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      Dungeon

      

      The bitter cold awoke her. Opening her eyes, she could barely make out the rough stone wall, the pile of rotting straw lying to her left, and the lengthening shadows caused by the coming sunset.

      Tora attempted to roll over, but the abusive handling she had endured at the hands of the baron’s men had left her bruised over most of her body. She groaned in pain and ceased her attempts to lie on her back. It was simply too agonizing to move. Gasping a bit for breath, she closed her eyes and chose to wait a while longer before trying again.

      There was no need to guess where she was. Stories about the baron’s dungeons had circulated among the villagers ever since Agrino’s well-armed men had torn into the countryside and overran Baron Fuller’s estate nearly twenty years ago. Ever since then, people from all provinces and nearby villages had been disappearing at a regular and alarming rate. Men, women, and children of all ages—it didn’t matter who or what their importance may be. All were targeted.

      At first the men of the surrounding area had formed a small militia to try and stop the abductions. But their defenses were useless against Baron Agrino’s nearly unconquerable troops. In addition, their resistance only resulted in angering the new lord and master of their lands. As a result, their taxes were increased accordingly, not to mention the atrocities.

      She had known better than to be out after dark. That was a cardinal rule in the village, because it was after dark when most of the kidnappings occurred. From the moment Tora had left her cottage to venture over to Meesom’s place, she’d realized she wouldn’t be able to return home while it was still daylight. Yes, Vester Meesom and his wife had offered her a pallet near the hearth on which she could spend the night, but Tora had refused. She needed to get back home to take care of Basil, and spending even a single night away from her mildly retarded older brother might prove disastrous.

      What a total fool she had been. Silently Tora cursed herself. At the same time, a warm tear rolled sideways, past her temple. She never should have tried to go home. She never should have attempted such a stupid stunt. The moment she had heard the sounds of hoofbeats coming down the road, she should have laid flat in the field and prayed the men wouldn’t see her. Instead she started running for the tree line in the distance like a frightened doe.

      The rocky floor was unbelievably frigid. Tora tried to curl herself into a ball to stay warm. That’s when she heard the rattle of chains before she felt the unresisting tug around her left ankle. Fighting the shivers racing under her skin, she slowly sat up and glanced down at the iron manacle. About four feet of heavy links lay between the cuff and the spike sunk into the rocky ground. Experimentally, she gave her leg a tug. If anything, the manacle was colder than her prison cell.

      It took great effort to crawl over to the wall, closer to the spike. Her whole body protested. She ached from muscles too long knotted, trying to preserve precious body heat. Fortunately, though, she didn’t feel violated or compromised. For that, she was grateful.

      When the baron’s men had run her down, they had thrown her across the back of a horse before taking off through the meadow. The hard bouncing up and down behind the saddle had knocked her out. Apparently they had brought her directly to this place and placed her immediately in chains.

      Tora ran a hand over her face where she’d bruised her cheek. Talk among the villagers about the abductions had been speculative. No one could guess or imagine why the people were being kidnapped. The men, it was assumed, were needed for the baron’s growing army. The children for laboring at the estate. The women, well… Tora’s ears had burned at some of the suggestions voiced. It was well known that Agrino had no wife and no descendants to speak of. He was a man of rather bizarre tastes, if any of the stories passed around were true. So knowledge of women disappearing, all of them young and healthy, was not surprising. Whether or not the women already had husbands or children waiting for them at home was inconsequential.

      Still, finding herself locked up and chained in a freezing dungeon was not at all what she had been expecting to find when she awoke. In a bedchamber, yes. But not in this cold, dank cave of horrors.

      She managed to curl up as best she could and tucked her long skirt around her legs. Her slippers were still wet, and she debated whether to take them off and draw her feet beneath her to keep them warm. The fact that she couldn’t feel her toes when she moved them made her decision easy. Tora did her best to rub some warmth back into her limbs.

      The shadows slid across the floor in front of her. She could hear no sound coming from outside the narrow wooden door that was her only way out. The only window was too high up and too narrow for her to even consider trying to squeeze out through. But at least it provided her with fresh air and a way to keep track of the passing of time.

      She was growing hungry. More than food, however, she needed something to drink. There was nothing in the cell other than piles of rotting, moldy hay. There wasn’t even a bucket for her to relieve herself in. Still, if there had, unless it was within her reach, she wouldn’t be able to use it.

      Tora squinted her eyes at the fading sunlight. Guessing by the position of the sun’s rays, the window in her cell must face north. 	That was not good. Tora wondered if the men who had built the dungeon had designed it that way on purpose, so that the blasts of winter coming from the north would act as another form of torture to any poor soul unlucky enough to be locked inside.

      A muffled sound suddenly coming from the other side of the door grabbed her attention. Tora held her breath, afraid to cry out.

      There was no telling what her guards would do to her if she made a scene. Were they expecting her to still be asleep? The unexpected thought came to her, and Tora glanced over to where she had been lying. There was no way she could get back into her original position without the sound of the chains giving her away. But she could lie in a huddle where she was and feign sleep.

      Careful not to jiggle her cuff, she managed to raise her knees up to her chest and rest her forehead against them. She had barely lowered her face when the sound of a key turned in the door lock. But instead of hearing the door open, there was a little squeak, and then the sound of something being scooted across the floor. Another key-turning sound was followed by silence.

      Tora slowly counted to ten before lifting her face to look over at the door. A bowl and a plate sat inside the cell with her, well within her reach. Getting onto her knees, Tora crawled over to snag them and bring them back to where she was sitting. Whoever had hammered the spike into the floor had measured well. She could reach the food but not the door.

      The warm, thin soup in the bowl helped to relieve her thirst. There was also bread and dried meat on the tray, which provided a dull but nourishing fare. After she had eaten, she felt better. Still, she couldn’t help but wonder why she had been chosen. Or, for that matter, if she had been chosen at all. Or was she a random target found by happenstance?

      How long was she going to remain in this place? What was the purpose of kidnapping her? When were they going to come get her out of here? Where would they take her when they did?

      The shadows slid up the wall and disappeared, although daylight remained outside the narrow window. Tora sat and waited for the next thing to happen to her, whatever that may be. Or whenever.

      She wondered how her brother was faring. Basil was simple-minded, and he had turned to her for guidance when their mother had died a few years ago. During the day, he worked in the fields with the other farmers, earning his living in food for the table. He could manage well enough on his own, but in so many other ways he was a child. Tora prayed he had found someone to feed him and watch over him during her absence.

