PROLOGUE

REVENGE

Weathered Rock, the new Slave Trader, watches as Speaks Wise Words, the Leader of Raena, pinches
his lips and narrows his eyes. He’s watching the television screen in Rock’s office like a cat watches a
mouse. With his thumbnail, he scratches his cheek. Rock can tell by the look in Wise’s eyes that his
anger must be much deeper than he realized.

On the screen is the famous Sunlight Reflecting off the Moon—Rebel Sunny, as she is
commonly called now—and Wise’s very own son, her soul mate, Kindness in His Heart. Rebel
Sunny and Prince Kindness.

Rock can’t tell if it’s the fact they’re soul mates and he can’t stop them from loving each other
that he hates so much, or if it’s the fact that they’re at a Freedom’s Calling meeting now, where the
cameras flock. Rock assumes that it’s the latter, since he knows Wise was blackmailed by Sunny into
making Freedom’s Calling a legal organization. But that’s all Rock knows. He wonders what Rebel
Sunny has on Wise to make him agree to do something he hates.

“I want you to do something,” Wise says darkly when the cameras focus on Sunlight’s pretty
smile. Her scarlet hair falls in perfect curls around her face and down past her shoulders.

“What do you mean?” Rock asks Wise.

Wise tells the television to power off, and it obeys. Then he turns to the Slave Trader. “Do
something to put her in her place. Something that will make her hurt.”

Rock’s eyes widen. “But sir, she’ll be your daughter-in-law in less than a week. She’ll be
family.”

“She’ll never be part of my family!” he says so harshly that Rock startles. “She blackmailed
me! Are you going
to let someone like that get away with something as wretched as blackmailing your Leader?”

Rock blinks several times, trying to recover from the shock of Wise’s temper and from what
he’s asking him to do. He understands why he should avenge Wise, since Sunny blackmailed him,
but a part of him feels that he shouldn’t. What other choice does Rock have?

“What do you suggest?” Rock finally asks.

“Figure something out,” Wise says. “But don’t tell me. She’s a Matured Silver now. She’ll read

me easily. Which also means you need to keep away from all Silvers and practiced Browns.” He



pauses for a moment and taps his chin with a black pen he took from Rock’s desk. “Have you ever
heard of the outlaw called the Man in Black?”

Rock nods once. “Of course I have. Why?”

“Contact him. Offer him a bountiful reward for his service to me.”

Rock’s eyebrows furrow together. “Contact him? How, sir? He’s a fugitive. I have no idea
how to get in touch with him.”

Wise reaches in the front pocket of his beige suit. He pulls out a small notepad and flips it
open. Taking Rock’s pen, he jots down a few numbers and letters on the paper, rips it out, and hands
it to Rock.

“You can find him here.”

Puzzled, Rock glances at the paper. It’s an address in Territory Three. How would Wise
know this? And why has he never turned the information in to the authorities? The Man in Black is
wanted all over Raena for the disappearances of multiple slaves as well as select witches whose
bodies have never been found. Rock knows this because he studied this particular case a while back.
The Man in Black always took witch girls that were shorter than five foot three inches, and they all
had the darkest auburn hair witches can possibly have. Hair like Wise and Kindness. But the slaves
he abducted never had anything in common. The only similarity he could possibly find was they had
complained to Peace Officers of being abused, but they were ignored. Some were-creatures the Man
in Black had even saved from the gallows, but then they disappeared, leaving no traces.

“Rock,” Wise says darkly, catching his attention. ““T'he Man in Black has special connections.
Find him. He will aid you if you tell him I sent you.”

Rock blinks several times, still in shock. Wise is in contact with an outlaw? Rock can’t believe
what’s going on in his own office. Wise not only is in contact with the Man in Black, but he also
wants Rock to work with him—to @ him in this job of hurting Sunlight.

