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For almost a month, Alis’s world had been narrowed down to the confines of a velvet-lined, wooden carriage, the days spent navigating narrow and winding roads, each jostle making the carriage sway and sending a shiver of trepidation through her.

She wasn’t exactly afraid that the carriage would fall off, though she didn’t know if she would prefer that.

When she realized what she had contemplated, she shook her head and tried to cast her foolish thought aside.

She sighed, another bump sending another sway through the whole frame of the vehicle, and she leaned her head against the window. The plush seats offered little comfort, but then, why send a more expensive means of travel? It would be hers once she reached her destination, no matter how little use she would make of it.

The blonde understood the fate that awaited her. She had been preparing for something like it her entire life, knowing it was her duty to serve the people of Lemont.

And yet...

Her legs were shaking; so was her whole frame. They had left Lemont’s borders weeks ago, her blue eyes wide with dread as she watched the familiar landscape change from the lush, rolling greens of her homeland to something far more jagged and shadowed.

At nineteen, Alis had always known her purpose would be unique, given her lineage. Her royal blood granted her an extraordinary ability; even now, as she breathed, she felt the invisible, humming pressure of the world’s magic.

To anyone else, the air might have felt merely crisp or heavy with humidity, but to her, the ambient mana was a physical weight. It flowed into her through every pore, a silent, torrential tide that pooled in the depths of her abdomen and settled in the swell of her breasts.

She was a Wellspring, capable of sensing and drinking from the rivers of mana that ran through the lands, yet she could never harness this power herself; all she could do was fuel others’ magical capabilities, feeding them that mana through her own body and pleasure.

Unless she did so, the magical energies remained within her frame, making her skin hypersensitive, making her jittery and nervous, leaving her unbalanced. Something she had experienced her whole life, seeing as she was unspoiled, had never been touched by another. One of the reasons why she was the one in this carriage, and not another Hlapena – the name given to the Wellsprings that were born from the royal family.

A soft sigh escaped her lips, her breath fogging the glass. Hlapenas were the kingdom’s most precious and exploited commodity. To fund their independence against the more powerful nations that bordered them, the royal family had turned its daughters into diplomatic and economic currency. Usually, a Hlapena was loaned to a high lord or a powerful mage for a season; they were the most expensive courtesans in the known world, their services bringing in mountains of gold.

In the darkened corners of the kingdom’s taverns, Hlapenas were called the most expensive whores in the world, and they were correct. Alis had always understood that, knew that by the sacrifice of the Hlapenas like her, their nation survived, even thrived at times.

Yet, there was something different this time. Alis wasn’t being loaned out; she was being sold, delivered to a master who would never let her go.

The thought sent a shiver through her. She didn’t know exactly what it was that Aelisia had paid for her, but it must have been great indeed. Certainly, the fact that the other woman was a dark elf played a part. Even if Aelisia was a futa, elves and humans couldn’t interbreed, which meant that Alis wouldn’t give her a child, ensuring her ability didn’t escape the control of Lemont’s royal family.

That was the main reason why Hlapenas were only loaned out for a season. Even if they got pregnant, the child would be born under Lemont’s control, adding another to their numbers.

Even still, her family had ensured to hinder her capability of having a child, using rituals to stop her from getting pregnant, should Aelisia have the idea of granting her to some human male for her to be bred...

It was too dangerous for her bloodline’s potential to fall into another’s hands.

The carriage lurched violently as it hit a deep rut, and Alis gasped, surprised by it. She looked outside, caught a glimpse of one of her escorts, and her thoughts wandered once more.

They had joined them once they left Lemont’s borders, ensuring nothing would attack her once she was outside of her family’s protection. Dark elves sworn to Aelisia had been waiting for them, joining her human guards, though rarely interacting with them. None of them had spoken to her, and Alis wasn’t certain whether it was a good thing or not. She noticed their eyes studying her when she was outside the carriage, the way their red, piercing eyes seemed to burn into her.

The blonde was perfectly aware that for them, she was nothing more than a tool to be used, a magical battery to be drained at their lady’s whim.

