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Prologue - A Fortuitous Introduction
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​Erol

I trailed after my father, the “honorable” Lord Erol Reynald Wessex III, as he strutted with head high, chest puffed out, and considerable gut bouncing despite his attempts to keep his abdominal muscles tight. 

We weren’t the only ones strolling through the tree shaded lanes. It was the annual Spring Jaunt.

In a bizarre tradition held on the same date each year, the elite citizens of Hollis spent the entire day walking around the High District. Ladies wore their finest dresses. Men wore tails and coats. 

Children usually wore slightly more comfortable clothes and ran around the many parks. I was no longer among their number. At twelve, Father expected me to dress and behave like a young man, one worthy of the name Lord Erol Reynald Wessex IV. 

I hated everything about any young man who could befit Father’s expectations of that name and, while I had no desire or hope of living up to Father’s expectations, I learned very young that feigned submission was the key to surviving at Wessex Manor. 

“Keep a lively step, boy,” Father snarled while maintaining his haughty smile. “Do you want people to think you an invalid?”

Rather than risk saying or doing the wrong thing, I kept a neutral facial expression and limited my words to direct responses. No matter what I did, it would not be good enough. I no longer let it enrage me and simply tried to correct myself. 

“No, Father,” I murmured respectfully, increasing my pace but shortening my strides so I didn’t pass him. I had to play my part perfectly to fool Father; he read people the same way I read books. 

If only people were as simple as books. 

A family approached and began to pass us. I’d chosen a standard Public Greeting for the day, so I kept my face blank and nodded as the family walked by. 

“What a disgrace they are,” Father grumbled after they were out of earshot. “Can you believe the audacity? Marrying a common governess and passing your brats off as noble!”

I remained silent, as was Father’s preference. 

To amuse myself, I started making a list in my mind of disgusting and deplorable creatures that were still more noble than my father. Someday, I would tell him to his face all the things I thought about him. Someday, when I was older and stronger.

“Ah! Lord Wessex!” a high-pitched, reedy voice called out. 

“Lord Lashbrooke!” Father called back. I recognized Father’s tone, it was the Obsequious tone. Whoever Lord Lashbrooke was, Father wanted to flatter him. 

I sorted through the list of Special Greetings I had cataloged in my head and selected the Bow and Smile. I bent at the waist and leaned forward fifteen degrees, while keeping my chin low and my lips bowed upward. 

Lord Lashbrooke barely glanced in my direction, focusing his attention on Father. I was more than happy to remain invisible. I gave no notice to the topics they discussed, allowing my mind to wander. 

We stood at the corner of two main thoroughfares in the High District. On normal days, horses and buggies were a common sight on the streets. 

On the day of the Spring Jaunt, however, the city guard specifically barred any beasts of burden. As if the thought of a noble person having to smell a horse or walk by an ox was somehow untenable. 

Perhaps that was why my attention was caught by the sight of a cloaked figure whipping horses attached to a cart. The cart gained speed, the horses frothing at the mouth. I watched with objective curiosity as the cloaked figure caught the low hanging branch of a tree and vaulted out of the runaway cart. 

As if in a dream, time slowed around me but not for me. The horses ran in slow motion, but I was able to move normally. I turned my head, my eyes following the trajectory of the cart. It was headed straight for Father and Lord Lashbrooke. 

I had a choice to make. I could run, saving my own life while leaving the men to their fate. I could try to warn them. Or I could try to save one or both of them. 

I didn’t consider running; that would have been cowardly. I quickly discarded the idea of warning them with a shout as the horses were moving too fast. When time resumed, I would have mere seconds. If I was going to help them, it would have to be through a physical push or pull. 

I assessed Father and Lord Lashbrooke. 

Father was large, both in height and girth. His height was nature’s gift; the girth was the curse of his voracious eating and drinking. Lord Lashbrooke was tall but quite thin, making it more likely I could shift his weight. 

I concluded my best option was to pull Lord Lashbrooke forward as I pushed back against Father. Tall for twelve, I was often mistaken for a young man of fifteen or sixteen. I determined I could get the leverage on Lord Lashbrooke I would need. 

My weaker arm muscles would be used to drag the lighter man while my stronger leg muscles would shove my father off balance enough to make him stumble backwards. 

I maneuvered in front of my father and grabbed Lord Lashbrooke by his crisp lapels. Time resumed normal speed as I pulled with all my might and pushed with the combined force of myself and Lord Lashbrooke’s added weight. 

