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  Author Note


This story is written using Australian English and grammar. There will be several differences compared to US English but these differences are correct under Australian English standards. 
Content Warning
This story is purely fictional and contains fantasy violence. While the story includes mild nudity there is nothing graphic as it is a closed-door romance. Any prejudice towards the main characters exists to portray the types of bullying Ima Ghoul is against. In no way does this story glorify harassment of any kind but encourages people to recognise how it impacts others and stand against such occurrences.






  
  Chapter One


It wasn’t pleasant weather for anyone to be working in; thunder rumbled amongst the grey storm clouds spontaneously interrupted by streaks of lightning, rudely disrupting the shadows that conceal me. I brush my wet hair out of my eyes; my stomach grumbles, reminding me of the hunger I have been trying to ignore. The deluge of icy rain continues to try its best to drown me, as if the rain gods have made me their sworn enemy. The lengths a girl has to go to in order to eat these days is shocking. As the last flash of lightning passes, I make a run towards my mark, withdrawing my dagger from my belt, my heart thuds dully in my chest, my breath quickening. 
   My mark stumbles blindly into the alleyway from the tavern I had just exited moments ago. His companions laugh and wave him off as they gambol in opposing directions, surely homeward bound. I lick my lips; soon I will be able to eat. That purse must have been full, the treasures within so easily spent on beer and bread. Surely he can spare a little for a hungry stranger?
The nobleman tips his hat to some people passing by and begins to whistle; occasionally launching into raucous singing.  ‘I got paid, pennies in my pocket. Time to get me a bottle of ale, the finest in town and share in song and bread with me mates. Oh Shaol, a home so fine, I’m glad you are mine.’
   The noble belches and I role my eyes at the poorly written sea shanty, an ode to our fishing village of Shaol, a veritable cesspool of ne’er-do-wells, unemployed former fishermen, veterans and thriving nobles. 
   When the wars between the human Kingdom of Rersherdia and the fae kingdom of Valdarn took place thirty years ago, many resources were depleted. Both sides used experimental magic and poisoned our world’s natural resources. Food is scarce and larceny is almost, but not quite a mainstream career. Still, it’s not something you would brag about at family dinners, but less alarming and taboo than being one of the Velshere.
   The mark stumbles and retches; the smell of vomit makes me cover my nose as I creep closer. My eyes narrow on the purse. Lifting my dagger, I slice through the threads holding it on the belt, freezing as it plops into my palm and emits an unexpected, ear-piercing shriek. I turn on my heel and bolt, my worn boots sliding in the wet, and I drop my dagger.
‘Wait.’
   As if I would. I grin and put distance between myself and my victim. Scampering around a corner, I lean against a wall. Patrons at a nearby eatery huddle together under the lean-to scattered with small stools. A woman ladles stew into wooden bowls from a cauldron balanced over a tripod on a banked coal fire. The pale lamplight from the lanterns attached to the overhang of the little stall is a welcome reprieve from the darkness in my life. 
   The smell of Furrcon, a local delicacy, makes my mouth water and my breath steams in the air. I dip my hand into the pouch and yelp as something sharp latches onto my right wrist, wincing, the bag shrieks again as I try to wrench it from my aching appendage. 
  My gaze snaps up, landing on the sapphire-robed noble as he hurries into the alleyway. He gives me a wicked grin. Anger boils up within and I clench my left hand ready to punch that smug expression off his handsome face.
‘The guards will come soon. Best let me remove that for you.’ His green eyes lock on my carnelian-coloured ones. ‘He mentioned you were Velshere.’
A woman screams and points to me. ‘Look, a monster.’
   I grit my teeth and rush my former mark, shouldering him to the left. I almost make it past when his hand moves too fast for comfort, grips the collar of my grey blouse and flings me into a nearby brick wall. The air is knocked from my lungs, and as I draw in a heaving breath, he runs his hand over my left wrist. ‘Do you have a name?’
   My mind is distracted from someone willing to touch me and my thoughts race haphazardly around my mind. It has been nigh on a year since that willingly occurred. ‘Rue,’ I mumble a hasty pseudonym.
‘Falgor remarda.’ The man strokes my contained wrist, his hands are strong and warm, lingering just a little too long. 
   His gaze focuses on my mouth and, when I bite my lips, his jaw clenches. I feel my cheeks heat and I glance away. The bag chitters in reply to the noble’s unfamiliar words.
‘What language was that?’ 
‘Valdarnish.’ He grins. ‘Now, Rue, why did you steal from me?’
‘I was hungry.’ I try to pull my hand away. ‘Not that it matters, you were an easy target, and I am hardly the worst you will meet in a dark alley.’
   Seemingly unaffected from our encounter he drops his hand. The purse chitters again before slipping off my wrist. My brows arch in surprise as tiny blinking red eyes appear and the former bag lands on the ground and sprouts diminutive orange legs. The strange thing hisses at me before lunging. I stumble back.
‘What did I do to you?’
The robed man frowns at his pet. ‘Falgor remarda!’ 
   The creature whimpers and quietens as he leans down and scoops it up. It is covered in coarse, frizzy hair; the same, I assume, makes up the pouch to hold items. Fuzzy strands begin to weave themselves around its owner’s belt, attaching itself securely to the noble.
My heart skips a beat as the sound of booted feet near the alleyway makes me turn my head in that direction. ‘They went down here.’ 
‘Please,’ I whisper and bite my lip. ‘They can’t capture me.’
   My captor nods. His eyes are bleary and he turns to block my escape. Two guards, dressed in Shaol guard uniforms consisting of hide caps and grey leather breastplates decorated with golden flying fish, enter the alleyway.
One stomps towards us. ‘What happened here?’
The robed man spreads his arms wide. ‘Whatever do you mean, officer?’
The guard’s eyes widen and lock on the nobleman’s before he bows in the middle. ‘Lord Asherton. Forgive the intrusion.’
They turn to leave and that annoying woman from before screams again. ‘Velshere behind him.’
The guard turns back towards us and his gaze flitters from the screaming woman’s to Asherton’s. ‘Best we look. We don’t won’t any of the nefarious Velshere at large in Shaol.’
My hands shake and I back away. ‘No, they will imprison me or experiment on me.’
   A few customers toss their bowls at me and my lip quivers as I squash down the urge to cry as scalding liquid burns my right hand. I slap the bowls away and they clatter to the ground.
‘Why are the Velshere so feared in human cities?’ Asherton steps towards the guards. ‘Because of insidious gossip? Why hate the offspring of a human and fae?’
‘We no naught of their capabilities,’ a patron mutters.
‘Fae come in so many forms including dangerous ones. How can we know what we are getting?’ someone else shouts.
‘That sounds like ignorance and an excuse to bully. Look how malnourished she looks. Can no one spare some empathy?’ Asherton turns towards me and holds out his hand and his eyes soften. ‘Come.’
I hesitate, backing further away and stumble over a crack in the pavement.
‘Remarda cevere.’ When Asherton says those words, an innate thrill goes through me, and some ancient memory buried deep below the surface flashes across my mind for a fraction of a second, I reach out and clasp his hand. 
A guard pushes past my protector with his club raised to strike. 
‘No!’ Asherton steps forward and punches the guard in the nose. Blood spurts from the injured man’s face as the other guard surges up behind my would-be hero. 
   I scream as the guard raises her weapon and toss a stool towards my assailant, distracting her long enough so I can slip past. As I try to flee, a patron puts out their foot and I flounder, hissing through my teeth at the villager. With a dull thud the guard's weapon glances off my skull, pain spreads throughout my left temple as my sight becomes hazy at best.
   As I flounder about I throw out my arms. ‘Help me please.’ Laughter from people in the crowd presses in on me. Warm blood trickles down my cheek. Soon, darkness and its familiar loneliness greets me and takes away my pain.






