarel ran his fingers over the recent cuts and gave a guttural chuckle as she shivered in agony. She gritted her teeth. She was breathing too fast, but she couldn't control herself. His wet lips moved down her neck, sending more chills. He turned her face to face with a quick movement and pressed against the wall. The force of the push took her breath away for a moment. She lifted her head slightly and, gasping for breath, out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a movement down the hall.

Anna.

Arina's eyes widened in panic. As Azarel stretched the flaps of her shirt and stared at the scars that were barely sealed, she gave the reckless girl a commanding glance - she had to leave immediately.

Anna opened her mouth as if to say something. It seemed as if her legs were completely failing to obey her. She swayed slightly, her face twisting with terror. When she understood what she was looking at, she withdrew silently but with obvious reluctance behind the bend. Arina only hoped that the careless girl had gone far enough not to hear anything. The last thing she would want would be for anyone, especially her friend, to witness their master's actions.

She felt a flicker of magic somewhere inside her. Azarel interrupted his recent attempt to shed her pants and fixed his predatory gaze on her. Not good, thought Arina.

"Your magic awakens," he hissed.

The smell of alcohol hit her nostrils. She looked down and suppressed her trembling. Azarel was drunk and the symptoms of poison retreat from her body usually ended in one end. But why was he drunk? Azarel growled softly through gritted teeth and tugged at her arm. She grimaced. He dragged her further down the house to his bedroom.

As soon as the door of the most luxurious room in the mansion closed behind them, Arina's master pushed her ostentatiously onto the bed. Cold anger flashed in his eyes. She curled up inside herself, but he did not come closer to her, and turned on his heel and, crossing the bedroom, went to the dresser. He pulled out a familiar vial of glistening liquid from it. Arina twitched at the sight and backed up to the headboard. She wrapped her arms around her knees.

Azarel turned to her. His lips curved into a mocking smile.

"It won't do you any good, love," he said, seeing her huddled figure.

He sat down on the edge of the great bed and pulled her towards him by the magic barrier. He tugged at her hair, sharply tilting her head back. Arina knew that if she started struggling, he would only be thrilled, so she froze. She stared at the irregularities in the high ceiling. She gasped involuntarily as the needle pierced the thin skin of her neck, driving it straight into the throbbing vein. Azarel laughed hideously, pushing her away from him.

Shivering, she rested her hands on the soft mattress and, staring at one point, felt that she was close to losing consciousness. The dose of this herbal poison, which he had given her for the second time today, was far too high this time. Nevertheless, she preferred to remain more aware.

A hand of steel tightened on her shoulder again. The contents of her stomach turned upside down as Azarel pressed her against the mattress with his massive body. He hovered over her and studied her face closely. Arina tried her best to stay in touch with reality, but it was not easy. She felt dizzy and nauseous, her heart was beating even faster, which was actually rather impossible, and her breathing became shallow and painful. White dots flashed in front of her eyes.

His breath lashed her face, and the lascivious grimace curving his lips spoke for itself. He suddenly turned her head to the side with his left hand and, holding her, with his right hand reached into a drawer by the bed of the cupboard and took out a silver dagger. Arina felt her senses go mad with fear. She tried to fight the poison spreading through her body, blocking her natural reflexes, but was unable to.

Azarel placed the blade on the pillow next to them and jerked violently on the zipper of her pants. She squeezed her eyes shut and gritted her teeth. At the edge of her consciousness, she heard the sound of the cloth tearing, then felt a weight on her hips and a sharp, sudden moment of pain as he was inside her. She stifled a groan, expecting the inevitable, but her tormentor seemed to freeze.

She opened her eyes the moment he was reaching for the dagger and immediately regretted it. He pressed her head against the pillow so tightly she couldn't move. She groaned at the pain of the cut skin. Its source then shifted to her loins as he resumed his sharp movements. She knew why he was doing it, but even though she had seen a lot, her imagination still had limits to its tolerance.

