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Dedication

I dedicate The House of Ribbons in memory of my friend, C. Dean Andersson. He was and still is an amazing influence. Although he left us too early, his amazing body of work perseveres. Rest well, my friend, and know that you are greatly loved, as you were a kind, loving person. Thank you for being such an amazing mentor and friend.

This is not goodbye; this is simply until we meet again.
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Chapter 1
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We All Have Our Beginnings

When I opened my eyes, all I saw was darkness at first. I was standing barefoot in the grass, and a warm breeze blew in, caressing my face. I didn’t know where I was or how I got there. 

As I regained my sight, I heard something. Turning around, I could see a few people off in the distance sitting around a fire. I started feeling dizzy, and I became very unsteady. My eyesight was blurred, and the world spun violently. 

I reached out my hand and attempted to call out, but my throat constricted. A thick, choking fluid erupted from my mouth and nose. My eyes burned so badly that I wanted to dig them out of my head, and I felt like my insides were on fire, which forced me to drop to my knees. I clawed at the ground with my bare hands as I desperately strained to catch my breath between intense stomach contractions—but to no avail. My efforts seemed to only make it worse. At that point, I could no longer see again and could barely get enough air to stay conscious. My head was still spinning with a frightening disorientation that was overlapped by pain.

I was so scared and confused. All I could think about was the intense pain. Was I dying? When would it end? But I could hear what sounded like laughter. My stomach continued to twist, but the pain soon subsided. After emptying my stomach, I saw nothing, only darkness, as I fell to the ground. Although I was still aware of my surroundings, I felt like I was floating. 

When I opened my eyes, I was held by a woman. I was too weak to lift my own arms. I tried to speak, but no words came out. 

“Relax and gather yourself. You’re safe with me.” The unfamiliar blue-eyed woman smiled.

I tried desperately not to pass out as I reached up to touch her moonlit face. A warm, caring smile and light-blue eyes were the last things I saw before the thick void of darkness enveloped my consciousness. But eerily, I could perceive them. 

“Sunako, he’s out again. The sun will be up in an hour.” She ran her fingers through my hair. I didn’t let her know I was awake, as I enjoyed the way her fingers felt.

As the sun cast its light on my face, the two women smiled. “Sofia, we should talk about you-know-who.” 

The two propped me against a tree and walked a few dozen feet away. Unbeknownst to them, they were being watched.

I was floating again. I could hear someone softly speaking. The words came and went in undulating echoes that compelled me to follow. As I moved toward the beautiful sound, I saw a faint light, then I suddenly felt as if I couldn’t breathe. When I opened my eyes, the light and water violently rushed in. Someone was holding me underwater. I could barely make out a wavy face as someone straddled me. One hand was firmly wrapped around my throat, sharp nails digging painfully deep into the back of my neck, while their other hand hindered any attempts to grab anything. I began to feel weak.

As I fought to survive, the face came into clear view. Deep blue eyes were surrounded by wild blonde hair and pale skin. Her grip intensified as her gaze was transfixed on me; our eyes were locked. She wore an insane ear-to-ear smile. My lungs burned. I needed just one breath. I was fighting for my life, and all the while, the void of unconsciousness beckoned me back again. Certain death would follow. 

With the last of my strength, I took hold of her hair, which only seemed to anger her more. When she squeezed harder, her nails pierced my neck. Suddenly, she was gone, and I was being pulled out of the water to the shore. I was choking, throwing up what felt like water and sand, but it didn’t last long. Soon, I could breathe again, but my breaths came out as gasps. As soon as my breath stabilized, I could see two girls fighting in the water. Surprisingly, I felt good while regaining my strength. 

I rose to my feet and moved back toward the water, but a voice from behind me said, “Leave them be. Let them work it out. You’ll only make things worse if you interfere.” 

I turned toward the voice to see a woman black haired woman standing on the beach. 

“Hello, I am Sunako. Who might you be?”

I thought for a moment. I must have looked confused because she asked again. 

“What is your name, boy?” 

“I don’t know.” I tried to think but nothing came to mind.

“Well, you’re very lucky because she had you underwater for a while. I thought you were going to die when I grabbed you. Thankfully, you started to cough up all that water. Come lie back down.”

“Why are they fighting?” I asked. “Why did she hold me underwater? I haven’t done anything to her.” 

“That is Cheri,” Sunako said. “You’re lucky. If she’d had anything sharp, we wouldn’t be having this little talk. Where do you come from?” 

“I don’t know,” I replied.

“What House do you belong to?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“How did you get here?” 

“I don’t know.”

“Who are your people? What land do you come from?” 

Sunako had more questions than I had answers.

“I have told you all I know.” I met her gaze. 

Sunako seemed frustrated but remained gentle. “Then, what can you remember? You have to give me something because I’ll need to explain you to the head of our House.” 

“It was dark when I opened my eyes. People were sitting by a fire, and I remember the grass felt soft and cool against my feet. Then, I immediately became sick, and my eyes were burning.” 

“I was there for that.” Sunako smiled. “You were a mess, like a fish out of water, and in so much pain. When you passed out, I honestly thought you were going to die.”

As I lay in Sunako’s arms, she ran her hand through my hair. 

“Are you the one who held me earlier?” I asked. 

“No, that was her.” Sunako pointed at the taller of the two women coming toward us. “That’s Sofia. She’s the nice one. You already know to watch out for Cheri.”

The two walked toward me. Cheri said nothing, but her eyes told me all I needed to know.

Sofia extended her hand and said, “Hello, I’m Sofia of the House of Ribbons. What’s your name?”

“I think Cheri might have done a little damage because he can’t remember his name or where he came from,” Sunako explained.

“No, I remember last night.”

“Please tell us what you remember,” Sofia said.

“I opened my eyes, and I could see a fire. Then I became sick and passed out. I could hear laughter, then someone singing. I woke up, and I was underwater with her on top of me.” I pointed to Cheri.

“What is that on your wrist? May I see it?” Sofia asked.

It was a flat, silver metal band with a very small gap at the wrist. “Batch Slade,” Sofia read off the bracelet. It had eighteen small holes drilled into one side and something else.

“I don’t know what kind of writing this is. Sunako, is this Japanese?” Sofia asked.

“No, I have never seen anything like this.” Sunako studied the bracelet. “I’m not even sure if this is writing.”

“What could it be then?” Cheri asked, looking around. “I think it’s time to inform Lady Silk. Look, clearly something is wrong with him.”

“We’ll go see Lady Silk. Cheri, come with me. I don’t want you around him right now. Sunako, take him back to our cottage. Hold his hand the entire time, and talk to no one. If he tries to run away, kill him. If he stays calm, find out what you can. Boy!” she addressed me. “You will stay with Sunako. Do as she tells you, or I will finish what Cheri started in the lake. Do you understand?” 

I nodded. 

“Very good! Now, off with you two, and act normal,” Sofia said.

I wondered what they were going to do.

We started to walk off. 

“Wait. His backpack and boots are by the tree. Don’t forget them.”

“Cheri, why in the hell did you try to drown that boy?” Sofia hissed. “He was in my care, and you had no right to attack him! He was no threat to any of us! Lady Silk will not be pleased if she finds out.” 

“No, please don’t tell on me! I’m already in so much trouble, and you know that. What do you want to keep quiet?” Cheri pleaded.

