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About the Author


I can always tell when a summons is imminent. There is something that pricks at the back of my mind like a fly buzzing in the room. I suppose they have a harvest to be blessed or a drought to end; some such ephemeral human nonsense that hardly matters to a being like myself with such a long life. However, it has been centuries since I have been presented with a bride. I hope she can accept being bonded to a demon.

-
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I haven't seen sunlight in I can't remember how long. It must be months now. Once the neighboring village made an agreement with my father, I was locked away to ensure a quality sacrifice for the demon to stay his wrath for another generation.

I hear a key turn and I weakly lift my head to see my eldest brother opening the door for my father, who is holding a tray.

"Get up." My brother barks at me. I struggle off the thin straw mat on the stone floor but I cannot remember the last time someone came to give me something to eat. I don't have the strength to obey them fast enough and my brother grabs a handful of my hair and yanks me to my knees. "God, you useless waste of flesh. Get your food. It's nearly time for the ritual."

Compared to everything else that has been inflicted upon me, the pain of having my hair pulled as I am shoved upright is bearable and I hear the tray dropped in front of me. When I can focus my eyes, I see a steaming bowl of oats and hard bread. I feel saliva fill my mouth. Is that butter? I haven't tasted butter since before my body developed curves. Perhaps back when I can remember the sun on my skin? Like that memory, I cling to the fleeting joy of something for my senses other than cold hard stone and drag myself to the tray. The thin oatmeal had spilled but there is plenty left for me to fill my aching belly. The bread is stale but warm, the butter almost overwhelming after so long with nothing but bland gruel if they remembered to feed me at all.

"Hurry up and finish so we can clean you up." My father grumbles; impatient to leave. "It's time for the ritual."

I know it has always been my fate to be given over to the demon. A seer told my father when I was born I was meant to be the demon's bride. I was seen as tainted my entire life and tossed into this cold cell until the demon claimed me. The village never let me forget it with their constant insults. Yet still, my heart beats faster as I gobble down my food and the tray is snatched away from me.

"On your feet." My brother growls at me, holding my arm in a bruising grip. I struggle to follow, too weak for my legs to work as fast as they want and I end up being dragged out of my cell and outside.

Even the sunset is too bright having been in the darkness for so long. I don't have much time to look around before I am shuffled off to a cold bath and roughly scrubbed but I can hear the villagers talking as the ritual is prepared. Old women comb my hair without a lick of kindness but if I make a sound, the pain of the brush hitting my head is worse than the pulled snags stinging my scalp.

My pale skin and dark brown hair are rubbed with perfumed oil and ancient jewels are hung from my neck, wrists, and ankles. A silk tunic was wrapped tightly around my body and the old women escort me to where the leaders of both villages are waiting by a stone altar. To my shock, my father and brother are right beside our village leader. They look me up and down, the disgust showing clearly on their faces. I watch my feet as I walk to avoid their stares.

When I reach the steps leading up to the altar, I look up and see burning torches, smell the ashes and smoke, and my body freezes. Fear makes sweat break out despite the cold night and I back away. "I can't."

"Woman, do your duty!" The leader of the neighboring village hisses at me.

"The demon will be here any moment!" My leader reaches for me and I shrink away from him. "We don't have time for your little games."

"I don't want to die!" I've never spoken this loudly. My throat burns and my voice makes my ears hurt. "Don't let it kill me, please!"

"Do something about your daughter, Patrick." The village leader gave the man a dark look and my father grabs my arm and shoves me to the ground.

"You worthless bitch!" I feel familiar blows to my back as I curl up to protect my face but I still feel a fist split my lip and blood fills my mouth. "Get your useless ass up on those stones."

"Father, please!"

The foot that connects with my chin and snaps my head back must be my brother's as the size is much smaller and my father preferred his fists. "At least your tainted existence should be good for something after your horrid birth killed my mother."

Whimpering, I lay limp against the stone, weeping and bleeding like every bit the waste of flesh they say I am. I am too weak to fight back, too weak to even face my fate on my feet. Wherever the last blow sent me is where I lay like a broken doll on the stones, a blubbering mess with barely the strength to cry. My father and brother are right. My birth killed my mother and I have been nothing but a bane to this village ever since.

"What is all this?" That's a sound I've never heard before. Something about that voice renderers every person around me silent so the only noises are my pathetic sobs. "I come for my bride and find her bloody and abused at my altar?"

My head feels heavy when I try to lift it and perhaps it was too many blows to the head when I see a towering figure of skin the color of fresh earth and eyes as white as the harvest moon. Somehow, I can see long white hair and thin, curled horns through the tears clouding my vision.

"My master, please forgive this unworthy offering-"

"Unworthy?" The voice hurts. It's not loud but this certain tone that makes my entire body vibrate. "Would you dare send me an offering you deem unworthy?"

Now the silence causes me pain because all I can hear are my pained whimpers as my weak body struggles to deal with so much agony and noise all at once. I am shamed for the desire to return to my quiet prison of squalor where things were so much simpler.

As if my empty pleas were finally heard, I feel soft hands on my cheek, then strong hands lifting me to be cradled in a way I have never felt before. "My offerings are not to be trifled with. Is this how you seek to curry my favor? By presenting my bride to me as a beaten and bruised prisoner?"

"My liege, she was going to run away from








































[image: ]



d2d_images/cover.jpg
Cassandra ((ayne






d2d_images/scene_break.png