  
  Chapter Two


Isnuggle down under the covers, savouring the warmth that I last felt what seems a lifetime ago. This is a prison? The room is sparse but clean, lit with two candles fitted in brackets either side of the wooden door. The undecorated walls appear to be made of limestone; a deep contrast to the slate floor. But this bed is something else, made of rich mahogany and could easily accommodate three people. 
The stuffed mattress smells of hay and sweet-smelling dried herbs and flowers. It is bedecked with soft pillows and thick blankets. I stretch and throw back the covers, sliding the floor. My bare feet connect with the cold surface and I wriggle my toes to keep them warm before padding over to a solitary dresser adorned with a dusty mirror. 
Wincing, I turn my head; my fair skin near my left ear is festooned with a large dark bruise. I stare down at my new clothes; my threadbare blouse, boots and breeches have been replaced with a simple long-sleeved shift. At least I have retained my under things. My cheeks burn with indignity; somebody has removed my clothes.
I clench my jaw. How could someone do that? A feeling of unease washes over me and I shudder. I take a deep breath, trying to calm myself and remember the state they had been in and how cold and wet I had felt. They had probably saved me from sickness or even death from the cold, but it is still unnerving.
I pull open the drawers and start rummaging around, searching for anything that could aid my escape. I sneeze as a cloud of dust drifts towards me from the excessive motion. I am rewarded with very little: a hair pin, some crumpled paper, a sole earring. Heck, I probably can’t even pick the lock on the door with any of these, the pin is too brittle. Why are these things in a prison of all places? My mind drifts to the fanciful; perhaps some lone princess was locked away here awaiting marriage to a cruel prince. He never came and she succumbed to her fate. My stomach upsets my deluded daydream by grumbling loudly.
The door handle turns and I snatch up the pin, sliding it up my sleeve as the door swings open. A guard rushes in.
‘Step away from the dresser, your back to the wall.’
I hurry to comply, and she slaps a copper tray on to the dresser; the contents of the bowl sloshing about. As the guard hurries out of the room, the sound of the key turning in the lock makes me glance towards the door. I meander over to the tray; on it a wooden bowl, a wooden cup with water and hunk of bread. I dip the bread into the green stew and cram it in my mouth; the salty, fishy broth does wonders for a woman’s spirit. 
Furrcon is the common fare served often in Shaol; comforting
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