“I want you to promise not to attack him again. If Lady Silk allows it, I want you to stand with me when I ask for him to be placed with us,” Sofia demanded. “And you’ll be nice to him.” 

“What? No! Gross. Do you like him?” Cheri seemed very unhappy. 

“No, it’s just something about him,” Sofia said. “But he does have beautiful blueish-green eyes. Maybe I’ll name him Ocean Eyes.” Sofia smiled as she daydreamed. Cheri shook her head in disapproval while they walked to Lady Silk’s house. 

The main house was a splendid, four-story, light-tan stone plantation house with twin wraparound white balconies and four mighty pillars in the front. The shutters were painted in House colors: the left shutter was yellow, the right one purple. The main house could easily be defended and had enough room to house all the members of the House of Ribbons. The cellar was more reminiscent of catacombs, with an area with four separate jail cells, a different huge section for a wine storage area with other storage areas, and a large steel vault. 

Sofia and Cheri stopped in front of a stained wooden side door with decorative iron hinges and one huge door knocker that doubled as a pull ring for the handle. Sofia banged on the door. Soon after, a woman answered. 

“Hello, Elma. We have an urgent need to speak with Lady Silk. It is a matter of great importance,” Sofia said.

“What did hothead Cheri do this time? Is someone dead or dying?” Elma asked, folding her arms against her chest while her eyes narrowed.

“I found a boy by the lake when Sunako and I were out for a walk late last night. He just appeared out of thin air, and I walked right into him,” Sofia explained. “Soon after, he became violently sick, and then he passed out. I kept watch over him until he woke up this morning. Cheri helped me clean him up, and now he’s resting in our cottage with Sunako.” 

“Wait, are you telling me Cheri helped you clean up a strange boy? Now I’ve heard everything,” Elma said. “Come on, Sofia. Don’t bullshit me. I bet she tried to kill the boy, and by the looks of it, that would explain the state of your clothes. You two are filthy, and it looks as if you’ve been fighting again! Do you know if he’s a runaway slave?”

“I don’t believe so,” Sofia said.

“Good, that’s a headache we don’t need right now. Lady Silk will be back in a few days. I will inform you when she arrives, and you can explain this mystery boy. She’ll send for you at her earliest convenience. Until then, you’re in charge of him. Wherever you go, he goes. Inform him of our ways and rules. If he breaks one, you’ll pay for it. Have him dress as to blend in. If anyone asks who he is, just tell them he’s a guest of Lady Silk and you’ve been assigned to escort him around. You three take time off from your duties until you’re called on. Now, off with you two. I have other duties to attend to.” 

Elma shut the door swiftly behind her.

“Thank you, Sofia, for not telling on me.” Cheri sighed in relief.

“Don’t thank me just yet. Lady Silk might have a different opinion. She could be very displeased that we helped the boy,” Sofia said.

“We? We?” shouted Cheri. “We didn’t help him! You and Sunako helped him!”

“Yes, we! Now keep your voice down! Unless you want me to remember how you tried to see if the boy could breathe underwater. I believe that might be something Lady Silk will look down on harshly. It wasn’t our job to execute him. Only the lady of a House can decide that, and you’re painfully aware of this rule. Come on, let’s hurry back to the cottage.” 

Sofia took off like a flash, but Cheri beat her home. 

“I hope someday I’ll be faster than you,” Sofia said.

“I don’t think so, Sofia the Snail.” Cheri poked her in the ribs, and they both laughed as Sofia opened their front door.

Chapter 2

Discretion in a State of Undress

“Sunako? Sunako? Where are you? Sunako!” Sofia yelled.

“We’re in the bedroom. Come quick!” Sunako shouted. 

Sofia and Cheri sprinted into the room.

“Why is he nearly naked?” Sofia screamed.

Sunako smiled. “Come look! He has no scars, birthmarks, or tattoos. Only this bracelet, which I haven’t figured out how to remove. This silver ring with little designs will not come off. I tried using soap and oil, but it still won’t come off. These boots were attached to the backpack that was near him, so it must be his. There is one set of clothes that look identical to what he was wearing when we found him, plus a pair of pants.”

“Wow, all of his clothes are really soft, like sleepwear, yet strong,” noted Sofia. “What about his other stuff?”

“He had one dagger attached to his right hip with etchings on both sides of the blade. A smaller, similar knife was attached to his right leg just below his knee. The dagger has a clear green jewel held in place at the bottom of the hilt. Then, there is this wide, tan leather belt with a big buckle. He came with weird clothing: a smoke-gray shirt and a pleated blue-green skirt made of a durable material that stops two inches below his knee with this dull silver emblem with letters on it. The back-right pocket is this odd pink color. So, this must be a woman’s dress, right? Oh, he was wearing this satchel around his neck—look inside!” 

Sofia opened my small brown satchel; it was clearly made of animal hide. She removed a large silver coin, which was inexplicably heavy and oddly shiny. But it was also well-worn with a man’s face on one side with unknown marks that were possibly words. The other side revealed a strange symbol and more marks. ​

Sofia smiled. “I wonder what far-off place these things come from?”

“See?” Sunako said. 

“Sunako, what did I tell you? Put his shirt back on! This is the opposite of what I wanted! Why did you undress him in the first place?” Sofia asked. 

“You asked me to find out what I could about him, and I was very curious. Besides, look at him. Don’t you see it? He’s not like anyone here. Look at his face! No one in the four Houses looks like him, and he is so good-looking. I mean, you can feel the way he is looking at us. It’s like he can see our souls.”

Sofia growled, “Yes, he’s very pretty, but that still doesn’t explain why he’s in a state of undress!” 

“Like I said, I was curious and still am.” Sunako’s smile spoke of other things.

“I bet you were!” Cheri snapped, leaving the room. 

Sofia asked, “Why is he just standing there like that? He looks like a statue. Well, Sunako, what—if anything—did you learn? Or are you going to just sit next to him drooling with that goofy look on your face?” 

“What look?” Sunako flushed red.

“The look you have on your face right now—it tells me more than I care to know.” 

Sofia seemed skilled at verbal jabs.

“Well, just look at him. He has all this muscle tone, but no scars.” Sunako pointed at me. Then, her finger delicately danced across my skin. 

“It doesn’t make any sense. He looks perfectly shaped for combat, but shouldn’t he have at least a few scars from fighting, training, or punishment? Then, I thought about it. What if he’s a brand-new clone?” 

Sunako patted the bed, and I sat next to her. 

“A clone? At his age? No, if he were ten years younger maybe. People generally don’t make clones of this age group. My vote is against him being a clone,” Sofia said. 

“Why not?”

“Sunako, he has no marks. All clones bear a mark. Just look at Cheri and the three Myers girls. The list goes on. All five have a mark at the base of their necks. We also saw the three boys that Lady Silk bought last month. They have tattoos on their necks and whip marks on their back. Plus, some male clones are eunuchs. Did you check him?” asked Sofia. 

Sunako smiled as she said, “No, I thought you would want to be here for the final inspection.”

“Sunako, you have him sitting in our bedroom shirtless and in a skirt, and you didn’t peek?” 

Sunako said, “I was waiting for you to check further, honest. If he has a mark, we’ll find it together.”

“Cheri, come in here! Now!” yelled Sofia.

“What! Why is he still like this?” Cheri looked displeased.

“Cheri, I want you to go see Tomaz. He’s about this guy’s size. Ask him for two sets of clothes. Tell him that Elma asked for this, and you’re in a hurry. Say nothing else. Then, come right back,” Sofia instructed.