      As nighttime descended, her cell grew colder. There was no sign of supper. She was forced to tend to her needs by using the furthest corner she could reach, away from where she slept.

      Finally, as the darkness removed all light, Tora pulled herself into a tight little knot and tried to sleep.
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      Victim

      

      Sometime during the night a commotion outside her door dragged her out of her restless sleep. Tora listened intently to the obvious sounds of a struggle, holding her breath as the noise grew louder and closer.

      There were shouts and cursing, audible although muffled. She could make out a howling or growling, much like a dog fighting its master. Her first thought was that the new prisoner was giving his captors difficulty. It had to be a man rather than a woman or child. Perhaps more than one man. It definitely sounded as though several jailors had their hands full with their recalcitrant victim. Silently she wished the new prisoner luck at fighting the baron’s men. If he was being brought here, it meant that the baron wanted him alive. Otherwise the soldiers would have already killed him.

      The struggle came nearer until it stopped at her door. Suddenly, there was a key in the lock, and the door flew open so hard it slammed into the wall. Before it could bounce back at least a dozen men began to pour into the tiny cell, struggling to keep the prisoner from escaping. In their midst was a net made of heavy rope wherein their captive fought to escape. One man carried a lantern, but the pale light did little to illuminate things enough for her to see clearly.

      The cursing and screaming was deafening. Tora squeezed herself against the wall as tightly as she could, never taking her eyes off of the dark form being beaten into submission. They used whatever they had to punish the man: chains, rifle butts, boots. The baron’s men eventually dropped their victim, but instead of backing away, they continued to pummel the man.

      She knew it would be useless to beg the soldiers to leave the man be. Still, she had to tightly press her lips together to keep from yelling at them. For what seemed like hours, the guards savagely attacked the poor soul. Someone came in with a whip. The sound of it hitting raw flesh was sickening. They cursed at their target, spat on it, and some laughed. Tora flinched at the brutality inflicted. Tears fell when she heard the crunch of bones being broken, and the wet squelch of bleeding wounds. A thin trail of blood trickled across the stone floor between the soldiers’ feet, and nearly reached her. In the singular light of the lantern the wetness was as black as the night sky.

      She was on the verge of covering her ears with her hands when the beatings finally stopped. The soldiers stepped back, ripping the net away from their victim. For several long minutes they silently eyed the still form, until one of their number spoke up.

      “Is he dead?”

      “Naw. But when he comes to he’ll wish he was,” another answered.

      They turned and began filing out of the cell. One man glanced over at where Tora was huddled against the wall. She couldn’t see his face, but she knew he was smiling. The soldiers always smiled after inflicting any sort of cruelty on another helpless human being.

      The last armed man gave the still figure a final kick before he left, locking the door behind him. With the only source of light gone, the cell once again grew pitch black. Her quiet world shifted back into place—only now she was sharing it with another person. A person who had been beaten nearly to death. From where she sat, Tora could hear the poor man’s labored breathing. Every few seconds he would groan in pain. Her heart went out to him.

      Slowly, carefully, she got onto her knees and inched her way over to the unconscious figure. Holding out a hand, she sought the man’s pulse, hoping she would find it strong. Many years ago she had discovered she could survive almost anything. But if this man died and was allowed to rot in this place, Tora wondered if she could live through that experience.

      Could she survive another long and agonizing death?

      “Sir. Sir, let me help you.” She lowered her hand, expecting to encounter chilled, if not bloodied flesh. Instead, her fingers felt hair. Long, thick hair.

      Not believing what she was feeling, she extended her arm as far as it would reach to find his shoulder. An arm. And more thick, fur. Her immediate reaction was to jerk back in sudden terror.

      Oh, please. God, no!  It couldn’t be. It was a man lying on the blisteringly cold stone floor. It was a man who had been the target of those soldiers’ venom. It had to be. There was no way it could be…

      Lupan.

      Even the thought of the possibility that she could be trapped in here with a half-man, half-wolf creature sent terror pulsing through her body. Solid reasoning reminded her that there were no such beings as Lupans anymore. Lupans hadn’t existed for centuries. In fact, they were considered extinct, if they had ever lived at all. Creatures now of myth and legend. Monsters only kept alive in stories to be told to children in order to make them behave.

      Tora squeezed her eyes shut, counted to ten, and opened them hoping to see more of the being lying nearby. Unfortunately there was no moon tonight, and no other outside light could penetrate the darkness. Still, she could barely make out the man’s…beast’s…shape. Cautiously, she reached out again to find a thick pelt, now sticky and warm.

      Blood. Its sickly smell filled the room.

      The man gave a shuddering breath and moaned. The sound was heartbreaking. Worse, it sounded human. Terrifying creature of myth or not, he was in excruciating pain. Gathering her courage, Tora spread her fingers over his back, letting the dense hairs tickle her palm. Then little by little she opened herself up to his agony.

      It was like absorbing fire.

      Tora hissed as the burning pain seeped through her skin, surged into her blood vessels, and penetrated her muscles. With the pain came the additional torment of broken and shattered bones. She mentally located them—two ribs, the lower left arm, and his left collarbone. As she continued to examine him, reaching where she could, she discovered several areas where his flesh was raw and pulpy. Yet everywhere she touched she met fur. And the more she investigated, the less evidence she found that felt human.

      As her fingers traveled over a large, bleeding tear near the damaged arm, the man-beast shrank slightly from her touch, and a deep growl softly warned her to be careful. This time Tora immediately retreated back to her side of the room.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you,” she told him in a gentle voice, and hoped he wouldn’t notice it was also quaking. “I know where you’re hurt, and I wish I could help, but I can’t when it’s dark like this.” She could feel the blood cooling and congealing on her hand. She wiped as much of it as she could on her skirt. “Come daylight I’ll see what I can do, but I’m afraid it won’t be enough. You’ve been badly injured, and you’ve lost a lot of blood. You also have some broken ribs, plus a broken bone in your arm and collarbone.” Sighing loudly, Tora added, “I don’t have anything to clean your wounds or bind them. I’m sorry. It looks like it’s going to be a long night for both of us I’m afraid.”

      She waited, listening intently for the creature to respond. After a while it was clear it wasn’t going to say anything. Maybe it wasn’t capable of human speech.

