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I am held in a cage like a dog.
Iron bars, cold as the breath of the dead.
I can see everything. Hear everything.
But it is not my screams they want.
It is hers.

Sophira stands tall—still beautiful, still proud, though her dress hangs in rags and her hands shake when she thinks no one sees.
But I see.
I always see her.
The leader watches her like a wolf who’s already fed but might want more.
He speaks to her in that broken, growling tongue, the one we never learned, and though I do not know the words, I know their shape.
They are not offers. They are commands.
He wants her to yield.
Not with kindness. Not with charm.
But by breaking her.
And yet—he does not touch her. Not that way.
No, he is too clever for that. He wounds her with silence, with orders barked and withheld. He keeps her cold, barefoot, hungry... waiting.
He punishes her for standing straight.
And I—
I crouch in the cage with blood in my mouth and rust in my lungs.
I was always the weaker one. The wilder one. I could endure pain like weather.
But not this.
Not her.
She is not looking at me. Not yet.
But when she does, when her gaze finally falls between these bars and finds my face—
I pray she breaks.
Because if she doesn’t...
I will.

My name is Atilla.
I was born in the year 1837 at Château Ravencrest—
perched on the edge of the Transdanubian hills,in a region in western Hungary, during the Austro-Hungarian Empire era (1830s). It overlooks the Danube River,
where the mists cling to the trees like memory.
My father, Count István Halász,
was once a trade baron,
elevated to nobility by the Habsburg court
for his dominion over Danube commerce.
That world is gone now—
the château will crumble,
the name will fade.

I always thought the house of our father would be my cage.
Not this. Not iron and bone.
But stone halls, ancient tapestries, the hush of secrets long dead.
A velvet prison, lined in lace.
I was always an outcast, though they never said it aloud.
It was in the way the servants turned their eyes, in the way the villagers crossed themselves when we passed.
My mother had been foreign—dark as southern olives and quiet as dusk.
They said she came from the East, or the coast, or the Romani camps that moved like smoke between borders.
She died young. Her name was never spoken in full.
But I remember her hands—always cold, always scented with salt and violets.
Still, we were held safely by our inheritance.
The Ravencrest fortune wove through the region like a forgotten god—blessing us with land, with books, with too many rooms and not enough voices.
I was soft then.
Free of worry.
Still like a child, wandering barefoot through the orchard, speaking poetry to the wind.
My sister, Sophira, was different.
Mysterious. Beautiful in that untouched way that makes men mistake danger for desire.
She did not speak much, but when she did, it mattered.
She could silence a dinner table with a look.
And she made use of it, I think—her mystery, her stillness.
Young men brought roses. Letters. Even carved figurines made with blistered hands.
It was only play for her, I believe.
I, on the other hand, lived inside my books.
I liked the idea of love more than the thing itself.
Sonnets and rose petals amused my spirit—
the harmless sort of longing that burns like candlelight and never scars. 

My sister’s lovers came more often.
And they stayed longer.
Some lingered past the supper bell, strolling the orchard in cravats and confidence. Others arrived with cigars and wine they could barely afford, all of them eager to impress her.
I watched from the far windows, a book in my lap, unread.
I worried for her—
for her name, her safety, her soul.
But it is not my place to ask.
She is the elder.
She walks with the dignity of our bloodline and the pride of a lioness.
Behind closed doors, I do not know what passed.
Only that the candles burned lower than usual.
And her laughter, when it came, was softer.
Then the rumors began.
A man missing from the village. A boy from the river town never returned home.
They said he was stolen—by the beasts in the woods, moulded by hunger or magic or worse.
Torn apart.
Or perhaps kept.

The worst of my worries was far too close even as I stood dream spun in that world between our safe home...
...and the wash woman, Gossipers,
The ones who stirred danger like steam in a pot—forever watching, forever whispering into other people’s business, for the way those rumors began to twist dangerously around us,
like ivy seeking cracks in old stone.

I could feel it.
Or perhaps it was only the darkest of fantasies—
the kind that take root when the air grows too still and the walls begin to listen.
That one day, they would turn against us.

And then, the lovers stopped coming.
No more roses at the door.
No more wine spilled on the threshold.
Just silence.
That was confirmation enough.
The wind had changed. 