Cheri ran off. 

I spoke up and said, “She looks angry.”

“She always looks angry. Just ignore her. We do,” Sunako said with a mischievous smirk and a wink.

“Are you uncomfortable undressing in front of us?”

“No, should I be?”

“No, it will be fine. All right, stranger. Take it off. We need to check you for marks.”

With that command, I removed my last garment. My eyes danced back and forth from each woman’s face as I tried to read their expressions.

Sunako’s almond eyes went wide, her face turning bright red. Then she covered her mouth, her eyes darting over to Sofia, whose face showed the same reaction. 

Sofia asked me to turn around then asked, “Are you still comfortable?” 

“I’m fine.”

“Damn straight, you are!” Sunako exclaimed.

“Sunako! A little decorum would go a long way right now.” Sofia turned to me. “I mean, are you embarrassed to be naked in front of us?” 

“No. Should I be?” 

“No, you have nothing to worry from us,” Sofia replied.

“Is everything okay?” I was curious as to why they were staring. It made me feel weird and tingly in my stomach.

“You’re looking fine. I mean, you’re doing fine,” Sofia said. Sunako laughed.

As Sofia went through my pockets, Sunako tapped Sofia on the shoulder, then whispered something with a huge smile on her face as she pointed at me.

“Oh my, will you look at that. I think you should cover yourself up before Sunako’s eyes fall out of her head or she dies of shock.” Sofia grinned.

I smiled. “As you wish.” 

Sofia handed me my clothes, and I redressed right there.

“I like the sound of that,” Sofia said with a devilish smile. “You can speak like that all you want around me.” She moved her hair over her ear.

Sunako bumped Sofia. 

“I mean, us, in this cottage.” Sofia’s smile was large and warm, her eyes never leaving mine.

Cheri returned with clothes. “Here you go. What did you learn, girls?”

Sunako laughed. “Hey, Cheri. He’s definitely not a eunuch, that’s for sure. You should see the size of his—” 

“Damn it, Sunako!” Sofia yelled. 

Cheri’s hand flew out to slap Sunako across the face. But just before contact, I grabbed her wrist.

“No! You will not harm Sunako!” I commanded.

“Let me go, you filthy animal! How dare you touch me!” Cheri fumed.

Sofia said, “Boy! Please let Cheri go!”

Once I let go Cheri’s wrist, she wrapped her hands around my throat and pushed me back onto one of the beds. She straddled me, but it didn’t feel the way it had when I was in the water. The pain was minimal, and I could breathe fairly easily. 

I smiled, and Cheri went wild, yelling and drooling on my face while straining to bite me. I placed my forearm under her chin to stop her, but she bit down into my arm, her teeth disappearing beneath my skin. Blood spilled out of the sides of her mouth; her eyes locked on mine. She seemed to hate me. Seething, she breathed heavily through her nose. 

“Cheri, let him go!” Sofia screamed. 

Sunako shouted, “Boy! Stop her! Stop her now!” 

I decided to do as I was told. I reached for her throat with my free hand and squeezed until she let go. Her eyes stayed on mine up until they rolled into the back of her head. Not wanting her to fall off the bed and hit the floor, I caught her as her body went limp. 

Sofia looked shocked, while Sunako clapped excitedly. I gently placed Cheri on the adjacent bed, her face smeared with blood. The crimson was a sharp contrast to her pale skin and golden hair. In that moment, I found her deeply attractive. I wanted to kiss her, but I didn’t understand why.

“I’m sorry. Is that not what you wanted me to do?” 

Sunako jumped into my arms, hugged me tightly, then said, “I’ve wanted to do that to her for a long while.”

Her lips were only inches from mine, but Sofia pulled her away before we connected.

“Sunako, attend to his arm, not his lips. Does it hurt? Let Sunako take care of your wound, and I’ll deal with Cheri.”

“Cheri! Cheri!” A light slap to the face woke her.

Cheri said, “What? What happened?”

“You attacked the boy again. This time, he stopped you! What is wrong with you? Do you want to be punished again?” 

Cheri began to cry. “No! I’m sorry. Please give me one more chance. Please!”

“Now sit and calm yourself. Remember who you are. Know your place, or I shall inform Elma that you are out of control again. You might want to go wash your face. You have blood all over it.”

“I’m fine for now. Besides, I like the way he tastes.” Cheri sat on the edge of her bed with a scowl, crossing her arms and legs. Her dark-blue eyes filled with tears, and she fought to hold them back. I could feel her looking straight into me; she was seething. She wanted more of my blood. 

“Boy, why did you stop Cheri before she could hit Sunako?” Sofia asked.

“I did not want to see her in pain.”

“Are you angry with Cheri in any way? Can I trust you will not try to harm her or get even?” 

“I’m not mad, and I will not harm her so long as she does not attack anyone in this room. I promise to protect you three from any harm.”

“Excellent. Then I should not have to worry about either one of you getting into it,” Sofia said. “Are you hungry?”

“I am.” I felt more than hungry. I would have eaten almost anything. My stomach felt so empty, and my mouth was dry from thirst. “May I have some water, please?”

“Sunako. Sunako! Hello?” Sofia snapped her fingers in front of Sunako’s face.

“What? Oh, sorry. I was miles away.”

“Clearly, you were. I swear! You’re acting like you have never seen a boy before! Just—” Sofia brought her hands up to her face, rubbing her temples. She muttered something to herself and spoke directly to Sunako, “Get. The. Boy. A. Cup. Of. Water.” Sofia threw her hands in the air, dismissing her.

Sunako was only gone for a moment. She reentered the room with her hands wrapped around a cup of water. Her footsteps were hurried but made almost no sound on the wooden floor. I was standing by the bed adjacent to Cheri. Sunako handed me the cup with a smile and a wink. She took her right hand and brushed her hair back, exposing her ear. She gazed deeply into my eyes, biting her bottom lip. I could feel my face becoming warm in a way I was unaccustomed to. 

Sunako returned to Sofia’s side and asked, “Do we have to call him ‘boy?’ Look, there are two words on his bracelet: Batch and Slade. Let’s pick one and call him that.”

“Good point, Sunako,” Sofia said. “Boy, which do you like: Batch or Slade?” 

“I don’t know. Which do you like, Sunako?” I winked.

“I like Slade,” Sunako squeaked. “Okay, all in favor of Slade, hands up?”

Sofia and Sunako raised their hands, while Cheri held up her middle finger. 

“Sofia, what does that mean?” I asked. 

Cheri said, “It means fuck y—” 

Sofia yelled, “Cheri! Finish that sentence, and Elma will be the least of your worries tonight!” She exhaled. “Slade, it’s a terribly rude gesture, and you would do well not to copy Cheri because she sets a bad example. All. The. Damn. Time!” Sofia clapped loudly for each word. “Cheri, now be a dear and help Slade get dressed while we whip up something to eat. I, for one, am famished, and I can only imagine how Slade feels.” 

“Me! Why the hell should I?” 

“Need I remind you so soon? Or shall I tell Lady Silk how you mistreated our guest before and after Elma told us to watch over him?” 

“I believe Elma said he was in your care.” 

“You are correct, Cheri, but as I am head of this cottage, that makes me in charge of you and Sunako. So, do as I ask, please. No more of this nonsense.”