      Curling up as tightly as she could, Tora tried to find a comfortable position in which to get some sleep. The attempt would prove futile, as the cold made it nearly impossible to rest. Add the fact that a huge creature she had believed no longer existed lay unchained less than six feet away, compounded her fear and distress.

      The worst was yet to come, and the thought of what she had still to face filled her with dread. In the morning, she would see for the first time what her hands had described. And if the legends and tales proved true, it could very well be her last morning of life.

      Because everyone knew how much Lupans craved human flesh.
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      Truth

      

      She could smell the sage and dead grasses as she plunged through the thicket. She had been running for her life for so long she could no longer remember when she had started running, or how far she had come.

      It didn’t matter, though. She was on the verge of collapse. A dozen heartbeats away from giving up. Behind her she could sense the creature getting closer. So close she could smell its fetid breath and hear its own gasps for air. It was tiring, but she would give out long before it did.

      Her lungs could not draw any more air. She was struggling, fighting for every breath. Her legs were watery and unable to take many more steps. Her heart in her chest was pumping so hard it felt like it was trying to ram its way out through her ribs.

      Twice the creature had nearly caught her. The dark, horrendous shape had nipped at her heels almost from the start. Twice she had escaped by the thinnest margin, by the sheerest thread of luck. Luck no longer sat on her shoulder. The next time, this next time, the beast would overtake her. And when it did, it would devour her with relish, starting first with her pounding heart, and following it with her entrails.

      Terror and dread were sharp knives slicing away her hope and her sanity. Still, she continued to run. Tall, dried weeds raked her legs. Naked bushes with thorny branches dug gouges in her arms, hands, and legs. Her dress was in tatters. Sharp stones punctured her thinly-soled shoes, allowing the blood to seep out. The trail she left behind made the creature’s job ridiculously easy.

      It was playing with her. She had no doubt about its intention. It wanted her to tire herself out. That way, when she finally collapsed, she would have no more energy left to fight it off. Then it could take her at its leisure. Like a typical predator, it liked to play with its food before settling down to enjoy the feast.

      The toe of her slipper hit a rock. She stumbled, nearly fell, and the beast behind her made a laughing sound. Soon. Very soon. Then all her running would be over with.

      She sobbed, knowing she couldn’t escape. Knowing the chase and her life would soon be over. Tora cried out again, and this time she was answered with a triumphant howl. The sound of it froze her blood.

      The creature was panting heavily, grunting from its own exertions, then it howled once more. She had expected it, but when she finally heard the cry repeated, she fell to her knees. Pulling herself into a tight little ball, she covered the back of her neck with her hands, tightly shut her eyes, and waited. She was prepared for the worst.

      The creature stopped directly behind her. It panted as it licked its chops. Suddenly it howled again, so close, the warmth of its breath blew over her back.

      

      * * * *

      Tora shuddered. A whimper of despair died in her throat. Caught between reality and dreams, she remained motionless, eyes closed, and waited to see if the cry would sound again. She could hear her heart thundering in her chest, but there was no way she could move from where she lay. Her hands were numb, and her legs had lost all feeling. Every inch of her skin felt like it was encased in a thin layer of ice. If the cold and conditions in her cell didn’t kill her, the creature would. It was simply a matter of time before she found out which one would win.

      The howl vibrated in the air around her. This time it was low, almost heartrending. And following it was a single strangled word.

      “Water.”

      Tora snapped her head up. Daylight was filtering into the cell. Gradually she turned her face, holding her breath as her fear rose.

      As the fog of her nightmare dissipated, she realized she had been dreaming, fighting her terror in her sleep, but unable to rest because of her overactive imagination. But the cause of her fright was still there, trapped inside her prison with her. As much a victim as she was.

      She could see the man-beast very clearly now. He was lying in the same place, in the same position as the soldiers had left him. Fortunately, he was facing away from her, allowing her the chance to study him without him staring back.

      He was long, meaning he was tall. His back, buttocks, and legs were bare except for a rich, full pelt the color of dead leaves. Heavily-muscled shoulders tapered to a narrow waist. He had a rounded behind, and tree-trunk size thighs. His calves were thick and human, without the jointed knees typical of a real animal that walked on all fours. Splotches like rust stood out on his coat—bloody souvenirs left by the soldiers. She couldn’t see his feet, but she could imagine how they would appear. If his lower anatomy was human, it would make sense his feet would look like a normal man’s, too. On the other hand, he had animalistic ears that came to points on either side of his narrow head. Tora didn’t need to look at his face to know he would have an elongated muzzle. Plus a mouth filled with sharp teeth. That feature was always savagely described during each story’s retelling.

      A twinge in her back broke her inspection. She moved slightly to ease the cramping in her legs. The chain around her ankle jangled with her movements, and the Lupan instantly reacted. Tora started, gasping, and watched as it stilled, muscles under the skin bunching in preparation. An ear moved back, alerted to her presence. It was awake. Awake and in pain, and expecting more brutality, but unable to defend itself. She began to wonder if she’d actually heard it speak when the word was repeated.

      “Water.”

      Did it know she wasn’t one of the guards left behind to watch over it? Didn’t the rattle of her chains give her away as being another prisoner?

      Tora blinked in shock. Her upper chest ached. Her left arm hung almost useless at her side. With every breath her sides bathed her in pain. His agony was now hers. It continued to plague her, as the surprising truth settled over her. In the past, once she’d made contact with anyone, she was aware of their every emotion. But when she broke that contact, the bridge between them disappeared. Always.

      Until now.

      For some unfathomable reason, Tora found herself still tied to the man creature through her unique ability. His agony would always shadow her. Not as intense, but continually there. Letting her know where the worst of it existed.

      “Water,” the creature begged for the third time.

      “I’m sorry. There’s no water. I’m sorry.”

      The beast sighed again. His dejection flowed over her. More and more she was beginning to get the feeling that this half-man was no monster. But he was also badly injured. If he had not been overwhelmed by those men and beaten, would she be sitting here having this conversation with him? Or would she be⁠—

      “Stay…away.”

      His comment surprised her. Had he read her mind? Did he order her to remain as far away from him as she could for her benefit? Or for his? Was he afraid of hurting her? Or of her hurting him?

      A nearly inaudible whimper broke the silence. “I’m not going to hurt you,” Tora whispered, coming to her own conclusion.