“Sir,” he begins to argue, but the look on Wise’s face makes him change his line of thought.
Instead, he stammers, “Will he not want something in return?”” Wise grins slightly. He reaches in his
coat pocket, pulls out an envelope and hands it to Rock. “What is it?”” Rock asks.

“A generous check. Give it to the Man in Black for payment.” He starts to leave, but he
pauses just before he makes it completely out the door. He says over his shoulder, his voice darker
than Rock has ever heard it, “Do you know what awaits you if you shall fail, Slave Trader?”

Rock looks around his office once, unsure what to say. He’s still in shock. He’s positive that

what Wise wants him to do is illegal. When he looks back at Wise, he sees that he’s pulled out a clear



vile with dark blue grainy sand sealed inside. He tosses it at the Slave Trader and then leaves, not
saying another word.

Rock examines the vile for only a few seconds before realizing what it is.

Tanzanite. The only element in the known universe that’s poisonous to witches, that can kill
them. It’s what all the weapons are made of on Raena. Bullets, knifes, arrowheads. Rock knows this
very well from being Head Peace Officer for over twenty-five years before his recent promotion.

He turns back to the television, rolling the cylinder vile between his fingers and thumb. He
watches Sunny embrace her proclaimed best friend Sea-Anna, who is a weretiger slave, and then
Tuck, the other weretiger standing by Sea-Anna. He’s Sea-

Anna’s husband, according to the media. Kindness had imported a deer for them to hunt together: a
tiger’s wedding ceremony. This has shown Raena that Kindness and Sunny care about them deeply.

The vile heats up the more Rock rolls it in his hand. He inhales deeply and exhales, holding
the vile up to examine the contents more carefully.

If he doesn’t do enough, if he doesn’t satisfy Wise’s desire to hurt the future Princess, he’ll
die; Wise made that painstakingly obvious. If he goes too far, he’ll be haunted for the rest of his life,
a guilty conscience following closely behind him forever.

He could not risk being careless.



SEA-ANNA

CHAPTER ONE

BATTLES OF THE MIND

It’s early in the morning, Light is filtering through the thin orange curtains giving the room an
orange glow. The little birds outside sing beautiful melodies to each other. For a moment, I let
myself wonder what it would be like to be a bird outside the window. I could fly to the highest
mountain and soar over the heads of all the witches on Raena. There would be no shackles to weigh
me down. I’d be free.

My stomach growls silently and butterflies suddenly race in my abdomen. They don’t take
me by surprise anymore. I’'m getting used to the feeling now.

Tuck rolls over to face me, pulling the covers up to his chin. He’s still sleeping. His soft
snores comfort me. I like them because it reminds me that someone’s here beside me. I went so long
without anybody. It’s almost impossible for me to grasp that I have a family now, even after being
here, in the house of Thunder Clap for a year.

I inhale deeply and exhale. I like the smell of our room. Maybe it’s because the Scent Disc
Tuck put in the Fragrance Dispenser smells like a forest during the spring—Iike home.

I close my eyes. I don’t think of home often, but when I do I spend all day thinking of it,
thinking of Torx and my family that’s probably all dead now. I can’t do that today. I can’t mull over
thoughts and daydreams of Torx, my sisters and my parents. I ban myself from thinking of anything
other than Sunny for today and tomorrow. Today and tomorrow are too important.

“How long have you been awaker”

I peel my eyes away from the ceiling and turn my head to Tuck. He hasn’t changed his

position. The only difference is his huge sky-blue eyes are staring at me.



“Not long,” I answer.

He inhales deeply and exhales. “Long day ahead.”

I reply, rubbing my eyes, smiling a little, “It’s only long when you don’t enjoy your job.” I
look at him with a sarcastic smirk.

“Only you would enjoy a slave’s work.” He winks, a small grin on his lips.

I roll my eyes and humor him by saying, “Do you even know a slave’s work, love?”