“Why don’t you have Sunako get him ready? I bet she would jump at the opportunity,” Cheri said.

A hopeful look flashed across Sunako’s face, her eyes wide and eyebrows raised.

“No! This will be a great learning experience for you. It will show us that you can control yourself, as you’re in desperate need of some control.”

With a long and labored sigh, Cheri said, “Fine. This day just keeps getting better!”

“Bring him to the table as soon as he is dressed. Come on, Sunako,” Sofia said. As they rounded the corner, Sofia placed a finger to her lips and shushed Sunako. She led Sunako upstairs to one giant bedroom and pointed at an area of the floor above their bedroom. “We can secretly watch them from here.” Sofia pointed toward a rug, sliding it away to reveal two small holes. Sunako smiled, and Sofia whispered, “I’m not sure I trust the boy. I just want to watch them for a bit.” 

The two girls slowly lowered themselves to the floor. Their view was at a perfect angle to see the whole room, and they could hear the conversation perfectly.

Back in the bedroom, Cheri mumbled to herself. Her words were barely audible, but none of them sounded good. 

“Look here, boy. I don’t like you! I want to smash your face into the wall and taste your blood again. Then, I want you to leave and never come back. I hope Lady Silk sends you away, sells you off—or better yet—has you killed.” 

Sofia whispered, “Did you notice how good he smelled?”

“I thought I was the only one who noticed. It’s so good. I just want to snuggle him.”

Sofia said, “You just might get your wish tonight.”

“What do we do if she hits him and he fights back?” Sunako whispered.

“We will not intervene unless it looks like one of them might kill the other.”

“I hope he kills her.”

“Sunako! That’s an awful thing to say.”

“It’s true. Cheri has treated me like shit for the last few years. She’s a bitch, through and through!”

Sofia said, “First off, language! Second, yeah, she can be hard to handle sometimes.” Sofia remembered a time before Cheri became problematic, and she smiled. “Just give her a little more time. Please? For me?”

As I got dressed, I asked Cheri, “Why do you dislike me?” 

She got close enough to my face to where I could feel the heat from her skin.

“Why? Because I don’t like the way you look or the way you smell. It makes me uncomfortable,” Cheri said. “I don’t like the thoughts I have about you. I, I, I want to—” She grabbed me, almost in a hug, as she ran her lips across mine. She lightly bit my bottom lip and whispered, “You can’t understand the way I feel. I’ll have to kill you because I can’t stand this feeling within me.” 

I looked up and noticed the sneaky little spies and winked in their direction. 

Cheri pushed me hard into the wall with one hand. “Come with me, boy.”

Sunako asked, “Is he looking at us? Can he see us? Sofia, let’s get that food ready. They’re almost done. I really think he saw us.” 

“Sunako, don’t be foolish. There is no way he could have seen us. Cheri probably said something disgusting to him, which caused him to smile, and he just happened to be facing in our direction.” Sofia and Sunako exchanged guilty looks.

Chapter 3

Warm Food and Icy Glances

Cheri and I walked into the dining room. “Sit here, boy! Sofia, I have the boy dressed. What now?” Cheri yelled to the two in the other room. She sat down opposite of me, and we were the only ones at the table. “What are you staring at, boy? Come on then. Out with it.”

“Your eyes are very pretty. Your hair is like the sun, and you look like an angel.” I smiled.

“What? Why would you say that to me?” Cheri said, stunned.

“You asked me to tell you why I was looking at you. I’m sorry if I offended you. Please accept my apologies. I should have known better.” 

“You didn’t offend me. Did you really mean what you said? Do I really look like an angel?”

“Yes.”

Sofia and Sunako walked in. “Okay, you two, I see that you are both still alive. So, that’s a good start, and it’s nice to see you getting along.” 

Sofia and Sunako placed a bowl of soup in front of Cheri and me, then placed the other two bowls on the table.

“Eat up. It’s deer meat stew. We bought some meat from the hunter who comes by a few times a month.” Sofia smiled as we started to eat.

“It is very yummy! What do you think, Slade?” Sunako asked, taking another spoonful.

“It’s very delicious. Thank you for sharing your food with me. I hope I can repay you for your kindness.” I wondered if I’d ever had deer meat before. Either way, it tasted amazing. “Did he teach you how to hunt?”

“Jim and his wife taught a handful of us to hunt, skin, and set traps for small animals, like rabbits. In return, his family lives under our protection. Jim makes spiced deer jerky, and the young children make arrows in their spare time to trade for it. We’ve made more than a few arrows for trade. The jerky is delicious. Occasionally, he will hand out pieces of smoked deer, rabbit, and on the super rare occasion, bear heart. Over time, he was given the name Mr. Treat, so now they’re known as Jim and Kim Treat.” Sofia smiled.

Sunako added, “If you’re still here next week, you can come with us to hear Jim tell stories about the old gods and goddesses. He comes once every two weeks and tells stories. Some are scary; some are dramatic; and others are plain crazy. Kim tells the romantic stories of love and loss.” As Sunako talked, she brushed her hair over her ear, twisting and playing with a long black strand. “During story time, you can sit next to me if you want.”

Cheri cast an icy glance at me and said, “Sunako! If you like him so much, why don’t you just wildly rub yourself on his leg right here in front us, you filthy creature?”

Sunako stood up. “What did you just say to me, bitch? You know what? I’m sick of your shit! Why don’t you just shut the hell up for once?”

Sofia spat out her drink with laughter, banging her fist on the table. She tried to compose herself to no avail, her laughter startling Sunako and me. 

“Holy hell, Cheri, that was hilarious!” Sofia continued to laugh loudly, adding some heavy clapping as she stood up from the table. “Cheri, I think that was the funniest thing I have ever heard you say. Sunako, your comeback was great—real sharp.”

“Cheri is always so mean all the time, and I can’t stand it!” Sunako crossed her arms.

Sofia wiped tears from her eyes and sat back in her chair, beginning to wipe up the mess she’d made. “Now, we’re all at this table together. Our new friend is our guest, and we have two days to get to know him. So, I suggest we make the best of our time together. I, for one, feel comfortable around him, and I trust you will as well, Cheri. Please give him time,” Sofia said. “Sunako, please pass the bread.” 

We finished eating without any more fighting.

“Slade, would you mind cleaning up with Sunako?”

“I will do my best, Sofia. Thank you for all that you have done for me and thank you again for the food.”

“You’re very welcome, Slade. It’s our pleasure to have you as our guest. Please don’t hesitate to ask for anything,” Sofia declared. 

Sofia and Cheri stood up, walked into the other room, and sat on the couch. 

Sofia took Cheri’s hand in hers and asked, “Cheri, why was there was blood on his mouth and his neck? Can you tell me what that was about and how it got there?”

Cheri softly said, “I was so confused with the way he smelled—even his blood was sweet, not thick and gross. I felt like I couldn’t help myself. I felt compelled to kiss him, but I managed to just touch his lips before I went for his neck. I still have that feeling. What does it mean?”

“Can you tell me why you seemingly hate that boy if you feel this way?” Sofia rubbed the top of Cheri’s hand.

“I didn’t like the way you looked at him when you held him on the beach. He could have been a spy, an assassin, or a filthy skin changer. I didn’t want to lose you. Sofia, you’re the only one that understands me. You’re my best friend. You have always looked out for me, and the thought of losing you filled me with crazy thoughts.”