      The creature’s breathing never slowed. It continued to pant, partly from fear, mostly because of the pain. She could feel the fire racing inside his body, relentless and unending. Tora knew she would not be able to escape his suffering, but some activity on her part could help alleviate it a bit. She moved again, this time as far away from the beast as she could, when she heard another sound.

      “Who?”

      “It’s only me,” she said. “The soldiers are gone.” She was surprised that she could understand him, although the diction was slightly distorted. How was it possible that a man-beast was able to talk? Or, for that matter, have cognizant thought?

      “You are…” He sounded as though he was talking around a wad of cloth. He was probably bleeding internally, and there was nothing she could do to ease his suffering. Tears welled in her eyes.

      “My name is Tora. I’m from the village of Neabush, on the southeastern border of Baron Agrino’s lands.” She shifted again, which made the chains rattle once more.

      “You are in chains?” the creature asked. He spoke slowly, trying to make his words understandable. He had a deep voice that seemed to penetrate all the way through her. Tora shivered involuntarily.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      Tora paused. Why?  “I don’t know,” she answered. “I mean, I thought I knew. People have been disappearing from the villages for months. Not just men and women. Children, too. We believe the women were taken to satisfy the baron’s sexual appetites. Why I ended up here instead of at his estate, I don’t know.”

      She saw him tentatively move a leg. “You’re not chained.”

      The movement ceased.

      A familiar thumping sound came from outside the door. It would be the jailor with her only meal of the day. Vaguely, Tora wondered if the man would be bringing two trays instead of one.

      “Tell them I’m unconscious,” the man-beast whispered.

      Surprised, Tora continued to stare at him as the guard opened the tiny door at the bottom.

      “Hey, girlie! You still there?”

      “Yes.”

      The man snorted. It sounded impatient. “How’s the beast?”

      The callous tone irked her, and Tora shot back a heated, “Badly injured, you sorry son of a bitch!” A second thought interrupted her before she could say more, and she quickly added, “You bastards left a wounded animal in here! He could turn on me!”

      Thank goodness her intuition kicked in when it did. If the man suspected she was building a rapport with the creature, it was possible they both could be punished. No, it would be best if the baron’s men believed she was terrified of what the Lupan might do once he awoke.

      She needn’t have worried. Her riled answer must have amused him. She heard him give a bark of laughter. “Don’t be pissed at me, girlie. You’ll change your tune soon enough when he recovers.”

      “Why didn’t you chain him too?”

      “No need to,” the man smirked. Her tray was shoved through the little door, and he closed the slot.

      “Hey! What about the beast? What are you going to do about him? Aren’t you going to put him in chains like you did me?” she called out. She heard another muffled laugh before the jailor shuffled off.

      As always, it was a bowl of tepid soup, a handful of stale bread, and two slices of dried meat. Hungrily, Tora sipped the soup.

      “Tora.”

      She nearly dropped the bowl in surprise when the creature spoke her name. “Wh— uh…what?”

      “Is there some water?”

      “No,” she answered. “They’ve never brought me any water. Just some soup. And this time they only brought one tray, like they usually do.” At the sound of his dejected sigh, she fought briefly with her fear then made her decision.

      Sliding across the cold stone, she dragged the tray with her until she met the end of her chain. But it was enough to where she could reach over to roll the creature onto his back. Taking care not to injure his shoulder any more than she needed to, Tora started to draw him toward her when the beast reached up to brush her hand away. He followed the action with a growl. Another burst of fear streaked through her at the sight of the huge hand with its five fingers and wicked-looking claws. The hand was caked in dried blood, and she didn’t need to be told the blood was not his.

      “No, Tora.”

      Her mouth gaped open as she tried to speak. It took another moment for her to regain her voice. “I don’t have any water, but there’s soup. Drink some of the soup. It will help your thirst.”

      “No, Tora,” the beast gasped again. It was then she realized the creature was trying to keep its face averted from her, to keep his features hidden. Once she understood his actions, she was stunned. Tora pressed her lips together.

      “You need to drink something or else you’ll never get well.”

      Her comment earned her another short growl. “Get well? Do you know who, I mean what I am?”

      “Yes. You’re a Lupan. Aren’t you?”

      “If you know that,” he gasped, “then why aren’t you in mortal fear for your life instead of trying to save mine?” He coughed. “I’m fading between my humanity and bestial side. Stay away from me, or I will hurt you without conscious thought.”

      “I can’t, and I won’t. You’re not a mindless beast. You’re a reasoning being,” Tora argued. “I thought Lupans were more like monsters. No one ever told me beasts like you could talk. Have your kind always been able to talk?”

      “Always.”

      “If I offer to help you, will you promise not to hurt me?”

      “I told you⁠—”

      “Oh, just shut up and drink some of this soup. It’ll help you regain your strength.” She tried again to turn the beast over, but he continued to resist.

      “No. Let me… Help me…” He struggled to turn onto his stomach. Realizing what he intended to do, Tora aided him in propping himself up on his good arm and elbow. From this angle she could finally see she had been right. The creature had a snout and a muzzle. Silently she slipped the bowl directly underneath him, and held onto his good shoulder as he lapped the soup.

      He drank half of it before laying back on the stone with a gasp of exhaustion. “I needed that. Thank you.”

      “I have some bread and meat,” she informed him.

      “I need to rest.”

      “Very well.” Moving back to her side of the cell, Tora finished the rest of the soup as well as the remaining rations. When she was done she resumed her vigil, watching him as his breathing gradually slowed. Outside the tiny window, somewhere in the far distance, she could hear a cry much like the man-creature's howl.

      She was also on the verge of nodding off when the creature’s deep voice broke the silence. “Tora?”

      “What?”

      “My name is Croat.”

      Croat.  Lupans had names? Opening her mouth to say more, Tora realized the beast had succumbed to sleep.

      And then it struck her. Croat. In the old tongue of her people, the word meant “prince”.
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      Bond

      

      It was shortly after sundown when Croat awoke. When he did, he tried to move on his own, but his body was still too damaged to attempt even the smallest movement.

      Prior to his waking, Tora had gone back over to get a better look at those places on his body where the skin had been torn or punctured to see if he was still bleeding. Fortunately they were all scabbing over, which gave her a small sense of relief.

      After ripping lengths of material from her underskirt, she had tried to bind his useless arm to his side, to protect and aid the healing of the bones in his arm, shoulder, and ribs. Croat moaned once in his sleep, but didn’t awaken. She would have given anything to have some water so she could wash the grime away. The man didn’t need to be lying in filth.