She was out of breath. The drug was taking away consciousness, and the sharp pain brought her back. She wanted to scream, but her voice was stuck somewhere in her throat.

A few radical thrusts and the pain of the cut skin again, this time deep... in the clavicle area, or maybe lower, until it darkened in front of her eyes. A strong shiver shook her and she stopped thinking completely, obediently submitting to her master's will.

Everything stopped unexpectedly. The pressure on her chest and hips eased. Arina took a sharp, deep breath and plunged into the darkness.

The pungent scent forced its way into her nostrils, instantly restoring consciousness. She inhaled sharply and sat up. She felt a wave of searing pain swiftly spread through her body, and she regretted her impulsive response. She felt she was on the verge of a secondary blackout.

Someone's fingers tightened on her chin, jerked upward. Arina blinked her eyes. Azarel's face was in front of her. The drug muffled her senses, and she stared into his black eyes with indifference, not fear. She noticed his lips tighten as he regarded her as if he didn't like something. Or was it disturbing too? No, after all, she couldn't properly judge the situation.

He raised his hand and she smelled the scent again. She flinched as she blinked again. He released her and stood up. She rested her hands on the sheets to keep from falling and frowned at the drops of blood on them.

"You can go," she heard from a distance.

With an effort, she lifted her head. He stood side to her by the dresser, wiping the blade of a silver dagger. He felt her gaze on him, turned towards her and carefully put it down, and Arina, meeting his menacing gaze, quickly lowered her head. She felt a surge of panic as she heard him approach her.

He grabbed her hair and forced her to look at him.

"I said get out!" He ordered.

He pulled away from her, an expression of contempt on his face, and returned to the activity he had interrupted.

Arina flinched, gritted her teeth, and concentrated all her will to force her aching body to move. With an effort, she got to her feet and staggered. She had to grab the bed frame to keep from falling. The dizziness and nausea returned, but the excruciating pain passing through her body restored clarity of mind.

Azarel approached her again.

"Put it on," he ordered. He was holding a satin robe in his outstretched hand. "And clean up here before you leave." He pressed the cover into her hand and quickly left the bedroom.

Arina sat up in bed with a soft groan. She hid her face in her hands. She tried to force herself to breathe calmly, for she knew that if she didn't move soon she would pass out again. And she couldn't let that happen.

She stood up, casting a reluctant glance at the robe. Slaves wore no such thing. So, it had to belong to Sail.

Why did he make me wear it? She wondered. Well of course. He doesn’t want anyone to see her naked. He was the only man to claim full rights to it.

She reached for the delicate fabric and pulled it over her with difficulty. Then she put on her shoes, picked up her now-useless clothes, stripped off the sheets and wrapped them all in a sheet. She paused to survey the room carefully. She felt sweat trickling down her temple from the effort, and something thicker on her lips as well. She raised a hand and pressed her fingers to her nose, then looked at them. The pads were covered with dark red blood.

Arina wiped her face, looked around again, and went out into the corridor. She couldn't tell how much time she had been in his bedroom or how long she had been unconscious. She moved slowly, one hand clutching the wall, and with each step, excruciating pain pierced her body.

Outside, a strong blast of frosty air hit her. She swayed and gripped the railings, desperately trying to catch her breath. Her eyes darkened. 

She took a hesitant step forward and swayed again, disturbingly. She thought she was about to fall down the stairs, but unexpectedly some hands grabbed her waist and held her, preventing her from falling. She felt someone carrying her, but she no longer had the strength to raise her head. She passed out.

Something wet brushed against Arina's forehead. When she tried to move, she felt exhausted. She fought the urge to fall asleep and listened to the scraps of conversation conducted in low voices.

"...this..."

"Can you do anything about it...?"

That voice was probably Anna's. There was a soft sigh and she felt something wet again, this time around the collarbone.