“Wha–” Lord Lashbrooke cried out. 

“Erol!” Father yelled. 

Both men were interrupted by the pounding of horse hooves and the splintering of wood. I heard several ladies scream in fright as I tipped backward, tripping over Father and pulling Lord Lashbrooke down with me. 

“Ouch!”

“Ooof!”

“I do beg your–”

“Sorry, old boy–”

The shrill whistles of the city guard screeched through the air. 

I stayed still and silent, waiting for the adults to untangle themselves and stand up, all the while apologizing to each other. After another moment, I was free to stand. I brushed the dirt from my tails and coat.

Noticing a golden sparkle in the grass, I reached for it and drew out a golden medallion, about the size of my palm, hanging from a thick gold chain. As I held it up in the sun to get a closer look at the intricate relief raised in the metal, a hand curled around it. 

I followed the hand and arm to find myself looking up at Lord Lashbrooke. Alarmed he might think I was trying to steal the necklace—the accusation alone that would earn me a severe beating from Father!—I hastily dropped the chain and took a step back.

Meeting his piercing gaze, I donned my mask of untroubled eyes and a smooth face as a natural defense. 

As he casually slipped the medallion back around his neck and tucked it into his shirt, he regarded me quizzically, like he saw my mask but didn’t understand it. I mimicked his head angle, searching his face for minute movements and mannerisms. 

When his mouth pulled slightly in one corner, I did the same. When his eyebrow arched, mine did, too. 

Rather than become angry, Lord Lashbrooke threw his head back and laughed. I stared at him, my eyebrow still raised, my mouth still partially lifted, and my head tilted. I didn’t understand what he found humorous. 

“What is wrong with you, boy? Did you knock yourself witless?” Father snapped, appearing at my side. I immediately straightened and reapplied my mask. 

“I do beg your pardon, Lord Wessex! I was simply thanking your son for saving my life!” Lord Lashbrooke exclaimed. He stuck out his hand toward me. “Thank you, young man.”

For a brief moment, I saw a flicker of something in his eyes. Like he and I shared a joke Father wasn’t aware of. I briefly reviewed my options for Comradery and selected Handshake and Nod. 

I placed my hand in his, palm to palm, minimal grip, vertical motion, while nodding my head four times. Father cleared his throat, and I saw anger building behind his eyes. I ran back through the scenario and realized I missed a verbal exchange component of the calculation. 

“You are most welcome,” I murmured belatedly. Father looked placated while Lord Lashbrooke smiled wider. I released his hand and moved to stand in my customary place behind Father. 

“Shall we continue our Jaunt?” Lord Lashbrooke asked, motioning for Father to continue forward. They walked side by side, deep in conversation. Occasionally, Lord Lashbrooke looked back toward me with a smile or wink. 

​Whatever gesture he made, I returned, building my catalogue of expressions and facial manipulations. Otherwise, I remained the perfect, submissive shadow. 
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Chapter 1 - Meeting

[image: ]


​Kathryn

5 Years Later

I glanced nervously between Mattie and Master Telluraves. The oldest slave at the Siren’s Song brothel, Mattie had long since been retired from servicing clients directly, but she continued to act as our booker. She’d been matching client requests to the right Songbird since before I was born. 

“You’re sure Lord Wessex requested Kathryn?” Master pressed, his tone soft and dangerous. I was just as confused as he was. Lord Wessex wasn’t a regular client, but he had visited before. At sixteen, I was too old—not to mention to female—for his tastes. Mattie wrung her hands before she answered.

“L-Lord Wessex asked f-for the most gentle sou–” 

“Don’t be ridiculous. Tell me what he actually said.”

Mattie’s eyes filled with tears, and she glanced between Master Telluraves and me. Because she didn’t immediately answer, he slapped her across the cheek with the back of his hand. 

“H-He said he tried to get the boy fucked at Chimera’s, but the boy was too shy. The girls were too aggressive,” Mattie stammered, crying as she held her hand to her cheek. “He said he wanted a younger girl who could act coy but teach his son to be a man.”

Master Telluraves glared at Mattie but didn’t slap her again. 

“That sounds more like the bastard,” he grinned nastily before turning to me. His hand shot out, grabbing the back of my hair and pulling me close. I didn’t struggle or resist. I knew better. 

“You’ll fuck his boy good. You’ll do whatever he wants, however he wants—” his hand tightened, and I gasped in pain, “—and if he doesn’t become a repeat customer...” 