      As Tora tenderly wrapped the material around him, she was able to examine him more closely. His skin was dark, almost a charcoal gray color. The muscles on his arms and chest were rock hard. Ebony nipples like flat stones marred the perfect symmetry.

      There was not an inch of flabbiness anywhere on him.

      Her eyes glanced down at where his member lay across his inner thigh. It was long and limp. His testicles bulged from underneath it. The creature was undoubtedly more human than animal. And definitely male, in spite of the rest of his features.

      What kind of person are you, Croat? Does it prove that you are more man than beast?

      Because the same could not be said for his face. That part of him was wholly bestial. At her first complete look at it, Tora had felt a scream build up inside her. Fortunately she had managed to swallow it, keeping it silent and contained.

      There was nothing about the man-beast’s face that could be called humanistic. From the creature’s crown to his swept-back ears, from the pores in his nose at the end of his muzzle, to the enormous, pointed teeth jutting out from under his lips and gums—if a person was to see only the head, they would never guess there was a man’s body attached to it.

      When she was done, Tora grabbed some of the dirty straw and placed it underneath him. At the least, the stuff would keep him from having direct contact with the frozen rocks in the uneven floor. The last thing Croat needed was to have his skin adhere to them. When she was done, she retreated to her side of the room.

      Croat.

      It was easier to think of him as a man instead of a beast. Having spoken to him, and having him answer back had done much to change her perspective. Even as his empathic connection to her continued to astound her.

      She sensed his slow ascent into consciousness before he grew aware of his surroundings. His despondent sigh touched her.

      “Yes. You’re still here in this cell. It wasn’t a dream,” she told him, answering his unspoken question.

      “As are you. Tora, right?”

      “Yes.”

      He shifted. The room was rapidly getting darker and colder.

      “Thank you for binding my arm. It helps.”

      “You’re welcome. You’re…more human right now, aren’t you?”

      He chose to ignore her question. “Why do you stay over there?” Or maybe he hadn’t ignored it. His question made sense. He knew she had seen the whole of him. There was no way she couldn’t have when she was wrapping him up.

      “I will not harm you,” he whispered. “Not right now, anyway. The soup helped me keep a grasp on my humanity.”

      Tora could sense the tightness in his throat. The caved-in feeling. The dryness. He desperately needed something more to drink, but there was nothing she could offer him. Nothing she could do to ease his pain or discomfort. At least, nothing other than what she had already done.

      Nothing short of bleeding herself.

      Slowly, she crawled on hands and knees over to him, dragging her length of chain along with her. Parking herself against his back, she let him brace himself along her hip and thigh. It would take some of the pressure off of his injured left side.

      “You’re a Sensitive,” he suddenly stated flatly.

      In that instant his entire demeanor changed. He now knew the whole truth and he was challenging her to deny it. She could feel the beginning tendrils of fear and loathing uncurling inside him.

      Tora bit her lips. Too many times she had seen a Sensitive trapped into a confession by such a statement. Silence sometimes worked better than denial.

      “You can’t hide it from me, Tora,” Croat whispered. “You gave yourself away when you bandaged my bad arm and side. It was more telling when you never asked me how I was. But when you sat beside me…”

      “Think what you will,” she finally replied. Still evasive. Still cautious. Forever cautious.

      Croat sniffed. He sighed, as if in defeat. His tone of voice shifted. “You don’t have to worry about me telling anyone. Don’t you think I already know the penalty for being…different?”

      With a start, Tora immediately understood what he meant. Even so, it was extremely hard for her to confess, although she already knew she could trust him. How much and how long she could accept him into her confidence remained to be seen. She had never bonded with another the way she was bonding with him, and he was not fully human. But in the meantime, there was a strange sense of camaraderie forming between them. She couldn’t explain it, nor could she have anticipated it.

      Yet, if truth be told, she hated being alone. Although Croat was actual proof that the Lupan monsters of legend actually existed, she was quickly learning he was more human than beast. He was intelligent, and he had emotions. If either of them managed to survive, it would take both of them struggling together, working together, to get there.

      “I…I’m sorry I can’t offer you anything more to drink,” she confessed, knowing that this little revelation would suffice as an admission. Since he hadn’t asked for anything, he would know she had sensed his thirst.

      He moved his legs slightly, and groaned. “I’ll be all right if they leave me alone. How often are you fed?”

      “Once a day, about midday, although I have no way of telling time down here. This last time they only brought one tray. It’s not much. Always a bowl of soup, some bread, and a little meat. I guess we’re supposed to share.”

      Croat chuckled softly, but not with amusement. “Go ahead and have all of the food, Tora. The tray is not meant for me.”

      “Then what are you supposed to eat? Please tell me they didn’t put you down here to die. If that’s what they intended, why did they beat you to the edge of death then let up?” She realized she had been stroking his fur along his back. The sense of soothing she felt in return was warm. He was relishing her touch and her comforting. She continued petting him as she put a voice to her thoughts.

      “Maybe they do want you to die. Maybe they want you to die in a horrible manner. Maybe… Oh, gods, Croat. What if those men plan to come back when you’re better and beat you again?”

      His right hand reached up. Huge claws snagged the sleeve of her blouse when his fingers closed over it. “Would it bother you if they did? No. Don’t answer that. Yes, it would bother you. That is…that is if the stories I’ve heard about Sensitives are true.”

      Tora snorted softly. “It would appear that we’ve both been fed a pack of untruths since we were young. What stories were you told about Sensitives?”

      “If I tell you, will you let me know which ones are true, and which are false?”

      “Only if you allow me to do the same about Lupans.”

      “Lupan. We’re Lupan. Singular and plural. Fair enough.” His head made a slight movement. She could hear him try to swallow, and fail.

      “Hold on,” she said, and moved away on her hands and knees. Immediately she could tell he detested her leaving. Strangely, she had the same reaction.

      Quickly, Tora fetched the small wooden bowl where she was hoarding the last small bit of soup. Taking it back to him, she started to turn his face toward her when Croat shook off her hand.

      “No, Tora.”

      “Shh. I already know what you look like. It’s all right. Look, I have some soup left that I was saving. It’s just a swallow’s worth, and cold, but at least it’s wet.”

      “Let me lap it up like the last time.”

      She paused. “Are you sure? Wouldn’t you rather I poured it down your throat?”