"How is it possible he didn't heal the cuts?" There was disbelief, concern, fear and other emotions in friend's tone.

Cool fingers rested on her temples.

"Something must have distracted him," said another voice. It seemed strangely familiar to her, but she couldn't remember who it might belong to. "Looks like he went too far with the monkshood this time."

He went too far? None of Azarel's slaves used such vocabulary. The wet thing moved down slightly and disappeared. Arina heard the splash of water. She concentrated on the sensations, this time aware that she would regret it. She took a cautious breath.

The sounds in the room stopped suddenly.

"She wakes up?" Anna asked a little louder.

No answer. She managed to figure out that the wet thing rubbing against the most painful spots on her body was a damp towel. She tried to lift her eyelids, but they were still too heavy.

"Lie still..." someone whispered, leaning over her. A breeze of cool breath enveloped her face.

She forced herself to remain calm, although the touch of the stranger made her body shake. Or maybe she was trying to alleviate these unpleasant feelings? Suddenly she remembered why she felt as if she had fallen off a rock and made a face. Yeah...

She should get used to it by now, but Azarel made sure it was different every time. Pain also varied. She systematically felt it in the lower abdomen and around the thighs, only the intensity was different. This time there was also a prickling in the lungs with each breath, a throbbing in the temples, a pinching somewhere in the neck area that she felt elsewhere, lower, as if in a few distracted places, and a feeling of nausea and semi-consciousness.

Cool fingers touched her temples again, frozen for a long moment.

"She is semiconscious," she heard. "But if I know her, as soon as she opens her eyes, she'll be fine."

Arina frowned.

She knew that voice, high, calm, and haughty. She needed a few more moments... She didn't have the strength or the urge to move. She wasn't even sure she could, but ignorance irritated her terribly. 

The same fingers ran along her body and stopped on her stomach. She felt a slight pressure and groaned. The pressure eased, and the person to whom the hands belonged began to gently massage the sore spots. The chill of that touch was soothing.

"Relax... Now it will hurt a little, but you should be relieved."

The hands broke away, someone in the room moved as if looking for something somewhere, and then the sense of someone's presence returned.

"Hold on."

The hands began to gently wander her body again. This time they focused solely on the cuts and abrasions. Arina felt a chill first, then a slowly warming warmth, a sharp burning sensation and... soothing of the pain. First, the cut on the neck, not very large, then below the collarbone, deeper and longer, because the pain in this place was unmerciful. Another shallower one, somewhere around the belly or ribs... It was hard to tell because she was on the verge of consciousness again. Lucky she couldn’t scream. And then the last moment of pain on the inside of her thighs and the gentle touch of the warm garment.

"It's okay, baby..." the voice whispered.

Baby... Arina had a sudden flicker of awareness. It could only be one person. She blinked and opened her eyes.

"Cath..." she muttered, lifting the corner of her mouth slightly.

Above her she saw the well-known face of an exceedingly beautiful woman. Her vigilant blue eyes stared at her intently, and there was a cheeky smile on her lips. Arina closed her eyes again for a moment and took a deep breath.

Wait... She shouldn't be here.

Opening her eyes, she sat up in the low bed with a growing sense of panic. She choked back a groan.

"What are you doing here?!" She hissed in a low voice, looking around the room.

She was relieved to find them in the barrack that Arina was living with Anna.

Cath was sitting cross-legged by the bed on which Arina was lying, and Anna froze in a half-gesture, clearly surprised by her friend's sudden reaction. She was clutching her clothes in her hands.

"Nice to see you baby," Cath muttered with a sigh, leaning against a nearby wall.

Arina felt a flush flood her face.

"Sorry," she whispered. "But you know how dangerous it is..."

"Come here?" She finished for her. "Yes, I know. You tell me this every time and I ignore your words every time. Maybe you'll give it up?"

"But if someone notices you..."

Cath looked at her doubtfully.