He let his growled threat trail off into nothing. He didn’t need to finish. I knew what happened to Songbirds who failed Master; they disappeared. My heart clenched, and my stomach rolled. 

“Yes, Master,” I murmured a moment too late. Master Telluraves put his other hand around my throat and squeezed. While it hurt, I knew he wouldn’t seriously harm me right before I was set to service a client as important as the Wessex lordling. 

Still, I didn’t want to invite further punishment later, so I squirmed for show to let him believe me properly cowed. I bulged my eyes and clawed at his hand to really sell the performance.

He finally let go of my hair and shoved me to the ground using the hand on my throat. I whimpered once, staring at the tips of his boots. 

He walked away without a backward glance. I waited until I heard the door of his study slam on the second floor before I rose and dusted myself off. 

“Sorry about that, sweetie,” Mattie crooned as she hurried over to help me re-pin my hair. I always kept it half up and half down for clients since some of them liked to tousle it as part of their play. 

Mattie’s eyes were dry. Her tears, like her stuttering, were an affect for the Master’s benefit. The angry red marks on her face and my throat weren’t, though. 

“It’s all right,” I croaked around the swelling. “I should have checked the appointment list before he woke up.”

Over the years, I’d realized I could avoid a lot of unpleasant interactions with Master if he only saw regular and routine clients on my list. For the most part, Master Telluraves didn’t care what clients were on the books or what requests they made. Unless he thought the client could benefit him in some way. 

You’ve grown lazy, Kathryn, I chided myself. After nearly a year of routine clients and no interference from Master, I got lax on checking the list in advance. If I’d been diligent, I could have changed the name on the books and made it less conspicuous. My bruised throat was no one’s fault but my own. 

I rubbed Mattie’s cheek gently. “I’m sorry.”

Mattie waved me away with a snort and returned to her station behind the booking podium. 

“Do I have any other bookings tonight?” I asked, moving to look at the books with her. I needed to make a plan for the Wessex boy, and that required knowing how much time I had to persuade him into coming back. 

“No. Lord Wessex paid for the whole night. I moved Mr. Allston to Andrea’s schedule, and Lord Grays canceled.”

A light schedule, all things considered. It was a shame Lord Wessex hadn’t booked for the following night. It was a much worse slate of clients than bumbling Mr. Allston and placid Lord Grays.

I shivered. The third client for tomorrow night was a terrifying man. He was always booked under the name “Mr. Smith (Bleeder)” because he liked to–

“Kathryn, dear?” Mattie was patting my arm and waiting for me to respond to a question. 

“I’m sorry, Mattie. What did you say?”

“I said I put you in the Ligae room, is that all right?”

“Ye–No,” I interrupted myself, my mind kicking back into planning. If the client was already skittish about sex, putting us in a room with a giant bed and paintings of naked women wasn’t a smart option. 

“No, put us in the Library,” I instructed. 

I looked down at my clothes. The black lingerie and red silk robe were too suggestive. 

“I have to change clothes. Can you ask Cook to make up a tea tray?”

Mattie nodded and bustled off toward the kitchen. I hurried to the clothes closet. The Songbirds had a small closet off the back hallway full of outfits, costumes, and special items. I needed the Prim and Proper section. 

I quickly shuffled through the day dresses with one hand while I started unlacing my bustier with the other. I didn’t like wearing garb from the Prim and Proper section. It was always hot and restrictive. 

Annoyingly, most of the dresses came with lace around the collar. I finally found the least frilly one possible, a light blue morning dress with pearl buttons and an empire waist. 

The collar went up to my chin and the sleeves buttoned at my wrists, but at least there was no itchy lace! I pulled the dress over my head then stooped down to look for proper shoes. 

Songbirds didn’t usually wear shoes, but I felt the client tonight warranted going the extra step. He needed to feel comfortable around me. Whether he realized it or not, he would be more comfortable with me if I looked like other young ladies he’d seen at social functions. 

I’d never been to a social function, but I assumed young ladies wore shoes. Master Telluraves always wore shoes when he left the Song. I’d never left the building. 

I was born in the Song, and I would die in the Song.

My mother didn’t survive birthing me or so Mattie said. Master purchased her at a slave sale in Shilohir. I assumed my father was any of the many clients she would have had as a Songbird. I was born from a slave to be a slave.