      He took a moment to think about it. She could almost read his thoughts. She knew it had taken a lot out of him that last time to hold himself over the bowl to drink. Plus, despite what he had taken earlier, he was weaker now. Reluctantly, he agreed to let her minister to him, as she knew he would.

      Gently, Tora turned him toward her, lifting his muzzle until she could look full into his face. Her breath caught in her throat when they finally gazed at each other.

      “You have orange eyes!”

      “Not always,” he admitted, and opened his mouth, revealing sharp canines. Tora slowly poured the precious liquid over his tongue then watched him hold the soup for a moment before swallowing it. Croat closed his eyes as his parched throat bathed in the slight moisture. Tora took the opportunity to return the bowl to the tray that sat near the door.

      “Why aren’t you frightened of me?”

      Crawling back to him, Tora resumed her place propped behind his back, allowing him to rest along her thigh. She sensed how he welcomed the return of her warmth as much as she did his. “Because I touched you that night the baron’s men dragged you in here.”

      “Why didn’t the sight of me stop you?”

      “I didn’t see what you really were until after I’d touched you. But I still had nightmares about you. About your kind.” She crossed her legs and pulled what was left of her torn skirt over her feet. “Are you the last one? The last Lupan?”

      “No. There are others. Not many, though.” Croat opened his eyes and turned his head to look up at her. “How is it I know I can trust you?” It was not a rhetorical question. She understood he had let her in on that very secretive bit of knowledge because he knew she could be trusted. What he didn’t understand yet was why he was so certain he could trust her. “Is it because of what you are?” he asked before she could answer. Tora nodded. “Because you touched me?” he added.

      “Touching you did not automatically bind us.”

      He blinked, confusion clouding his coppery-colored eyes. Without thinking, Tora reached over and smoothed away the thick, black hair that had fallen over his forehead. His ears twitched in response.

      “Sometimes the connection is made. Sometimes not. I have no control over it. I have no way of knowing when I touch someone if the connection will go both ways. At least, it hasn’t yet for me…until now.”

      “Until now? You’ve never connected with someone who could sense you in return?”

      Tora shook her head. “It’s happened before to others. Mummy was a Sensitive. She said I would find those who would bind back to me. She said there were other things I would discover about myself, but she never elaborated. Before she was killed, she told me she could already tell I was going to have a stronger ability than most.”

      Croat frowned, if the lowered brows meant the same thing as they did on a human face. “She was killed? For being a Sensitive?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then how did you manage…”

      “I was out in the meadow picking berries when the villagers were attacked. I went home and found her dead. The day before, we knew we had been found out. Mummy had been making plans for us to move again.” Tora squeezed her eyes shut as ghosts of her memories made her relive that day. A calloused hand closed over hers. Despite its terrifying appearance, his touch was gentler than she could imagine. Immediately his sorrow for her loss was there, offering itself as a small measure of comfort.

      “You ran,” he surmised. Tora answered with a quick nod.

      “That’s how you ended up here?”

      “Not exactly. I have an older brother, Basil. He’s…he’s a bit simple in the head. He’s very much like a child but he can do manual labor. He had wandered away from the fields like he tends to do, so he wasn’t where they expected him to be when the villagers arrived, thank goodness. Mummy and I are very careful about who knows about Basil. He’s so sweet, he wouldn’t hurt anyone, but you know how cruel people can be.”

      “How long have you been running?” He gave her hand another squeeze. Tora stared at the difference between her hand and his. Human and inhuman—the contrast, the disparity. Yet, his compassion was like a warm sun glowing inside her chest.

      “Six years. I know there are some people who are not afraid of Sensitives. I know how to find them and approach them. More often than not they give me work to do so I can keep food on the table for me and Basil. Recently I’ve been working for Vester Meesom and his wife. She’s expecting a child, and because all her other pregnancies had failed they had asked me if there was some way I could help. Vester came to tell me she was bleeding, so I had gone over to check on Alissta and the baby. We were able to stop the bleeding, and hopefully prevent another miscarriage. But by the time I was ready to go home it was already dark.” Tora wiped her eyes with her sleeve.

      “It was stupid of me to refuse their offer to spend the night there at their place, but I was concerned for Basil. So, like a fool, I tried to make it home in the dark. The baron’s men caught sight of me and gave chase.” She made a half-hearted gesture with her hand. “And that’s why I’m here.”

      “Then the baron doesn’t know what you are?”

      “No. At least, I don’t think he does.”

      “No, I can almost guarantee he doesn’t,” Croat stated. “If he did, you wouldn’t be here now.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      Pumpkin eyes bore straight into hers. “Baron Agrino is known to delve in dark magicks. He cherishes all things considered abhorrent to man and nature. If he knew you were a Sensitive, he would have you put up in his castle to work your arts for him and his close associates. Not here in his dungeon.”

      “I don’t understand,” she confessed.

      “The baron wants me to pledge my allegiance to him. To be part of his army and draw fear from his enemies. He’s hoping he can find more of my kind, and use us as part of his first line of attack. If villagers know we still exist, he knows he can use that fear to conquer more lands, and overrun more villages. He wants to break me so I’ll agree to be part of his plan, so I’ll tell him where there’s more of us. And he’s using you to torture me into joining him.”

      “How could I torture you?”

      “You’re food, Tora. That’s why you’re here. That’s why they’re only delivering one tray a day. In order for me to heal and survive, I need to eat. If I don’t kill and eat you, I will die. And they know I know that.”

      He averted his eyes as a soft growl vibrated in his throat.

      “They know that eventually my Lupan side will dominate if I don’t feed. When it does, and at some point soon it will, I’ll lose all trace of my humanity until I eat. You, Tora, are meant to be both my ultimate humiliation and my survival. And there’s no way I can prevent that from happening. Forgive me now, please, while I’m still able to hold onto my human side.”
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      Compassion

      

      Once the initial shock of his announcement and plea faded away, Tora continued to stare into Croat’s eyes. She could see his concern as clearly as if he had painted the walls with it.

      “Eat me?” she asked, aware of how much her voice quivered.

      “Most people consider Lupan to be nothing more than bloodthirsty monsters. They think we’re too much of an animal to have the morals or conscience of a man.” He turned his face away from her, but continued to hold her hand. It kept their connection strong.