A certain dread took hold of her as she thought about that. She knew so little about the woman waiting for her...

Aelisia. A dark elf of high standing, a member of a race known for their cruelty and terrifying magical potency. About the woman herself, Alis had heard little, though that she was a dark elf meant she would treat Alis with all the warmth of a winter storm.

A few hours later, the carriage stopped swaying as it transitioned into a settled road. Once more, the blonde leaned close to the window and looked outside. Through the trees, in the distance, a silhouette began to emerge, a massive, imposing estate of stone, something that resembled a castle more than the manor Alis had been expecting.

Alis pressed her hands against her stomach, trying to soothe the restlessness within her, the nervousness that had taken hold as she realized how close she was to her destination. Her journey was almost over, and a part of her almost preferred it that way. The nervousness that had dominated her thoughts during the voyage hadn’t helped her rest, and it had unbalanced her. She didn’t know what awaited her in her new home, but she hoped at least to be treated like the asset she was. Perhaps not pampered, but not mistreated, either.

The following hour passed slowly.

The road they were on didn’t lead to the manor in a straight path; instead, it meandered with a calculated, sinuous irregularity, weaving in and out of the dense, shadowed tree line.

It almost felt labyrinthian, as if to confuse whoever approached Aelisia’s dwelling. It didn’t take long for Alis to realize that might very well be the intention. Perhaps not the confusion, but to delay whoever approached the manor, a defensive mechanism meant to slow down whoever came towards Aelisia’s domain, hindering their element of surprise.

By forcing anyone approaching to follow such a winding route, Aelisia ensured that any hostile force would be visible from the manor’s vantage points long before they could reach the gates, granting the dark elf and her guards ample time to prepare their defenses.

Eventually, they reached the massive, imposing gates of the estate that loomed ahead, and the carriage slowed to a halt.

They were formidable things, crafted from dark, heavy metal and reinforced with magic. So much magic...

Alis could feel it, held her breath as her heart hammered against her chest, feeling the magic around the gates, feeling the mana.

Without even having to look, she knew the gates were opening. She could feel the discharge of the wards upon them, the momentary release of the magic protecting them. 

She felt her own internal reserves surge, drinking in the escaping energy with a desperate, instinctive hunger.

Thankfully, this ability wasn’t something she had to deal with her whole life. She only began to notice the effects of being a Wellspring as she neared her coming-of-age. It was perhaps the only mercy she had enjoyed about what she was. It allowed her to have a simpler childhood, a certain innocence. In time, as she realized what her fate would be, that had changed, but she could still look back on those times with fondness.

The gates groaned as they finished swinging inward, forcing her to focus on the present once more.

The carriage began to move, rolling over the cobblestones of the inner drive, towards the heart of the estate. Alis leaned back against her seat, closing her eyes once more, though this time in contemplation.

When they came to a stop once more, she would have reached the end of her journey, and there would be no escaping her fate. In truth, there had never been any chance of her doing so, but at least she could have pretended.

Once inside the shadows of that manor in the distance, she wouldn’t even have a chance of that.

A couple of minutes later, they stopped.

Time seemed to stretch on, with Alis inhaling deeply, trying to prepare herself for what would follow. Then the door to the carriage creaked open, one of her human guards making an appearance and reaching out with one hand to assist her.

Alis took it, gifting him with a smile, her fingers trembling slightly as she stepped down onto the uneven cobblestones.

The moment her feet touched the ground, she straightened her posture, smoothing the fabric of her skirts, and turned to scan the landing area, expecting to find a welcoming party of some sort. And yet, there was no one waiting for her...

The blonde blinked, slightly confused.

The retreat of her dark elf escorts only seemed to isolate her further, the blue-skinned men and women turning their backs on her without a single glance or a word of farewell. Alis swallowed. She had been well aware she was little more than cargo for them, something to be delivered and ignored, but their indifference still took her aback.

For the dark elves, she wasn’t a person, not really.

Alis didn’t know what that would mean for her future...

Left behind in the courtyard, Alis remained alone
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