An odd thought occurred to me as I was wrestling a slightly-too-small black leather boot onto my uncooperative foot.

There was a good possibility my birth was the reason Songbirds were altered by the doctor once we started our womanly courses. According to Mattie, the little scars on either side of our lower stomachs meant we couldn’t conceive.

I’d never given much thought to the absence of any matching scars on Mattie. 

Suddenly realizing I was staring at the boot in my hand and having no idea how long I’d been stationary, I shook my head and launched back into preparing.

There was work to do, a client to service. 

My stomach tightened with fear. Master was clear, if the younger Lord Wessex didn’t return after tonight, I wouldn’t return after tonight either.  

Songbirds who didn’t do as they were ordered were no good to Master and would disappear. No trace of their existence or their time at the Song remained. 

Except in our memories. Not knowing what had become of so many people I loved was more torturous than any other cruelty Master had ever born out against me.

I didn’t know where he took them or what he did to them. Mattie used to tell us they were sold to other brothels, but I knew she was lying. 

At sixteen, I was old enough to realize they were probably all dead. 

Logically, I argued with myself that Master was too possessive to sell one of his Songbirds. Our lives were his, and he’d kill us before letting us go. My poor heart wouldn’t listen and always kept a small hope some of them were alive and well, wherever they were. 

Especially my brothers, the boys Master bought and kept until they grew old enough to be a threat. Then they would disappear, too. 

I’d lost so many Songbirds over the years. 

Burch. Ella. Lily. Saul. Hamric. Shailey. Yulia. Holland. Penny. Zaniah. Suvan.

I tried to keep their names and faces alive in my mind, tried to preserve their memory. Alone in the clothes closet, I allowed myself one moment of grief. 

I won’t forget you, I told them all as their faces flashed in my mind. With a deep breath, I hurried out into the back hallway, pausing to slip on one boot and then the other.

“They’ve arrived,” Mattie informed me. “I sent them up to the Master with Khali.”

I nodded my understanding and turned toward the kitchen just as Rory pushed open the door and held it to allow Cook to come through. Rory was Cook’s helper, but at five years old, he was too small to carry the tray laden as it was with cakes, cookies, teacups, and a large steaming teapot.

“Good luck,” Cook whispered as she passed me the tray. Rory gave me a cheeky grin and a thumbs up. If I’d had a free hand, I would have tousled his white-blond hair and pinched his tan cheek. 

Cook put her arm around his shoulders, and they returned to the kitchen. Cook was a servant, not a slave, but she never treated us differently for it. We were lucky to have her regardless. Whenever she could, she would sneak us extra food or special treats. 

I made my way along the back hallway to the servants’ staircase and started my careful ascent, balancing the tea tray and trusting my feet. The Library was on the fourth floor of the Song, so there were a lot of stairs to climb. 

The first floor had both the main entrance for standard clients and the private entrance for elite clients, as well as the Parlor, the kitchens, and the back hallway we Songbirds used for traversing around the building. 

The second floor had Master’s study next to an awful room assignment we called the Torture Room, and three identical rooms labeled the Robin, the Wren, and the Lark. 

The third floor had more extravagant rooms we called the Parthenope, the Ligae, the Leucosia, and the Teles. Those were reserved for the most powerful clients. Money wasn’t enough to get booked on the third floor; a client had to have influence. 

The fourth floor was mostly off limits to clients except the Library and the Bath. Both were technically working rooms but were rarely booked. 

Across a large open landing from the Library and the Bath, we had a long spacious room with a pallet for each slave. Mattie had a cot on account of her age. 

The Songbirds, the maid, the laundress, and little Rory, we were a family. We looked out for each other when we could. Each time one of us disappeared, it gutted us all. Each time Master brought home a new face, we hoped this one would survive longer than the last.

I pushed thoughts of disappeared Songbirds from my mind as I emerged onto the spacious landing of the fourth floor. I wasn’t sure whether the client had arrived until I saw the door to the observation cubby slightly ajar. 

Master, Lord Wessex the elder, or both, were inside the small, closet-like room between the Library and the Bath, where they could watch us through the peeping holes. 

It wasn’t unusual for Master to observe his Songbirds in session. He insisted it was to ensure our safety. I suspected he just liked to watch. 

I fixed my face into a welcoming smile and shouldered open the door to the Library. The room was smaller than the third-floor rooms, but I found it more soothing than any other space in the Song. 