Sofia turned and hugged Cheri tightly. “I’m here for you now and always. I miss the old you. Where is calm, loving, happy, and peaceful Cheri? You used to always be so cheery. What happened, honey? Why are you so angry lately?”

“It’s nothing. I’m just trying to adjust to the change. It came late for me, and I’m unsure how to deal with these newfound emotions. You and Sunako went through the change one right after another when you were twelve, and I didn’t get it until sixteen. I felt left behind.” 

A single tear rolled down her cheek, and Sofia leaned in to kiss it away. 

Cheri laughed and said, “You always know how to cheer me up. I love you.” 

“I love you, too. I thought you first got your period with us and just didn’t want to talk about it. I’m sorry that I never asked you.” Sofia must have felt bad for not knowing.

Cheri jokingly said, “No worries. Now, let’s get back to Miss Lovey Dovey and Mr. Dreamy Eyes before they get too close and she loses her virginity on the kitchen table.” 

“Yuck! On the table where we eat? Well, it could be worse. We could wake up in the middle of the night to them screwing loud and hard,” Sofia said. “Hey! You called him Mr. Dreamy Eyes. I think you’re the one who wants to screw him hard! You’re a naughty girl.” Sofia laughed and slapped Cheri on the shoulder.

Cheri smiled. “He is very polite; he sounds very educated; and his muscles are toned. I want to see what he can do in the pit. Oh yeah, maybe against Richter or William, those two bastards! Yeah, I would like him better if he defeated one of them.”

Sofia asked, “What would you do if he took one or even both down? Would you kiss him?” Sofia made a kissing sound.

Cheri smiled. “If he took both of those bastards down? I would take him into my bed! So, yeah, I would kiss him.” Cheri flashed a smile at Sofia. 

Sofia covered her mouth, her eyes wide.

“Don’t give me that look! You asked a good question, and I gave you the only truthful answer. Oh, and I forgot to mention it, but he said that I look like an angel,” Cheri said.

Sofia said, “Between Sunako’s eagerness to be at his side, your filthy thoughts, and my curiosity about his identity, I think it might be an interesting two days.” 

Cheri said, “None of his clothes look familiar. Where do you think he’s from? Maybe the mountains or the deserts. Either way, it must be pretty far away.” Cheri rubbed his shirt on her face. “Sofia, feel this.”

Sofia took the shirt. “Oh, it’s soft! This is softer than our blankets. All his clothes are incredibly soft. Look at the stitching on his boots. It looks brand-new, and I don’t know what kind of material they are made from. Look at the bottom of the boot. He must be from the mountains, and these protect his feet from the jagged rocks.”

Cheri smiled. “I have never met anyone from the mountains. I have only heard the stories that they rarely come down and have ships that can fly past the clouds. Oh, wait. Do you think he is one of the people from the stars?” Cheri’s mind raced with excitement.

Sofia said, “No, I heard none of them look human. I bet we will come across a few more from his tribe, house, or whatever they call themselves soon. His people will come for him. Yes, I am sure we’ll find out more tomorrow. For all we know, they’re out looking for him right now. He probably hit his head, fell into the river miles upstream, floated all the way here, and washed ashore not too far from where I found him. He did get really sick. It must have been all the water he swallowed. He was throwing up so much. That must be why he was so weak and unable to fight you off.” She was sure of it. “Looks like we might have just figured it out. Only time will tell.”

Chapter 4

Friends with Benefits

“Slade, come in here, please.” 

I heard my name being called. Then, Sunako took my hand and led me toward Sofia’s voice. Sunako’s hand was so soft. I swore I could hear little whispers as we walked into the bedroom. I played it off to an excited imagination and my surroundings. 

Cheri asked, “How was the kitchen table? I hope he got that wet spot.” 

Sofia laughed loudly again. “This! This Cheri! I could get to like this, Cheri!” 

Sunako and I looked at one another, confused.

“I did not see a wet spot. Sunako must have gotten it.” 

Cheri and Sofia looked at one another and started laughing again.

“I’m sure she did,” said Sofia.

Sunako blushed. She let go of my hand and sat on her bed. When her heat left my hand, I became a little sad. I looked in her direction and smiled. She smiled back.​

Sofia and Cheri got onto their respective beds. All three were sitting with their legs crossed and hands in their laps. 

“Slade, do you remember anything at all?” 

I shook my head. 

“I have a great idea. Help us push the beds together. We do this kind of thing all the time. Come get comfortable with us. No point in standing all night.” 

With the beds together, I sat on the end of the middle bed, all three facing me. “How long have you three lived here?” I asked.

“Sofia has lived here the longest, then me, then Cheri,” Sunako answered.

“I just noticed we have not formally introduced ourselves,” Sofia said. 

Sunako went first. “I am Miss Sunako. I am Japanese and come from the deserts of Japan. I was six when a female from the Jotanfo Race found me clinging to my mother’s body. We had been attacked; my village had been destroyed. The Jotanfo’s name was Notnair’e, and she was very kind to me. She treated me like a daughter. When I turned seven, I developed my gifts. I can rapidly heal people and animals, and I can move really fast. Notnair’e explained that I needed to go live with my own kind because she had to leave and go back to her home planet. Her home world’s air is thin like that of the top of our highest mountains, so it would be difficult to live there. Notnair’e knew Asya, the witch who visits the House of Ribbons. So, we traveled to see her, and she left me in her care. I stayed with her for two years until she brought me here to the House of Ribbons. I soon moved into this cottage with Sofia. I am not the only healer who lives here in the House of Ribbons. I am treated very well and have a great job. All I have to do is hold hands with people when they get a boo-boo.” Sunako smiled. “I am seventeen years old.”

Sunako had an exotic beauty to her with beautiful, almond-shaped eyes that were light mahogany in color. She had long, straight, raven-black hair and light-tan skin. She looked nothing like Sofia or Cheri. Those two could pass for sisters, or at the very least, cousins, but Sunako looked wildly different. She spoke with a soft yet direct tone and had a slight accent, which was very pleasant on the ears, as it filled the room like butterflies. She was five foot five. I found it hard to look away from her face.

I asked, “Are Jotanfo the only non-humans that live on this planet? Is Asya a witch doctor?”

“Asya is a real witch that controls our territory and keeps us safe. She visits us often and has the best candy. There are a few other non-human types that live on this planet, but we have almost no contact with them. Some, like the Jotanfo, easily pass for human.”

Sofia spoke next. “I’m Mistress Sofia. When I was eight, I was sold to Lady Velvet of the House of Dreams. I lived with them for a year before I was won in a bet by Lady Silk. I have the gift of extreme acrobatics with unrivaled balance. It also makes me a really capable fighter as well as dancer. I am very strong and almost as fast as Sunako. I can redirect the pain I receive back onto the person that is trying to hurt me, which makes it much harder to fight me.” 

Sofia closed her eyes and smiled, balling her hands into fists while pumping her shoulders and hands up and down a few times. I didn’t know what that meant, but it looked like she was celebrating or asserting her dominance. “I’m a ranger, trainer, and a fight instructor with Mr. H. I’m eighteen years old.”

Sofia had fair skin and medium-length, wavy black hair. Her eyes were a very light blue and stood out against her dark hair. Her voice was direct, but she controlled the volume with ease and was smooth as a feather. Maybe it was because she was the first one I’d seen, but I would follow her anywhere just to be close to her voice. Just to be in the same room with her made me happy.