"Who? And how? Have you forgotten that I'm moving silently and almost at the speed of light? Plus, it's night now. And night is my favorite time."

Arina took a deep breath and turned to rest her back against the wall. She looked up at Anna, still standing still.

"I'm fine," she said gently.

Cath beamed in a smile.

"Ha! I told you?"

Anna shook her head and sat down next to her. She put her clothes on the bed. Her expression showed that she was trying to combat her feelings of fear and desperation.

"Take it easy, love." Cath smiled at her. "I've known her since I was born. I know she'll kill this sadist at the first opportunity."

Arina raised her eyebrows.

"Not in this lifetime..."

Cath looked at her closely, then looked at the silent Anna, a slight crease forming on her smooth forehead. Arina looked down as she reached for her clothes. She winced slightly as she felt the sharp prickling but ignored the sudden reluctance to move.

"The last time we saw each other, you had a different attitude," the vampiress noted after a moment's thought.

Arina pulled the soft long-sleeved tunic over her head.

"The last time was less than three years ago," she reminded. She felt the gaze of both friends on her but did not look up.

Catarina straightened.

"You've been here for eight years, Arina..."

"It's long enough to have had enough," she retorted.

She quickly pulled on the slim-legged pants and leaned back against the wall. The pain - although milder - was excruciating in places. She closed her eyes.

In fact, Catarina Adrianova knew her from birth. She was one of those born in the Old World, even before the catastrophe. Long before the catastrophe, because the current calendar was 2052. Cath, a vampiress over five hundred years old, knew Arina's grandfathers and great-grandfathers. An eternal friend of the family. Infinitely beautiful, eternally young and wiser every year, she had a sharp character.

The greatest vampire hunters hunted her, and she escaped them every time. And she kept coming back to Arina. Sometimes it took her years, sometimes weeks, depending on where she was. She led an itinerant lifestyle. She did not like constancy or boredom, she did not fall in love, she did not sympathize, she had no pity for her victims. She was one of the most dangerous vampires Arina had dealt with. A sophisticated, ruthless killer.

Still not strong enough to deal with magicians, however, and to her own despair, she was unable to prevent the events of eight years ago. There was nothing she could do about Arina's captivity either. Azarel would have killed her in the blink of an eye. And yet she always came back. The friendship between the mage and the vampire carried many dangers that both effectively ignored. To Arina it appeared to be a mutual need, sort of a sister, but she never wondered why.

"Arina..." Anna's whisper was barely audible.

Arina raised her eyelids. Two pairs of eyes stared at her intently.

"I'm really fine. I'm used to it."

"You're used to it," Cath snorted. "Somehow I got the opposite impression. You know that I'm still making a plan to rebound you."

"Won't you give it up?"

"No."

Arina sighed, pushing herself off the wall. She stared down at her hands, which gleamed on the bracelets.

"I have no chance of getting out of here. Think rationally." She looked at the vampiress."I grew up in captivity. Do you think I could live differently? I'm a slave. And you become a slave for life."

Cath didn't reply. She got up and walked over to the bag left on the chair. She searched for something for a long time, then returned to her place with an armful of different things that she had thrown onto the bed. Arina looked at the group.

"This is for you," she handed them a paper-wrapped dough from another continent, as she used to say. "And this," she picked up the little container, twisting it between her fingers, "for you." She handed it to Anna and turned to Arina. "My wonderful ointment. Unpleasant, but effective as you can see. It will help you in the worst times."

Arina looked down.

"It's not necessary," she whispered, although it was not true.

"Sure," Cath snorted. "You might not get out of this alive sometime, baby."

"She knows that," said Anna.

They both looked at her. Anna sat cross-legged. She placed the canister of ointment in front of her and was staring at it intently. She gnawed at the strange consistency of the baking with small bites, and her expression showed that she was thinking about something.

Cath moved her sapphire eyes to Arina.

"You want to give up?" She asked.