Floor to ceiling bookcases covered every wall and were neatly stocked with books on every subject imaginable. Master encouraged us to read about different topics, so we might cater to our individual clients based on their interests. I always tried to read a passage or two if I knew I would be on Parlor duty.

The first-floor Parlor was a social sexual experience for clients. The Songbirds on Parlor duty were fully naked and available for clients to touch, taste, or whatever they desired, short of oral and actual sex. Clients in the Parlor paid a lower fee than private bookings, so they didn’t get the full service. 

My client in the Library wouldn’t get the full service either if I couldn’t find him. My eyes skated over the dark wood shelves, the rolling ladder, and the large reading desk along the back wall. The dark green velvet couches were empty, and no one stood at the flat-topped liquor cabinet. 

I passed the peeping holes drilled above a set of books about the history of Hollis. I’d lived in Hollis my whole life and had only ever seen it from the windows of the Song. I hadn’t read the histories–perhaps because I knew I would never actually walk the streets of the city. I shook my head with a sad smile.

Suddenly, I became aware of the young lord’s presence. He wasn’t visible to me, but he was in the room. I looked toward the corner of the reading desk. I’d seen something, not movement necessarily but more like a ripple of light. I stopped and curtsied regally, keeping the tea tray level. 

“Good evening, my lord,” I called cheerfully to the seemingly empty room. I hurried over to the liquor cabinet and set the tea tray down. 

Master’s peeping holes were directly behind me along the opposite wall. While I stood at the tea tray, he couldn’t see my mouth moving. If I spoke quiet enough, he wouldn’t be able to hear me either. 

“I brought tea, my lord,” I said loudly, taking the lid off the canister of tea leaves. I inhaled appreciatively. 

Cook, you’re an angel. 

She sent me up with my favorite tea, the cinnamon and spice one. I felt a presence to my left but refrained from looking at him. I didn’t want to spook him. 

“It’s my personal favorite,” I explained at a normal volume as I stuffed tea leaves into the steeper. Then, using the noise of settling the steeper in the pot, I whispered quietly for only him to hear. “They are watching us.”

I resumed an audible volume as I set up the teacups, “If I may be so bold, I’ll prepare your tea in my preferred way with a lump of sugar and a splash of milk.” 

I made a loud affair of opening the sugar jar and putting a cube into each cup so I could whisper again. 

“Through a hole in the bookcase directly behind me.” 

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a shimmer of light. I flinched in fear but nothing seemed to happen. 

“Not anymore,” came a deep, bitter voice from the empty space next to the cabinet. 

“I beg your pardon?” I squeaked, still startled.

“They cannot see us anymore. Or hear us,” the voice declared. I shivered at the contempt I heard in his tone. I realized I may have misjudged Master’s predilection for peeping. Perhaps it truly was for our safety. 

I was in a room with an invisible client where Master could not see me or hear me. I felt vulnerable, exposed. My hand shook as I put the lid back on the sugar jar. 

“Are you going to kill me?” I asked as steadily as I could. My question was met with cold silence. I kept my eyes open, staring at the teapot, waiting for the first strike or the first blow. 

At least the others will know what happened to me, I won’t just disappear. There’s nothing worse than not knowing–

“No.”

I whipped my head to the left and stared at the emptiness. I wanted to trust the word this specter but...

“Why can’t I see you? I can...sense you...but I can’t see you.”

There was no response. I sighed, unsure what to do. It was going to be a long session if I couldn’t get him to talk to me. I was used to having a client’s face and body language. An invisible client made my job harder but not impossible. 

You’ve had more confusing clients in the past, Kat, I reminded myself. If the Lord Magi wanted to be invisible, that was fine. I understood well the desire to go unseen. 

I latched onto that feeling and closed my eyes. I followed the trail in my mind, linking me to him through our shared emotion. I’d always had a special ability to connect with people. Once I opened a channel into their minds, I could sense not just the emotion we shared but also other strong things they were feeling. 

The Lord Magi was a hurricane. 

I sensed his bitterness and anger first. They were the leading edge of the storm, spiraling rain bands lashing out at anyone who got too close. I maneuvered past them and found myself buffeted about by intense pulses of pain, guilt, and loneliness. The swirling triad formed a wall around him. 

Gritting my teeth, I reached out with my mind, trying to punch through to the core. For a moment, I thought I had, as overwhelming fear shot through my body. 

It wasn’t his fear I was feeling, though, at least not only his fear.