He laughs. He knows that our masters don’t make us do anything. Everything we do, we do
because we want to or feel obligated to do it. Every now and then they may ask us for a favor, but
it’s nothing they wouldn’t ask their own child to do. “I admit I’ve slacked off a bit since Sunny
bought me,” he says.

“Me too,” I whisper. Then I add quickly, “But I do enjoy helping prep Sunny and Songs.”

“And Clap?” Tuck asks, being facetious.

I glare at him playfully, a small smile on my face. He knows that I never help Clap “prep”
because Songs does that. I hardly even help Songs. Actually, no witch in this house minds doing
things for themselves. They’re so used to being independent. Maybe that’s why Tuck and I are their
only slaves.

A soft knock raps on the front door. Tuck and I hear it cleatly, as do all the witches in the
house. Our hearing is better than most species.

Tuck and I jump up at the same time. I finish yanking on all my clothes before he does, so I
quickly make my way from our room to the living room, where the front door is stationed.

“Good morning, Sea-Anna.” I’'m overjoyed at the face before me. Abby, a lioness, and
Freedom’s Calling member stands at the door, thumbs looped through gray backpack straps. Her
long dirty blonde hair is as it always is: a bit frizzy and the kinky cutls float around her head in a halo
resemblance. Her plump lips stretch into a long smile, exposing all her pearly teeth, including
incisors.

“Abby!” I greet, throwing my arms around her neck. She’s an inch or two taller than me,
which isn’t saying much; I’'m really short. “What are you doing here?”” I let go of her and motion her
inside, closing the door behind her.

She pulls the backpack off and opens it. “Meadow and Eagle sent me to deliver this gift to
Sunny. It’s a wedding present.”

Meadow and Eagle are Abby’s masters, as well as faithful Freedom’s Calling members. They

purchased her a few months ago when her previous master—a



nine-hundred-and-something-year-old man—died, no children or anyone to inherit his belongings.
There was an event, and everything had to be auctioned off. Meadow and Eagle saved her. At least
that’s how Abby tells the story.

Abby pulls out a medium-sized box wrapped in shiny purple paper, a large créeme bow glued
to the top. “I wrapped it,” Abby says quietly, smiling a little. “I tried five times before I got it to look
like this. I wanted it to be perfect for Sunny.”

I take the gift from her when she offers it. “It’s beautiful, Abby. She’ll love it. What's inside?”

She smiles widely and cups one hand around her mouth to whisper, “A book.”

My eyebrows furrow together. “A book?” Meadow and Eagle gave Sunny a book as a
wedding present? That doesn’t sound like them. I was expecting expensive five-hundred-dollar shoes
or something related.

Abby nods curtly, her hair bouncing. She whispers, “It hasn’t been published. Eagle and
Meadow wrote it together. It’s titled, The Birth of Freedoms Calling and the Lives it Changed. Doesn’t that
just make you want to read it?”” She smiles wider and shrugs her shoulders. “I did read it. It’s very
good. But none of the publishers here will give it a chance. They keep turning him down, saying it’s a
dangerous topic to write about let alone publish.”

Tuck comes in then. “Abby. Nice to see you again.” He nods at her, then reaches out to take
the gift from me. “I’ll go put this with the others.”

I'let him take it just as Abby says, “How are you two feeling? I heard about what happened
yesterday.”

My breath catches, the memories rushing back. Tuck quickly takes my hand and squeezes it.
“Everything is fine, Abby. Thanks for asking.” He sounds too harsh.

I tell myself to calm down, that everything is okay now, and I am able to suppress the anxiety
threatening me. “Just fine,” I whisper to Abby. “Peachy, even.”

By the look Abby gives me, I know she must tell I’'m lying, But she simply hugs me and
Tuck, then says goodbye. “The book is really good,” she says just before shutting the door.

Tuck makes breakfast, and I iron the tablecloths for the breakfast nook and dining room
tables. Then I set pastel purple vases in the center of each table. I leave them empty for Songs to fill
because that’s what she loves doing. Her hobby can basically be summed up in one word: flowers.