"Give up? No, I'm not going to give myself unnecessary hopes. Did you know Sail and his brother are coming soon?"

Cath held her breath, exposing her fangs automatically, though she knew them mostly from stories. A perverse fate made them escape her every time.

"Parias won't hurt you. Azarel won't let him," she noted. "And he listens blindly to that crazy little sister of his."

"That's the point. I don't know which is worse. Whether Azarel was showing off me and not letting him get close to me, whether he and Parias were following her orders, or whether she is crazy as you called it."

"He won't allow to kill you."

"Cath's right," Anna said, swallowing another bite loudly. "You are too valuable to him, and your abuse is meant to increase Azarel's strength. I don't think he would approve of being assisted by his slaves."

"Last time, he testified to his unpredictability. You weren't there," she clouded.

"Why don't you tell us?" Cath suggested.

Arina looked at her incredulously.

"Tell you? I don't need to tell you. You will see for yourself what it is like when they visit our lord."

Catarina let out a grunt of discontent. She looked at the bundle in Arina's hand.

"Eat it," she pointed her finger at it.

Arina blinked at the cake.

"I can't," she grimaced. The thought of squeezing something down her sore throat made her sick. She felt no hunger, the pain in her lower abdomen completely obscured other sensations.

"It hurts so much?" Anna asked with concern in her voice.

"Depends on what you ask," Cath replied helpfully. "About the throat or the abdomen."

Arina grimaced again, and the girl got up and walked over to the battered cupboard. She poured water from the jug into a glass, went back to its place, picked up another box, and twisted it and scooped some dark powder on a teaspoon. The vampire had undoubtedly given her instructions earlier, for she seemed to know exactly what she was doing. She poured the powder into the water and stirred it, which immediately turned a dark green color.

Anna looked up, handing over the glass.

"It's a painkiller," she explained.

Arina looked at the unpleasant smelling contents.

"I do not know..."

"Oh, I won't poison you," Cath said. "We vampires are a hundred times better medics."

Arina snorted softly but didn't drink. Her hands tightened on the glass. She should be mentally ready for it, because, knowing vampire inventions, the liquid must have tasted hideous. She straightened her back, leaned it against the wall, and closed her eyes, concentrated on breathing slowly.

"Do you feel the effects of monkshood?" The vampiress asked.

"Just enough to know that if I drink it, I'll throw up..." she muttered.

"Dizziness?" Arina nodded. "I can hear your heartbeat very clearly, so I don't have to ask. So is your breath, which you are trying to calm down in vain. How much did he inject you with?"

Arina shrugged.

"You don't have to drink it if you feel decently," Anna concluded.

And without opening her eyes, when she heard Cath snorting sarcastically, she guessed the expression on her face.

"Decently?" She repeated brusquely, raising her annoyed voice slightly. "You're lucky you miss it."

Silence. Arina sighed as she looked at them. The girl stared at her clenched hands, and the vampiress pierced her with menacing eyes.

"You know, in my day such treatment was called abuse. And what he does to her - rape. This Asharte rapes Arina almost every night. Do you think the pain he's feeling ever goes away?"

"Enough, Catarina."

Cath closed her mouth, holding back any more words as she looked at Arina as she did so. Arina shook her head and nodded at the flushed Anna. She had no choice but to interrupt these highly pertinent remarks. Anna did not need to know this. She was tormenting herself enough anyway.

"Better tell me, how long are you going to stick around here?" she changed the subject.

Anna raised her head, looked at her friend, tears glistening in her eyes. Arina nodded at her and shifted slightly. The girl moved to the bed in a hurry and put her arm around her.

"That depends," Cath said.

"From?" She asked, raising her eyebrows.

"How long these Ashartes will sit here. Maybe I'll finally meet them in person."