“I’m Miss Cheri. I was given to Lady Velour when I was seven, but I displeased her greatly, so I was given to Lady Silk. If it were not for my abilities, my head would have rolled off by now. I can see perfectly in the dark no matter how dark it is. I can fight better than most because I have a modified muscular and skeletal system that makes my bones hard to break. Plus, I’m far stronger than a natural-born human.” Cheri looked away, then slowly back at me. “I’m a clone.”

She moved her hair to show me her mark, a number two next to a symbol. 

“My natural gift is that I can understand any language and speak it as if I were born with that tongue. I’m also very fast. I was sold in a group of five to Duke Esben. He gave me and my sister as gifts to Lady Velour. As you can see, I ended up here. I never had a name before I came to live here. I was always just called Two. Then, one day, Mistress Saffron named me just after I became a ranger. I’m also a fight instructor. My clone sister, who was better behaved, went to continue to live with Lady Velour before she was sold off. I dislike being a clone, and I have a hard time liking other clones. I’m seventeen.” 

Cheri had wild, curly, sunshine-blonde hair that hung just below her shoulders and deep blue eyes. Her skin was very pale, almost snow-white, which made her lips stand out in a natural crimson. She was five foot two. I hardly knew her, but my feelings for her were confusing.

“Why do you dislike clones?” I asked.

“I hate being no more than something that was made to be bought. Created to be nothing more than a tool. I’m a person—I have thoughts and feelings. You can’t imagine what it’s like to know you are nothing more than just a copy of someone that lived a long time ago. It makes me feel like I have no identity. So, I hate seeing others with my face.” 

Sofia reached out and rubbed Cheri’s back. “Slade, some people can demonstrate things that will seem like magic. Please don’t let it scare you. It’s not magic. They are abilities, gifts that some of us are born with, and some of us have more than one gift. They come out as early as age five or as late as thirteen. Take Richter and William. Richter can make you feel more pain than you’re really in. A small cut will make you feel like you’re dying. William can make you feel great sadness. Both are strong and become super aggressive at the drop of a coin. They oversee and carry out punishments when someone breaks a major rule.” 

I asked, “Why are they super aggressive?” 

“They enjoy what they do, and they like throwing their weight around. Lady Silk likes to take them with her when she meets with others outside of our area. Mistress Saffron is an oracle, just like Mistress Topaz. They can sometimes see paths for different outcomes, and sometimes, they can see the gift or gifts a child will get. I bet they’ll want to see you as soon as Lady Silk gets back.”

Sofia said, “The three sisters have unique gifts, each one different from the other. Lady Silk can take possession of a person’s shadow—any shadow really—then make it do her bidding. It’s very scary. Lady Velvet can influence a person’s dreams. Lady Velour can raise the dead and compel them to speak. They have other gifts, too, but more common ones like speed, strength, and healing.” 

Cheri said, “Slade, your clothes are not like ours. They’re so very soft.” Cheri huffed and ran her fingers through her hair. She glanced at me. “Seriously, is nothing triggering your memory?” She frowned.

“No.”

“Would you like to see our area tomorrow, meet some new people?”

“Yes, that would be nice.” 

Sofia yawned and asked, “Nothing at all, not even a flash of a memory?”

“I’m sorry. Nothing reminds me of anything. No people or places before meeting you. I wish I could be of more help.” 

Sofia smiled. “You’re doing fine, Slade. I feel you’re more than what you know, but hopefully, Mistress Topaz or Mistress Saffron can see something that will lend a clue. Or better yet, tell us who you are.”

“Maybe he teleported here, and it jumbled his mind,” Sunako suggested.

“Ha ha! Only the witches have that gift.” Cheri laughed.

Sofia smirked at Cheri, then said, “How do you know? Have you met everyone everywhere? I thought not. Besides, the facts are that he is here, and no one has any answers. He could be part of the Oncari, but I hope it’s not true. Slade, please don’t be an Oncari. Wouldn’t that just be my luck? The prettiest boy just appears, and then we find out he is an Oncari assassin with memory loss. Slade, you can steal my heart. Just don’t stab me in it.”

Sunako started laughing. “Look, who remembers the old campfire stories of the faraway tribes and witches from other planets? But they are just stories. It has been so long that I almost forgot about the Oncari, shapeshifting beings that are older than our sun. They’re just spooky stories to make the children stay in their beds at night so they don’t become a snack for one of the Oncari child-eaters.” She stood on the bed with her arms outstretched, her expressions changing constantly.

She had my full attention with her story. I was full of questions about the Oncari. 

Sunako looked at me. “The old stories describe a way to tell if an Oncari has become whatever creature. You could be an Oncari in disguise. Slade, do you trust me?” 

I smiled as she pushed me down.

As I lay on the bed, she crawled on top of me. “Can we watch you bleed?” 

“Didn’t I bleed enough when Cheri tried to take a bite out of my arm? But if it will put your mind at rest, then do what you feel is necessary.” 

Sofia asked, “Sunako, can you get me a knife?” She looked at me. “I’m going to cut you behind your ear right here. You will bleed a bit, and then Sunako will work her gift on you.” When she lightly touched the spot, it forced my eyes closed, and I started to feel warm. “Did you like that?” 

I nodded. 

“Good, very good.” 

Sunako returned with a small knife. 

“The Oncari, as the stories go, will change back into their natural state when injured here.”

I said, “I apologize, but that sounds completely wrong. What a poor design for a species! And why not move the spot to a harder-to-hit spot? I don’t like this idea. Please don’t do this.”

Sofia said, “I don’t see why you would protest. Just a little pain, and Sunako will take it away. Please, do this for me. Then, we will know that you are safe to sleep next to. I mean, you wouldn’t want to sleep on the floor like a dog, would you?”

I smiled. “You have a way about you, Sofia, that makes it hard to say no to you.”

Sofia smiled. “Here we go. This might hurt a little.” She held my hair tightly but not painfully, her face close to mine. The heat of her breath was heavy on my face, and I swore I heard whispers again in my mind. The knife parted the skin with a sharp pain. I reached out and took her in my arms. 

“Damn it! Quick! Shit, don’t get blood on my bed. I need a rag! I think I cut him a little too deep. Never mind.” Sofia placed her mouth behind my ear and rolled me over onto her until Sunako could stop the bleeding.

Sunako asked, “Slade, are you okay?”

I smiled. “I’m fine. It stung a bit, but it was not your intention to cause me pain. Did I pass your test?” I noticed my blood was on Sofia’s hand and mouth.

Sofia said nothing. She grabbed Cheri’s hand and left the room. 

In a dark room, Sofia kissed Cheri, and Cheri got what blood was left in Sofia’s mouth. “Cheri, is this what you meant about his blood?”

Cheri said, “Yes, and it tasted better in your mouth. Kiss me again. I want another taste.” 

They kissed again.

Sofia and Cheri walked back into the room. “Good news. You’re not Oncari.” 

I asked, “Sofia, were you and Cheri kissing?”

Sofia said, “No, I needed to speak about an idea with Cheri. Why do you ask?”

I smiled. “Cheri’s face was clean before you two left the room. You have my blood all over your lips, and now she has blood on her lips.”

Sofia laughed. “Well, I should tell you that we are together, in a way, and your blood doesn’t taste like blood at all. Trust us, we have been in more than a few fights where the other person was bleeding onto our faces while we were on the ground.”

I said, “Okay, that’s a bit strange.”