      “Little by little I’ll grow weaker. I’ll starve. But at some point my animal instincts will be driven to the forefront, and I will attack you to survive. I won’t be able to stop myself, gods help me.” He looked back at her, and waves of fear washed over her.

      “I’m not an animal, Tora. I am a man with the ability to live within an animal body. With an animal’s instincts and strengths way beyond what I would be capable of if I had only a human form. Lupan are just like you, like every other human being. We love and pursue beauty in nature. We nurture family and friends. We are human, but with an exception.”

      “Pushed to the extreme, your animal qualities take over,” she said.

      “Yes. Driven purely by instinct and the need to survive. It’s how we’ve been able to remain as a species for all these millennia.”

      He averted his gaze again, and for several long moments they remained in silence. Presently, Tora asked, “You said you nurture family. Like a mother and father? Children? Or…spouse?”

      “We’re human,” he repeated. “Under any other circumstances, if you came into our village, you would never know you were among Lupan.”

      Her eyes widened. “I wouldn’t know? How can you say that? I mean, just look at you! How would I not know you’re not Lupan?”

      If he was capable of smiling, Croat seemed to do so. In the final rays of the day’s light he almost appeared to be laughing at her. “Tora, you said you would tell me some of the stories you’ve heard about us. Do you think we look like this all the time? Is that something you’ve come to believe?”

      “Don’t you?”

      “No.”

      His honest answer stunned her. “You mean you can change the way you look?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh!” She mulled over what he said. “How?”

      “I can’t explain how. To us it’s like eating. Or sleeping. Or breathing. We just do.” He moved slightly to ease a growing cramp. “But when we do, it’s because it’s the way we protect our kind. The baron’s men arm themselves with guns. An animal bares his fangs and claws.”

      “Then you’re really a man who can change into an animal? You were born looking human?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then why don’t you change? Why didn’t you change back into looking like a man before the baron’s men captured you?”

      “Anger kept me in this form. Besides, if I had changed, it would have been difficult to explain to those men why I was running around in the darkness naked.” He gave a grunt.

      Frowning, Tora searched inside herself and him for any sense of anger. She could feel his agony, his weariness, the gnawing hunger and nearly debilitating thirst. But not anger. She started to tell him what she knew, but he responded first.

      “Injury also delays the revert. Once I am well enough I can be human again.”

      “Yes, but as long as you are an animal you will act like one if you’re…uh…”

      “Provoked,” Croat finished for her.

      A sound from outside the cell made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. Fearful, Tora rushed over to the far side of the cell, away from Croat, as the thud of boots grew nearer. As she huddled against the wall she could tell Croat was feigning sleep. She could also tell his anger was beginning to build, and she prayed he wouldn’t try to do anything in his weakened state. Deep down she knew he would not survive another beating like the one he had been given.

      To their relief the boots passed by their cell and continued down the outer corridor. Once the sound of them had faded away Tora breathed easier. Leaning her head against the rock wall, she shivered.

      “Tora.” His voice was weak.

      Sniffing, she turned around to find he was no more than a darker shadow amid the gloom. “What’s going to happen, Croat? What will happen when you can no longer control yourself? When you have no choice and you’re forced to kill me?”

      “I hope it doesn’t come to that,” he confessed. “I would rather die first.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “Don’t say what? That I would rather die than to eat you and live? If the tables were turned, would you be able to eat me if it meant survival?”

      “I’m not Lupan,” she argued. “It’s not in my nature to kill.”

      “Neither is it mine.”

      “But you’re an animal.”

      A darkness filled with sorrow suddenly settled over her, blanketing her with unshed tears. After a long moment, Croat responded, “Let’s pray I don’t descend that far.”

      Taking a deep breath, Tora said, “You will. Unless a miracle happens, it will come to that. You can’t deny it. But you know something? If my life and my flesh and my blood are enough to make you strong enough to escape this place, I won’t have any regrets.”

      Strange how she could come to that conclusion and not feel any remorse. Yet it seemed inevitable. She was chained, and he was not. She had no way to get herself free. He had the opportunity. There could be no other outcome. She was ready to accept her fate.

      It was a while before he answered. “Tora, I don’t know if I can. I don’t know if I can kill someone who has the kind of compassion you have inside you.”

      “Don’t. Don’t think that,” she protested. “If I had seen what you were before I touched you, I wouldn’t have tried to help you.”

      “Yes, you would have. You still would have because you are a gentle person inside. You’re gentle and caring. In spite of what I look like, the fact that I was beaten and left to suffer, you still would have reached out to me.” He struggled to reposition himself. Lying on his right side for hours on end on the raw ground and rotten straw was becoming intolerable. “These past few hours I’ve learned a lot about myself. I know what I’m capable of doing, but now I don’t know if I’m capable of taking your life, Tora. It’s not my strength that’s in question, it’s my heart. You’re not my enemy. In fact, you’ve become the opposite. And if circumstances were different, I could come to care for you as a friend and ally. Or perhaps something deeper.”

      His confession shocked her. “That’s impossible. No. Don’t say that.”

      “Tora—”

      “No! Don’t say that!”

      “We value honesty as much as humans do,” he told her in a voice so soft she could barely hear him. “Maybe this sensitivity thing works both ways, Tora. But when you’re next to me, touching me, the pain lessens. I can think clearly.” He moved slightly. “Like right now. I can tell you’re cold. Come back over here.”

      “What if the men come back?”

      “We’ll think of something. Please come back over here. Lie next to me. We can keep each other warm.”

      She wanted to tell him that she had been needing to go back to him. She couldn’t explain why, but that mad dash to the other side of the room had felt as though she had ripped part of herself away, leaving it behind with Croat.

      Silently she crossed the cell and stopped behind him. Involuntarily, her hand went over to stroke his fur, and found a heavily-muscled thigh beneath her palm. The image of his lax genitals flashed in her mind’s eye. Before she could stop herself, she tried to imagine what they would look like when he was aroused. Unfortunately, the best she could do was to compare him with the other animals, and that was a visual image she refused to entertain.

      “Croat?”

      A sleepy “Mmm?” answered her.

      “Do you already have a wife? I mean, what would you call her? Your mate?”

      “Wife,” he clarified drowsily. “No. I don’t.”

      The darkness deepened, as did the silence. Tora ran a hand over her face then realized how dirty she must be. Her hair still had mud and debris matted in it. Her clothes were almost in shreds.

      She ran her fingers over the inside of her arm. There wasn’t much meat on her bones. But if anyone had a remote chance of surviving, it would be Croat.