Arina groaned. That's all she needs now... She shifted so that she could rest her back against Anna's warm body, who first covered her with the quilt, hugging her tighter, then rested her chin lightly on top of her head and sighed. Arina had no doubts it would calm her down a bit. She rarely allowed anyone to come close to her, and even less frequently allowed such gestures. But sometimes she needed it as much as Anna, whether she wanted it or not - somehow important to her. Too important.

Already in a reclining position, she raised the glass to her lips. She wrinkled her nose.

"It smells disgusting..."

Cath laughed. Arina looked at her meaningfully.

"You can't stay that long," she said.

"Why is that? Nobody will see me."

"It's dangerous. Unreasonable. And too risky."

Cath laughed heartily. Well, they had very different definitions of danger.

"I need to find out with what elements this master of yours is holding."

Arina flinched, and Anna hugged her closer to her. She could feel the warmth emanating from her body now, and her slow, calming breath now.

"Can't you express yourself normally?" She asked.

"This is normal speaking. You magicians speak some strange language."

"Peculiar. Not strange," she corrected. "It's just plain speech."

"Yes, and half the words can't be understood," Cath muttered.

Anna laughed softly, and Arina lifted the corner of her mouth. Smiling somehow, she hasn't been working out lately... She became serious.

"I don't want you to risk yourself unnecessarily."

"You would do the same for me," the vampiress pouted.

She sighed impatiently, giving Catarina a trailing look. Further discussion on this topic was pointless. She carefully lifted her glass and took a small sip. She immediately leaned forward, covering her mouth with her hand.

"Just don't spit it out!" Cath warned, kneeling in front of her. "Slowly, swallow." Arina shook her head. "If you hold it in your mouth longer, you'll throw up."

She scowled at her and forced herself to swallow the odiousness.

"Good child. Now drink the rest. Just one gulp." Arina looked incredulous at the vampiress. "Come on," she urged.

She flinched, looked skeptical at the dark liquid and grimaced as she closed her eyes as she siphoned down the glass in two long gulps. She felt her stomach tumble. She covered her mouth with her hand again.

"You turned green," said Cath, as she started rinsing the glass. She poured clean water and shoved it into Arina's hand. "Better drink it. When was the last time you ate?"

Arina drank the water and, hugging the confused Anna's arms again, closed her eyes. It was as if all her insides were twisting.

"It's disgusting..."

"I asked, when did you eat something?" She repeated emphatically.

"It's hard to say," said Anna softly. Arina felt her voice tremble on her back.

"You should eat something before you fall asleep. Don't argue with me," she warned, reading her friend's grimace correctly.

So Arina suppressed a sigh. As the pain eased, she felt tiredness overwhelming her. She couldn't move, much less force her clenched stomach to cooperate.

"Arina."

She lacked the strength to open her eyes. Anna shifted uneasily.

"She passed out?"

"No. This drug works like that. It also has hypnotic properties. It adapts to the person who took it."

"Is it adapting?"

"Yes. Its action is variable, depending on the condition of the organism in question. It relieves pain, additionally puts you to sleep, sometimes it also causes other sensations that are intended to bring the fastest possible results in the treatment of unwanted symptoms. Arina..."

Arina took a deep breath.

"Come on, let's put her to sleep," Cath said.

Arina felt she place her on the pillow and cover her. She also felt Anna's warmth behind her back. Her friend pulled her close and hugged her. She slipped her hand under her T-shirt and began gently stroking her sore abdomen. With a sigh of relief, Arina allowed herself this moment of tenderness. Cool fingers stroked her hair.

"I know you're fine, babe," whispered Cath.

"How do you know?" Anna asked.

The vampiress laughed softly.

"You can even hear it after her breath. She calmed down. Her heart beats slower, she breathes evenly and deeply... I wonder when was the last time she breathed like this?" A moment of silence. Cath was clearly wondering. "Look at her face. She's almost smiling. Anna moved slightly and let out something like a satisfied sigh and sobbing. "I conclude that the pain is gone. Again, the question arises: how long ago did she have such a quiet night as this?" She also sighed, not expecting an answer, and fell silent.