My mind recoiled as a force of will shoved me away. It was raging, bloodthirsty, and directed at me. I pulled back into myself and snapped my eyes open. 

I still couldn’t see a physical form, but I could see a pulsing red aura surrounding him. I backed away, putting distance and a sturdy sofa between us. Gradually, the pulsing faded, and dark violet light bled through, replacing the red. 

“What...was that?” the dark voice demanded to know, even through his labored breathing. The effort of shoving me from his mind and controlling his anger left him winded. 

Yet he sounded curious, not mad. I considered his question and selected my words carefully. 

“There are many different kinds of magic, Lord Magi,” I reminded him, arching my eyebrow. “Perhaps being invisible has impaired your ability to truly see.”

I thought he would descend back into a moody silence but instead he laughed, a deep, guttural laugh. I blinked in surprise, and suddenly the Lord Magi was tangible, visible. I quickly made my face a blank canvas, a defensive instinct. On the inside, I fully gawked at him. He was beautiful. 

He was tall, taller than me by at least a head, and I was the tallest person at the Song. His soft brown hair was long, pulled back and secured at the base of his neck. A strong nose and square chin gave him a striking gravity, despite his youth. Light grey eyes sparkled from behind his gold wire framed glasses.  

He was smiling. The joy of it took my breath away. I pressed a palm to my stomach to quiet the butterflies. As I watched, he closed off his emotions and fixed an expression on his face that matched mine. 

I narrowed my eyes a miniscule amount. He mimicked me. I poked him with my mind, a little shove of good humor and mischief. 

He grinned wide, breaking his mimicry, then furrowed his brow in concentration. I felt a gentle ripple brush past me. I smiled and bounced excitedly. 

“You’ll have to try harder than that!” I teased, momentarily forgetting my station relative to his. When he was invisible, it was easy to treat him like a friend. 

Looking at the distinguished young man in his exquisite clothes, I was reminded he could destroy me with only a word. I covered my mouth and stared at him apologetically. He stared back, confused and alarmed. 

“What’s wrong?” he asked, looking around for the source of my fear. 

“M-My apologies, my lord. I-I forgot myself.” I flinched as red streaked back through his aura. 

“Don’t,” he growled. “Don't treat me like I’m better than you.”

“But you are better than me, my lord,” I corrected him boldly. I was shocked I needed to tell him as much. I was more shocked I was arguing with a client. 

The red streaks in his aura turned to wide dark red splotches. The Lord Magi huffed once and turned invisible again. I looked for him, for his mind, for his magic, and found nothing. 

Don’t go! Please, don’t go! Frantically, I pushed my mind into every corner of the room, looking for any trace at all. There was nothing. 

Panic pulsed from my heart and spread to the tips of my fingers and toes. Master was very clear; I was to do whatever it took to get a repeat booking. If Lord Wessex left angry, I would be disappeared for sure. 

My breathing started to come in short, sharp bursts. If I disappeared, who would look after the Songbirds? 

A fresh wave of panic washed over me. Pleasing Lord Wessex wasn’t just about my life, it was about protecting my family!

“Please. Please don’t go.” My mouth went dry, and my voice came out as a hoarse whisper. “I’m sorry. Please. I don’t want to disappear.” 

Only silence greeted me. With the last of my willpower, I sent a desperate plea out into the ether, begging him to come back. I had no way to know if my abilities could reach him at a distance, but I had to try. 

There was no response.

Tears obscured my vision, and my stomach dropped. I would be disappeared. That was what happened to Songbirds who failed the Master so fantastically. Not knowing my fate would torture them...

“Think! Think, Kathryn!” I pressed my fists to my eyes. The last thing I could do for my beloved little family was to give them closure, to let them know I was dead.

I calculated it would take three minutes for Master to be informed of what I had done, accounting for the time it would take the younger Lord Wessex to make his way down to the Master’s study and complain before storming out. I might have another two minutes if Master tried to soothe tempers or offer another Songbird. My final minute of life would be the time it took Master to storm up the stairs. 

If I was lucky, I had five minutes left to live. The last thing I could do for my Songbirds was make sure they knew I was dead, so they could grieve. I didn’t want them to always wonder. There was nothing worse than not knowing. 

I saw a quill and inkwell on the reading table. I lunged for it. I can write them a goodbye at least!

“Paper. Paper. Paper,” I murmured, looking around for paper. I was in the Library, surrounded by paper! 