      She was tired of running, tired of hiding. Life had been cautious, if not easy, when her mother had been alive. But that was because she didn’t have to shoulder the responsibility of guarding their secrets. Since her mother’s death, having to take care of Basil and be the sole provider had slowly been taking its toll on her health and sanity.

      Her thoughts centered on her brother. She wondered how he was doing. Was he sitting at home, waiting for her? Certainly he would be hungry. It was unfortunate he had a tendency to go wandering about the countryside in aimless play if there was no one to watch over him. Would anyone take pity on him and see that he had a safe place to sleep? Or give him something to eat? Their tiny cottage was no bigger than this cell, but at least they had a fire to cook over and a pallet on the floor they could share. Would Basil have the ability to find his way home if he wandered off?

      The tears began falling as her face grew warmer. Tora tried to hide her crying, hoping not to awaken Croat, without success. The man-beast had been right when he’d said he could sense her emotions in return. Sometimes a Sensitive found a person who could reciprocate the ability, the way her mother had found it in her father.

      A hand reached out, touched hers, and closed over it. The simple gesture, and the thread of shared grief weaving around her was too much, and she burst into fresh tears.

      It was too much to bear. The years of running, of hiding, of keeping Basil safe, and scrounging for any way to feed them both, her capture, and now the fact that she would soon be dead—Tora buried her face in Croat’s pelt and sobbed.

      As the grief finally drained away, she pulled back and wiped her eyes and nose with the hem of her skirt. Exhaustion was quickly dragging her into sleep. Without thinking, Tora bent over and rested her face on his thigh where she had wept, and was asleep almost instantly. She had no recollection of when she curled up behind him to share his warmth.
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      Damned

      
      Croat was aware of how fiercely Tora was spooned up behind him. She was deep in exhausted sleep, worn down by the stress of these past two days and night, and terrified, as well as apprehensive. One arm was draped over his hip, her Sensitive power instinctively seeking that part of his body where she would cause the least amount of discomfort.

      Prior to her capture, she had already been running and hiding, burdened with the additional responsibility of caring for a dependent brother. She had done everything she could to protect them both, while also struggling to keep some semblance of normalcy in their lives. Croat understood full well some of what she had been going through, but at least he had the ability to walk around in any village without suspicion. Unless he willed it otherwise, his Lupan side could remain hidden indefinitely. A Sensitive was unable to shut off her emotional links, or in any way control her power the way he could when he needed to shift from human to animal. Therefore discovery was always imminent, always a possibility for her.

      And, unbelievably, people feared Sensitives more than they did Lupan. Croat knew much of that had to do with the fact that most people believed Lupan were fictional creatures. If they had truly existed, they were long gone now. Extinct, if they had existed at all.

      Whereas Sensitives were real. They lived among people, undetected until they accidentally revealed themselves. Then the hue and cry would go up, and the poor woman would either be driven out, or tried and sentenced by a prejudiced jury and subsequently murdered for the “good” of mankind.

      A pang of guilt raced through him forcing Croat to face the truth that he once had been numbered among those who were prejudiced about Sensitives. Had been, but not for the same reason as ordinary people.

      Like the rest of humanity, there were good Lupan and bad Lupan. Yet he had always believed that all Sensitives were purveyors of the black magicks. That’s what he had been told all his life.

      Stay away from them, for if they discover your true nature, they will raise the alarm. Or, worse, hunt you down and destroy you, just like humans would.

      The sound of his grandmother’s voice whispered in his ear. With it came a twinge of sorrow. At that moment he felt Tora stir in her sleep. She had sensed his emotions and was instinctively reacting to them, even while unconscious.

      In the brief time they had known each other, Croat had changed his whole perspective about all Sensitives being evil. He was wrong. Or, in the case of Tora, perhaps she was an exception. Maybe all Sensitives were not to be trusted, except for her. Or, perhaps there were good Sensitives, as well as bad ones.

      He closed his eyes and tried to swallow. The minute amount of saliva he managed to produce did little, if nothing, to relieve his constricted throat. He needed water, any amount of water, or else the dehydration would kill him before the baron’s soldiers could.

      Very slowly, Croat rolled onto his back to a different position, hoping it would be enough to ease the painful cramping in his right side and back. He ended up lying partially on top of Tora, but she didn’t move or try to push him away. In fact, her hand slid over his abdomen and pulled him tighter against her. She mumbled unintelligibly. Straining to understand her didn’t help. Croat sniffed, and her scent filled his nasal cavities with her rich, female aroma.

      At almost the same instant he could feel himself slowly becoming aroused. As his erection filled and stiffened, Croat had to shift his legs to relieve the pressure on his testicles. Tora was entering her menses, and while he was in his animalistic form, the call of her blood was irresistible. She was ripe and fertile, budding with youth and promising strength with the hot fluid sluicing through her veins. As his penis arched upward toward his belly, saliva began dripping from his glands.

      His animal persona was exerting itself more and more as his hold on his humanity grew tenuous. He could imagine how salty sweet her blood would taste. How it would flow down his burning throat like the finest wine, finally quenching the agony in his gut.

      The pain from his broken bones and pulverized flesh was excruciating, but the thirst had gone beyond torturous. It was all-consuming now. Beyond any doubt, Croat knew he would die from dehydration if he didn’t get something to drink.

      Soon.

      The pitiful amount of soup the baron’s men gave Tora would barely sustain her, much less him. Soup. Ha.  It was more broth than soup, with a smattering of something unidentifiable floating in it.

      But he was never meant to have any of the soup. Anything their jailors brought was meant solely for her because she needed to be kept alive. To tempt him with each passing hour. A living meal left to run around inside the predator’s cage.

      However, his body’s reaction surprised him. He had never been sexually turned on by his prey. He had never willingly fed on another human, either. Kill, maim, stalk, and terrify, yes. His food, though, was restricted to the four-legged variety, the same as any man who hunted for his quarry. Creatures of the forest graced his table, not humans. Never humans.

      Were his injuries confusing him? Was Tora’s presence conflicting with his need for survival? It was a possibility he had not shared with her, yet he wondered if she was already aware of his dilemma.

      He couldn’t deny the immediate fact that the scent of her blood was intoxicating. He could hear her heartbeat, like a slow, steady pounding echoing inside his chest, and the steady rushing of red nectar under her skin. It almost
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