As I dust the pictures on the walls, I look at each face in each portrait. There’s Clap and
Songs holding each other, and there’s one of them kissing. They took those pictures over twenty

years ago, but they haven’t aged a day. It’s because of their genes. They can’t age. They stop when



they’re in their early twenties, and they stay young for the rest of their lives, which is a thousand
years, like mine and Tuck’s. Tuck and I don’t age either. Only a few creatures in the universe really
do, like the humans and the beasts. They also have shorter lifespans.

I begin dusting a picture of Sunlight Reflecting off the Moon and Kindness in His Heart
that’s outlined in an eccentric bronze frame. It was taken on the day Kindness proposed to Sunny,
just four months ago. They beam with happiness as they smile at all the cameras focused on them.
Kindness made it a huge media ordeal. I don’t really know why; he knows Sunny doesn’t like the
media watching their every move. Maybe it had something to do with his father, Speaks Wise Words,
who’s completely against them marrying. Maybe it was him being completely rebellious—as if his
father would try stopping them from loving each other. Wise knows he can’t keep soul mates from
each other. Unless one of them is dead.

That thought has my stomach turning somersaults. I've lived under the same roof as Wise in
the past, longer than I’'ve lived with Sunny here. It isn’t below him to kill someone. In fact, he’s had
people killed for less than what Sunny’s done to him. That frightens me for Sunny’s life.

I close my eyes when I remember the last time I saw Wise. The sensitivity on my upper arm
where he had gripped me and thrown me across the room pulses with the memory even though
there is no soreness. It’s just the memory reliving itself.

It was yesterday. Red Moon, the head of the senate, requested that Sunny and Kindness have
a meeting with him since he’s the one marrying them. I suppose he wanted to go over the details
about the ceremony on the actual wedding day. They were meeting at the Capitol House where
Kindness lives with Wise and Angel, his witch parents.

Tuck and I went along at the request of Clap, because he doesn’t trust Wise to be in the same
house with Sunny, his only daughter. Clap would’ve gone if he weren’t tied down to work.

Wise has been piling studies of the witches” powers on Clap so much that he can hardly
breathe. I feel sorry for him. As head of the Science Department, Clap’s responsibilities take so
much away from him—sometimes including patience. He hardly has any time for his family now
because Wise demands so much from him.

Tuck and I weren’t allowed in the meeting with Red Moon. It was supposed to be a private
meeting, only the two getting married and the one marrying them. So, Tuck and I waited downstairs
by the double doors. Two other were-creatures were standing at the doors ready to open them when
someone needed to pass through. One was our good friend Mel, who’s a weretiger like Tuck and

myself. We chatted for a little while until we heard a commotion from upstairs—Ilike someone was



struggling. Tuck and I immediately thought Sunny and Kindness were in danger so we ran up the
stairs. At that moment, Wise and his wife Angel were coming down the stairs. They were yelling at
each other, bringing the commotion from upstairs down.

Tuck’s reaction was better than mine. He stopped immediately on the bottom stair. I didn’t
freeze until I was two inches from Angel, almost running right into her.

She was no longer concerned with Wise. She was suddenly angry with me. She yelled
atrocious things at me and shoved me away from her, backwards, down the stairs. Tuck caught me
before I hit the marble steps, and he apologized to her, though he wasn’t really sorry. He was just
trying to douse the fire.

Wise took hold of my upper arm and jerked me out of Tuck’s arms. “You’re a disgrace to

'77

your kind!” he yelled at me. “As if they needed something worse. I should’ve never allowed Thunder

Clap to buy you from the Slave Trader. I should’ve sold you to the beasts!”

I shivered as his hot breath and icy words hit me. His hand that wrapped around my arm
tightened with every word he spat at me.