The house became a silent prison.
The halls once warmed by music now echoed only with our footfall. The mirrors dulled. The windows stiffened in their frames.
And I hoped—quietly, uselessly—that it would not become our death cell.
My fear was real.
And in her eyes, I saw that she knew it too.
She did not speak it aloud. She never did.
But there was something in the way her fingers hovered too long over the lock on the front door,
in the way she touched my hair at night when she thought I was sleeping—
as if memorising it. 

And then the night came.
A low commotion outside—at first no more than voices raised, a scuffle in the distance—
turned to screaming.
Real screaming.
Fighting to the last man.
I heard metal clash, flesh break, someone cry for mercy in a voice I almost knew.
Then came the mop of feet—many, too many.
And something else.
Beasts. Growling.
Not dogs. Not men.
And then—
Silence.
We had already blown the candles.
Already huddled deep in the old wardrobe, limbs folded together like children hiding from a storm.
My sister’s breath shook against my neck.
We did not speak.
We prayed.
Clutched hands.
Waited.
And then the scratching began.
On the door.
Slow. Measured. Patient.
As if it knew exactly where we were.

It was the sounds of beasts.
Not men.
Not soldiers or thieves.
Beasts.
The tapping. The scratching.
The breaking of glass—high up.
Leaping.
Climbing.
The breath of something wild moving closer with each sound.
We heard no doors splinter, no hinges torn.
Only the windows breaking, one by one.
And we understood.
No man climbs the outer walls.
Only beasts can climb the ivy.
Only beasts leap through windows like that.
I saw them in my mind’s eye before I saw them in truth.
Their shapes. Their hunger. Their dark limbs and yellow eyes.
And I knew—
Even our held breath
could not prolong our destiny. 

When the wardrobe door was finally wrenched open in the blackness of night—
it was not rescue.
It was not beasts.
It was cold, rough hands.
Tearing us out.
Tearing us apart.
We both screamed—
not like young women of the Halász name,
but like the possessed.
Wild. Broken.
Stripped of sense, of dignity, of all the softness that once wrapped our world.
Whatever had us now—
had already sentenced us.

These were the men who have us now.
Yes—
they were the ones who tore us from the wardrobe that night.
I learned later what they had done.
A mob had come for us—villagers with blades and fire, ready to end us for their superstitions.
And these men... these beasts... had killed them.
I saw the crimson remains scattered in our garden.
Shattered bodies beneath the orchard trees, where once young men left roses.
That blood would stain our name with more fear than ever before.
They had saved us.
But at what cost?

I live now in a cage—an animal.
My sister walks free, but her soul is fractured.
Nearly gone.
Almost. 

He came again tonight.
The one who leads them.
The one they call Warg.
He says little. Never shouts.
But when he speaks, it’s with that deep, curling voice that makes even the others fall silent.
Sophira does not flinch.
Not even when he tears the bread from her hands or drags her by the wrist across the firelight like a hound on a leash.
I do.
I flinch.
Every time.
From inside this cage, I feel it.
Each sharp command. Each withheld blanket. Each rough gesture meant to humiliate her without touching her skin.
His cruelty is quiet, methodical—
like he is building something.
Or undoing her.
He stares at her for long minutes, like he is trying to see inside her.
And when she doesn’t speak—when she only stands tall, wounded but unbent—
he leaves.
Every time.
Without satisfaction.
I do not understand.
If he wants to break her, why hasn’t he done it?
Why this ritual of torment and restraint?
My sister sleeps on the hard ground now.
Her hands are raw. Her lips cracked.
And still she does not cry.
Not once.
She only looks at me, sometimes, when the others aren’t watching.
And I see it in her eyes—
the part of her that is already gone. 
Her soul is already slipping.
I see it.
Each night, she speaks less, moves slower. Her shoulders curl inward, her gaze dulls, her breath thins to silence.
And I know—soon, she won’t rise at all.
I can’t let that happen.
"Please, Sophira..."
My voice is a whisper, sharp as broken glass.
"Please don’t let him break you. That’s what he wants.
He wants you alive, so don’t give him that power.
We are strong.
He doesn’t want to kill us... or he would’ve done worse already."
She flinches. Just barely.
She doesn’t turn to me.
Doesn’t speak.
But she lifts
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