Sunako took Sofia’s hand and sucked her fingers clean. “Oh my, you are sweet. Well, this is bullshit. You both got to taste him, and all I get is leftovers. Barely a taste. What happened to last month’s talk of equality, sharing when we get something new and yummy? This is not fair.”

Cheri laughed. “Sunako, that was about food. We have never done anything like this before. It’s not like we’re vampires. But, Slade, you’re definitely different than the rest. You’re like wine.”

Sunako tried to hide her smile. “We’ll take you around tomorrow and introduce you to our little group of friends. Oh, we could have breakfast with Mistress Lethe. She makes the best eggs and bacon. Cheri, please run over and ask Mistress Lethe if it would be okay for us to come over. Tell her about our new friend. You know how she loves to meet new people. I’m sure she will be more than happy to meet him, but we cannot tell anyone that we drank his blood. It might look weird, and I would like to keep it between us, please. We all agree?” 

Cheri was off like the wind.

Sofia said, “Well, let’s get you cleaned up and ready for bed. I’m tired, and it has been a long night. I bet you’re worn out as well. Now, what to do about the sleeping arrangement?” Sofia crossed her arms, thinking.

“Come on, Slade. I want to wash the blood off you. I can heal it faster if it’s clean. Then I’ll rub on some salve to dull the pain, and by the morning, you’ll be good as new,” Sunako said.

Sunako led me out of the room as Sofia’s eyes followed me. Her lips were cherry-red, and I wanted to kiss her. Then, we were alone in the bathroom with the door closed. Sunako was delicate with her hands as she worked the salve into the bite mark. She looked into my eyes. 

“Sunako, I feel bad that you are the only one who did not get a real chance to have some. If you want, you can taste me.”

Sunako’s face was blank. “Really? I don’t want to hurt you, but I do still have the knife.” 

I bent my neck, and she cut deep, which hurt more than I expected. I began to bleed a lot. I met her mouth, and she latched on, holding me tightly. I felt her gift inside of me, and the pain started to go away. I held her in my arms. I would let her drink as long as she wanted. 

After a few minutes, Sofia walked in and exclaimed, “Sunako, what are you doing?”

Sunako looked over at her and replied, “Enjoying myself. Oh, Sofia, I want him. I want him to live with us. Please, Sofia, get him to live with us. Lady Silk loves you. Please, ask this of her for me.”

“I was already going to. Now, please don’t suck the boy dry. Shit, I didn’t mean it that way. Just finish up in here. I have to piss.” She paused for a moment, then said, “Never mind.” 

She sat down and did her thing as Sunako went back to kissing me behind the ear. Sofia and I were locked onto each other’s eyes. 

“Sunako, you should stop. What we did to him, what you are doing to him, is unnatural. I think we were wrong to have tasted him.”

Sunako stopped. “Yeah, I guess. Besides, he stopped bleeding right as you came in, so I’d have to cut him again. That was amazing. I feel amazing. Slade, I’m sorry if I was too aggressive and caused you pain.”

I smiled. “I really liked it, and it wasn’t fair that you didn’t get your chance in the room.” 

Sunako’s eyes were wide and looked into mine. I barely felt her rubbing the salve on. 

“There you go. Thank you for letting me have some of you.” Sunako smiled at me.

“Thank you, Sunako. You have done nothing but make me feel welcome. I greatly appreciate your kindness and your tender touch.” 

“You’re welcome.” She kissed me on my cheek. “We should get back.” She looked nervous and grabbed my hand. She hugged me once more. Then, we walked out and into the dining room as Cheri strode in.

“Good news! We’re having breakfast at Mistress Lethe’s cottage. She said just bring—Sunako? What is on your face?” She moved toward Sunako, and I stepped in front of them. “I won’t hurt her. Sunako, is that blood on your mouth? Did you drink his blood? Wow. Look at you! Our little mouse is growing up. Good for you. He tasted amazing, right?” 

They smiled at each other. Cheri walked into the bedroom. We followed her, and the girls chatted quietly about daily life. It felt so good with the attention off me for the first time since I woke up. Sunako held my hand as they spoke, and I could feel my wounds stitching themselves back together. A knock came at the door, and Cheri went to see who it was. She came back in with a guest.

“Mistress Sofia, I just had to come straight over to meet your stranger. Oh my, by the looks of him, Cheri did him almost no justice in her description.” 

Cheri gestured to me to stand up, so I did. 

“Oh, just look at him. You know, Mistress Sofia, I would be more than happy to take him off your hands if you’re not ready to have a male living in your cottage. We are hoping to get one assigned to our cottage within a month, and if you don’t want this one, I would like to place dibs on him.” Mistress Lethe was tall with long black hair in two braids, wild brown eyes, and very dark skin. 

“Mistress Lethe, I’m sure that if Slade is able to stay, Lady Silk will place him where she wants. He might go to one of the other two Houses. Either way, he’s in my charge until Lady Silk comes back.” Sofia leaned back against the wall and yawned as she stretched out her arms. “Mistress Lethe, I hope you don’t find me rude, but I’m simply wiped out, and my eyes grow heavier by the second. I look forward to joining you for breakfast. Your eggs are amazing, combined with all the questions you could ask and all the answers that I can provide.”

“What is that smell?”

Sunako pointed to me.

Mistress Lethe walked up to me and ran her face along my shoulder and up my neck, exhaling softly in my ear. “Oh my! Any chance I can take him home for a few hours? I’m sure I have a job that he could help me finish, a chore that requires an extra body.” Mistress Lethe’s eyes were half shut with a predatory smile that I was a bit uncomfortable with.

“I’m afraid your bold yet revealing request must go unanswered tonight. Elma gave me strict orders that he not leave my side until he meets Lady Silk.” Sofia smiled and shrugged.

“Then, please, allow me to invite you both. You know, the more the merrier, and I am sure he could easily finish us off and come back for more.”

“Oh, you filthy thing! With that, we will see you in the morning and not a moment sooner.” 

Mistress Lethe smiled and took her leave. 

Sofia smiled, shaking her head. “Slade, it looks like your cut is all healed up, thanks to Sunako. Wait, shouldn’t this have taken at least a few hours? Where is the scar?”

Sunako said, “Weird. That should have taken longer. Perhaps my ability is getting stronger.”

Sofia asked, “Slade, do you think you would you be comfortable sleeping in bed with us? We could make up your own bed if you want. It’s your choice, after all.” 

I wanted to say yes.

Cheri stood on the bed and chimed in with, “If he sleeps in a bed alone, he could get up and go anywhere or kill us in our sleep. I vote he sleeps next to Sunako. That way, if he tries to gut us in our sleep, we will be woken by Sunako’s shrill, desperate screams as she clings to a life that is rapidly approaching its end.” 

Cheri acted out the imaginary death as she fell on the bed, shaking and twitching, while making deep gurgling sounds from her throat. Sunako crinkled her nose and gave Cheri the same rude gesture with her finger Cheri had made earlier.

I yawned, crawling on top of Cheri and locking eyes with her. “I was thinking I could sleep next to you, Cheri. I could hold you tight all night long.” I winked.

Both Sofia and Sunako burst into laughter. “Holy shit! Did you just make a joke?” 

Sunako ran out of the room.

“I think I did. Was it funny? And why did Sunako run out of the room? Did I offend her?”