Arina listened to her friends' breathing for a few minutes, then, exhausted and for the first time in a very long time - refreshed in spirit and body - she fell asleep.

No... I'm too tired to get up, Arina thought. She felt terrible weariness, pain throbbing all over her body, and utter exhaustion. She felt strangely warm and quite comfortable, and the room in which she lay was pleasantly quiet. Nevertheless, the relentless feeling of unease kept her awake no longer. She moved slightly and realized that she was lying tightly covered with the duvet on her stomach. She remembered what had awakened her - the sound of the door closing. Her heart skipped a beat at the thought. With an effort, she opened her eyes and looked around surreptitiously.

The wooden walls of the small room were lit by a flashing, subdued light. Arina noticed a kerosene lamp on the low, battered table standing by the door. Its wick was drawn enough to show the general outlines of the surroundings. One of the wooden chairs had been tucked under the table, and on the other was a large bag that was part of Cath's journey. Inside, there were also two low beds, not very comfortable, but Arina was used to a linen mattress partially filled with coconut fiber. Her bed was set against the wall, opposite the door, and Anna's bed was placed next to it, against the other. A little further away was a small wooden cabinet. All these were the equipment of the barracks, which were allocated to housing for slaves.

Arina rolled slightly to the side and gritted her teeth. She didn't like feeling that way. She stared at the woman sitting next to her. 

Catarina, settling her ass on some pillow, was leaning against the wall in a reclining position. Her eyes were closed, her chest was rising rhythmically in the slow breathing, and her long legs were clasped and stretched out in front of her. She hugged her arms loosely. 

Arina was slightly surprised. The vampiress didn't need to sleep, but she appeared to be asleep. She knew from experience that some vampires simply liked to devote themselves to whatever activities they performed in human form.

Cath was exceptionally beautiful. Always perfectly dressed and groomed, despite her wandering lifestyle. She emphasized long eyelashes with mascara, and darkened her eyes with a pencil, and that was her only makeup. She didn't need any beauty treatments. She had clear facial features, large eyes and full, carmine lips. Smooth complexion and pale skin added to her charm. Abundant breasts, long shapely legs and slim, feminine figure made her a seductive woman who always got what she wanted. She wore tight pants made of leather-like material, knee-length boots, and a tight, low-cut blouse with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows. Everything in dark colors. Her black hair was braided at the back of her head into a loose-fitting bun, albeit more elaborate. There was a perfectly tailored cloak on a hook by the door, which she didn't really need, but she didn't like the looks of people who perceived her as a misfit. Even her name was adapted to the time and place she was.

"Stop staring at me," she said suddenly without opening her eyes. Arina budged at the sound of her voice. "I hear you've been awake for several minutes."

With an effort, she rose on her elbows and gave her friend a thoughtful look. Cath, yawning, stretched lazily and frowned at her.

"You should sleep for at least an hour more."

Arina's eyes widened and she looked around the room anxiously.

"What..."

"It's too early to get up," she interrupted, kneeling by the bed. "Anna will be back soon, stop worrying."

Arina lowered her head and rose even higher, forcing her body into a sitting position. She stifled a groan but couldn't help but grimace.

"This drug works as long as the injuries are severe," Cath said, seeing her expression. She helped her straighten and sat down next to her. "The heavier it is, the shorter it is. Though I personally think it should be the other way around. In addition, you cannot take it more than once a day. It is said that its miraculous properties, bringing quick relief from suffering, are addictive."

Arina nodded. She stiffened as Catarina's nimble hands moved over her back. The vampiress began massaging her cramped muscles. She wanted to protest but could not help but always soothing her touch. It was still a sign of weakness, and she shouldn't be weak. No slave should if it cared about life. Only... did she really care?

"Not a word," Cath muttered, anticipating her reaction
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