Which book? Where are they most likely to find– 

My eyes snapped to the bookcase next to the liquor cabinet. 

Petranell, a Songbird a little older than me, always read the same book over and over again. I ran to the shelf and pulled out A Treatise on Equestrian Care and Companionship. 

I opened the book and started flipping through pages to find one with enough space to write a letter. At the very back, there was a nice, blank page. 

I dipped the quill in the inkwell and froze. I didn’t know what to say to them, to the people of the Song that meant so much to me. Petranell, Andrea, Eoin...their faces flashed before my eyes. Navan, Mattie...little Rory.

“Oh, gods,” I whimpered, leaning heavily against the table, my legs too shaky to hold me up. I glanced toward the door; afraid my time was running out. “You can do this, Kathryn. You can do this for them. Don’t let them wonder.”

Through deep breaths and cascading tears, I penned my final message to my little family:

Petranell, 

I’m so sorry. I need you to tell them. Tell them I loved each and every one of them. You have to know, I’m not disappeared. When you read this, I’ll be dead—

“I’m not going to kill you,” the Lord Magi’s deep voice erupted angrily from my right side. I screamed and lashed out toward the sound with a closed fist. 

I heard a crunch, and the Lord Magi reappeared. He’d been leaning over the table to read what I wrote but straightened suddenly, holding his nose. Blood was rapidly dripping from his hands onto his white linen shirt. 

“Oh! Oh, dear!” I managed, clumsily pulling a handkerchief square from the sleeve of my dress. I normally kept it in my bustier but obviously had to modify my habits to suit the day dress. “Let me see.”

I gently pulled on his wrists until his hands came away from his face. As carefully as I could, I pressed the handkerchief to his bleeding nose, putting my other hand behind his head to hold him steady. He grunted but otherwise allowed me to hold pressure for several minutes. 

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he mumbled. His voice was nasally, and he sounded perturbed. He reached out with his mind and gave mine a tiny push. He was trying to communicate comfort. 

I smiled tearfully and shook my head. “I wasn’t–I didn’t think you’d–” 

My hands began to shake as my body realized I wasn’t going to disappear. I let out a shaky breath and tried again. 

My voice came out as a whisper. “If you aren’t...satisfied...with your service tonight, Master will kill me.”

I met his cold gray eyes and tried to tell him without words how grateful I was he hadn’t already left me to die. 

“Earlier you said–what does ‘disappeared’ mean exactly?” he asked softly, his face hard and inquisitive. 

“I’d be gone. The others, they wouldn’t know what happened to me. They’d live the rest of their days wondering...I don’t wish that on anyone...”

My gaze was still on him, but my mind was far off, back in my memory of all the names and faces. Burch. Ella. Lily. Saul. Hamric. Shailey. Yulia. Holland. Penny. Zaniah. Suvan.

“How many have disappeared?”

“Eleven,” I answered automatically, “S—since I’ve been old enough to remember them anyway.” 

His eyebrows raised. I pulled the handkerchief away from his nose as I spoke, relieved to see blood was no longer dripping. I moved to wipe his hands clean, but he waved me away. He twirled his wrist, muttered a few words, and the blood on his face, hands, clothes, even the droplets on the floor vanished!

I looked down at my dress. His blood was gone from its light blue fabric, and the handkerchief square in my hand was bright white again. I looked up and smiled gratefully. He was looking at me in consternation. 

“Why don’t you leave?” he asked, appearing genuinely innocent about how my life worked. 

“I’m a slave, my lord,” I explained. 

He flinched. 

“My lord?”

“Call me ‘Erol.’ Please.”

“Very well. I’m a slave, Erol. I can’t leave. Where would I go that wouldn’t return me to my rightful owner?”

“You’re a person, Kathryn, not a piece of property.”

“All due respect, Erol, I’m both.”

“Don’t you–don’t you want to be free?”

He sounded...anguished. I sensed we weren’t talking about me any longer. I tilted my head to the side and studied him. 

“It doesn’t matter what we want. We have to survive with what we have.”

Erol glared at me for several long minutes. He wanted to argue, I could tell, but he also knew I was right. 

​“How about that cup of tea?”
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Chapter 2 - A Unique Arrangement
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​Erol

“Welcome back, Lord Wessex,” the old woman at the reception podium greeted me respectfully. I nodded, briefly meeting her eyes then diverting my gaze to settle on the vase of fresh red poppies next to her leatherbound ledger. 