Sofia was still laughing. “It was very funny, and no, you did not offend anyone. You made her laugh so hard, I think she was going to piss herself.”

“I didn’t think it was that funny. I think it was creepy with a hint of funny. Now, do you want to get off me before I drink from you again?” Cheri squinted.

I replied, “I will let you drink deep if I can taste you.” I breathed slowly into her ear, and she shuddered.

“Sofia, please get him off me before I drink from him again.” 

Sofia took my hand, and I crawled off Cheri. Her eyes never left mine.

Sunako came back in the room. “Creepy? We all drank his blood like a bunch of depraved vampires.” She hugged me from behind, placing her face against mine, and said, “You’re my new best friend.” Then, she kissed me on the cheek and jumped back onto the bed.

Sofia said, “Time to get some sleep so we can have a fun day tomorrow. I know I shouldn’t have to say this, but no one try and drink Slade in the night.” 

Cheri got up and turned off the lights. The glow of the moon came through the window. I saw the silhouettes of the girls as they changed. 

“Slade, put this on, and get under the covers.” Sofia handed me the same thing they wore: a full-length night dress. Then I got into bed, and the girls followed, Sofia on one side and Sunako on the other. Cheri asked Sofia to sing us to sleep. I lay flat on my back, Sofia’s voice filling the room with its beautiful sound.

When it was over, Sunako rolled toward me and put her leg over mine. Her arm was across my chest; she laid her face on my shoulder. 

She whispered so low that I thought I might have imagined it if it were not for the heat of her breath, “I have you safely in my arms. I will protect you as you dream.” 

I suddenly could not hold a thought. My eyes became too heavy. I fought to say thank you, but I lost control of my mind. Sleep crashed, and I dreamt of water, blood, tears, and a long fall into love with a strange, dark-skinned, green-eyed woman who fell with me. She whispered things I couldn’t hear and disappeared just before I hit the ground.

Chapter 5

Meet and Greet

Suddenly, the room was too bright. Sunlight violently flooded the room and blinded me as someone threw open the shades. My arms were uncomfortably tingling. I felt like I was being held down, and my vision was a little blurry. I could barely make out Cheri and the figure standing next to her at the foot of the bed. 

Cheri said, “Rise and shine, people!”

My vision returned to sharp focus. The girl next to Cheri was covering her mouth, her eyes wide. Both Sunako and Sofia were nestled under my arms. Sofia’s head was on my chest, and Sunako’s face was against my neck with her arm just above Sofia’s head. Sunako was breathing rhythmically in my ear. 

Cheri yelled again, “Time to get up!” She kicked the bed.

Sunako jumped up, rubbing her eyes with a big yawn. She said, “That was the best sleep I’ve had in a long time.” She giggled as she got out of bed. “Well, will you look at this?” 

I tapped Sofia on the shoulder. The only reply was a tight squeeze as she snuggled closer. Then as her mouth was about to meet mine, the unknown girl called out to Sofia loudly.

“Mistress Sofia! I bid you a good morning. Mistress Lethe will be ready to receive you in ten minutes. She requests you bring the stranger and milk.” 

Sofia raised her free arm and waved at the girl. 

“Let’s give Sofia a few minutes to wake up, lest she become grumpy,” Cheri told everyone. I heard the door close not too long after.

“Sofia. Sofia, wake up.” I rolled her onto her back so that I could get up, but her arms came around my neck, her eyes still closed.

She asked, “Would you kiss me if I asked you to?” Her eyes opened slowly, a smile gracing her beautiful lips. Her fingers gripped my neck tightly. Without warning, she had me on my back and sat on top of me. Her hands on my chest held me down with surprising strength—her gift had not been exaggerated. “Slade, tell me what you see when you look at me.” She slid the straps off her shoulders, her top sliding down to her midsection.

“I see the angel who saved me. I see the woman who I would escape death again to impress. I see my past in your future. I see you!” 

A single tear spilled from her eye. I didn’t know why I’d said it, but I felt like I knew her. She was strange yet familiar, and I had been waiting to say something that would impress her again.

She leaned in to kiss me, pausing a mere inch above my face. I felt the heat from her lips. Her black hair tickled the sides of my face as she angled her mouth to connect with mine.

“Will you lov—” 

A loud coughing sound cut Sofia’s words off, and our heads turned to see a smiling Mistress Lethe.

“Mistress Lethe! Your arrival could not have been any more ill-timed,” Sofia hissed.

“Mistress Sofia, have I come at an inopportune time, or am I just in time for a little snack before breakfast?”

Sofia looked at me and said, “To be continued.” She looked frustrated with Mistress Lethe’s timing and comment. “Come on, Slade. Put on the clothes Cheri brought you, and let us get some food before Mistress Lethe tries to have us for breakfast.”

“Don’t forget the milk, Sofia. I’ll see you at my cottage in a few.” 

Sofia handed me the milk. “Let’s get going. I can only imagine what Lethe is telling the girls right now.” 

I opened and held the door. “After you, Mistress Sofia.” I bowed slightly as she walked by. 

She took my hand and asked, “Who are you really? Where do you come from?” 

I smiled and leaned in close to her ear. “I seem to be no one, but I can yours. Wherever I came from could not be as good as being here with you.” 

Sofia shuddered, and we stepped outside. The other cottage was so close that we could see it as we left ours. It seemed even brighter outside. A warm breeze carried the scent of food that beckoned me forward as if an invisible hand were leading me by the nose. We arrived and knocked on the cottage door, which opened instantly.

“Good morning, I am Miss Aelia. Please come in. Mistress Lethe is waiting for you in the dining







































































































Chapter 6

Playing It Cool














































Chapter 7

​First Impressions of Lady Silk, the Master of Shadows

















































































Chapter 8

​We Might Not Get Tomorrow




































































Chapter 9

New Friends and Bedsheets
















































































































































































Chapter 10

Kissed with a Fist, Knocked Out by Love














































































































































































































Chapter 11

My Eyes Do More Than See











































































































































































Chapter 12

On the Destiny of the Soul
























































































































































































Chapter 13

Witches and Kisses






































































































































































































































Chapter 14

The Things Unseen

























































































































































































































































































Chapter 15

Dinner Party with Angels

























































































































































































































































Chapter 16

The Demon King and His Love in White






































































































































































































Chapter 17

The House of Whispers
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Chapter 18

Dinners with the Ladies


















































































































































































































































































Chapter 19

A Castaway in the Mind’s Eye
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Chapter 20

A Magical Evening
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Chapter 21

The Head Knows Where the Body Is Not
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Chapter 22

Because a Little Head Never Hurt Nobody





























































































































































































































































Chapter 23

The Man in the Black Hat
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Chapter 24

Old Friends and a Sharp Tongue

















































































































































































































































































































Chapter 25

Trading Places
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Chapter 26

You’re Going to Learn Today









































































































































[image: ]











[image: ]


























































































































































Chapter 27

Two of a Kind






















































































































































































































































































Chapter 28

Last Chance for a First Kiss
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Chapter 29

Burning Butterflies











































































































































































Chapter 30

Unexpected Love






































































































































































Chapter 31

Bound by Blood




































































































































































Chapter 32

When the Future Calls, Don’t Open the Door
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Chapter 33

Dawn of Mourning
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Chapter 34

Pride before the Fall







































































































































































Chapter 35

Love and Tendrils
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Chapter 36

Work Stress






















































































































Chapter 37

This Is Just Not Happening
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