Her tone was warmer as she continued, “You are in the Library. Kathryn should be waiting for you. Would you like an escort up, or would you prefer to go up alone?”

“Alone is sufficient,” I mumbled, already headed toward the door behind her that would take me to the staircase. I took the steps three at a time; such was the length of my stride. At seventeen, I was already taller than most, my father included. 

Unlike my father, I was slim, lanky even, and intended to stay that way. I wouldn’t drink myself into stupors or indulge in so much food my chair had to be reinforced. 

I will never be like him.

I couldn’t tell him that, though. Instead, I was a quiet, submissive son. I still played my part in the farce, masking and shielding myself. Except when I was with Kathryn. 

Once a week for the past eight weeks, I’d come to the Siren’s Song and spent the night with Kathryn. My father assumed I was having sex with her–naturally–and I was happy to let him continue under that misapprehension. 

“It’s only healthy for a boy your age to fuck a pretty young girl!” he crassly shouted at the dinner table when I informed him I made a standing appointment at the Siren’s Song. 

I wasn’t having sex with Kathryn. She and I came to an agreement that first night while drinking our slightly over steeped tea. Our weekly sessions would satisfy my father and her Master, but rather than physical release, I sought arcane knowledge. 

She used our sessions to teach me how to sense others’ emotions the way she did. It was exhilarating to learn a new branch of magic. I was absolutely terrible at it, too! It was a novel experience for me. 

I’d never struggled with academics in my traditional studies. When Lord Lashbrooke started sending me arcane tutors to develop my magic, I excelled at everything they taught, as well. 

My magical studies were kept secret from my father. 

He wouldn’t have approved since he believed magic was only useful for those that worked for a living. That type of skill mastery was beneath him. I took to it immediately, outpacing my first tutor in a matter of months. Rather than be angry, Lord Lashbrooke was excited. 

He found me a more advanced teacher, and my studies continued. I reached the limits of what tutors could impart to me by the time I was fifteen. I’d been crafting spells and experimenting with magic on my own ever since.

When I met Kathryn, she surprised me from the minute she stepped into the room. I expected a scantily clad, make-up caked, dead-eyed woman like the three different women the proprietor of the Chimera tried to foist upon me. Each one was more pitiful and more brash than the last. 

Not Kathryn, though. She’d breezed in, wearing an extremely modest day dress. Her coal black hair was pinned back. Her pale skin, ruby lips, and light green eyes were all the more striking because of her clean face. 

I’d nearly fallen over when she looked right at me and greeted me, despite my invisibility incantation. Hers was a completely unknown branch of magic for me. None of my tutors had even mentioned a type of empathetic arcana. When she reached out to me with her mind, I was shocked:

What is this? I asked myself in complete disbelief. I felt her mind step into mine. I felt her dance nimbly around in the chaos of my emotions. I felt her reach for the core of me, a frightened little boy cowering on the floor and begging my father to stop. I reacted from instinct, pushing her out and away forcefully. 

Building on the theories I’d been developing to shield my body, I hastily tried constructing a mental shield around myself. It felt...strange, like part of my mind was underwater. 

The force of my ejection scared her, and she physically moved away from me. I hadn't meant to frighten her, but I was still in shock, surprised to come across something I knew nothing about, magically speaking. 

“What...was that?” I gasped. I split my concentration between masking my physical form without losing my physical form and the new technique of shielding my mind. The effort caused my breathing to be labored. Surprising me again, she arched an eyebrow and teased me. 

“There are many different kinds of magic, Lord Magi. Perhaps being invisible has impaired your ability to truly see.” 

I blinked, completely caught off guard. Nobody teased me, not in camaraderie. When I was a young boy, the servants’ children called me “Owl" because of my glasses. Kathryn wasn’t being cruel, though; she was trying to be friendly. 

A rumble started in my chest, a strong feeling building and bubbling, until my head tilted back and deep laughter erupted from my mouth. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d actually laughed. I had a catalogue of different Amusement sounds I could produce if the social protocol required, but true amusement? Real laughter?

On impulse, I dropped my invisibility. I wanted to meet her properly. 

When I appeared before her, a mask dropped into place over her features. She showed me a blank face of politeness. I followed suit, placing my own mask on as I shut down the parts of my mind connecting my thoughts to the muscles of my face. 

I focused on her, assessing the small movements she made and trying to match them to my memory of emotive expressions. Her eyes narrowed, and I narrowed mine back. I waited for
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