Then he threw me over the railing. The ground wasn’t what I hit though. My landing
would’ve been smoother if it were simply the floor. It wouldn’t have been hard to land on my feet if
that were the case. It was the table that was placed exactly in the spot he threw me that jarred me. I
broke a vase, three picture frames, some crystal décor, and cracked one of the legs of the table. The
tiny shards from the glass embedded in my skin and the larger pieces gave me gashes.

Tuck was beside me in seconds helping me to recover. Angel was furious. She was yelling at
me about being a klutz and about how she should’ve known that purchasing me from the beasts
when my family was first captured on Torx was a bad decision.

Fragments from her venomous insults echoed through my mind the rest of that day and kept
me up half the night. Runt, disgrace, disaster.

“Sea-Sea?”

I turn quickly to find Tuck leaning against the door frame to the dining room. He’s looking
at me in such a way that hints he’s been standing there for longer than a few short moments.

“Yes?” I say, looking back at the pictures on the wall and continuing to dust them. I know he
caught me remembering. I hope he doesn’t say anything. It’s not a big deal.

“Are you okay?”

“I'm fine,” I reply softly, almost breathing the words.

“You were rubbing your arm. Are you hurting still? Sore?”



The idea of me being sore is absurd. “Do you think I’'m sore?” I ask him, being sarcastic. He
knows very well that I'm not sore.

He’s suddenly next to me. I look into his eyes that narrow to evaluate me. “No,” he says.
“You should be completely fine.” He reaches up and moves my hair off my forehead where glass
had cut me yesterday and looks at it hard, inspecting. “You seem to be healing at a normal pace.
Your gash is just a faded line now.” He lets my hair fall back onto my forehead and smiles at me
slightly. The smile fades as he whispers, “Don’t worry about what they said yesterday. You’re worth
more than they think.”

Awmr I really? 1 think to myself, but I just smile at Tuck. “I know;” I lie, Angel’s words rattling
around in my head again. Runt, disgrace, disaster. He kisses my nose once.

“I love you, Sea-Sea.” He touches my face softly. As he leaves, I think to myself about what
he had said. You re worth more than they think. 1 choke back sobs when the words fly at me again, hitting
me hard. They refuse to stop poking at me, like the sharp tip of a recently sharpened knife.

I'm a runt, a burden. I'm a disgrace, a shame. I’'m a disaster, unwanted. Boil all of it down to

one word, and I’'m simply worthless.

CHAPTER TWO

TAKEN

Sunny comes in as I'm finishing dusting the living room’s furniture. She’s dressed in a blue mermaid
gown, wearing a peatl necklace and matching pearl earrings. Her scarlet hair is pulled into a messy
bun on the top of her head. I can tell she just gathered it up haphazardly.

“Good morning,” I say, smiling at her. “Are you wanting me to do your hair?”

She nods but doesn’t turn to go back to her room. Instead, she sits down on the white
couch, looking quizzical.

I sit down beside her, worried. She looks like she’s in a trance, like she’s so confused that
she’s not sure if she believes anything anymore. I prepare myself for a long talk to orient her again.
This happens sometimes to newly awakened witches during their first few years. It’s already
happened twice to her within the last four months.

The Witches’ Sleep is a disease the witches have. No one knows how it came around or if it’ll

ever go away. A cure seems to be their only hope, but so far no remedy has been found for them. In



a way, they are slaves too, as I see it. What’s worse than being ripped away from your family? Losing
all your memories, living a different life on a foreign planet as someone you weren’t meant to be.
Dying as that person, waking up back on Raena where your real family has been waiting for you, but
you don’t remember them. Therefore, you don’t love them like you should.

I can’t imagine anything worse.

When I think of it like that, I’'m kind of thankful that I am who I am. Even if [ am a slave.

“Are you okay?” I ask, gripping Sunny’s hand.

She shrugs. “I’ve just been thinking...” Her voice trails off with her thoughts. She bites her
lip, chews on it for a second, and then looks at me. “It doesn’t make any sense,” she says.

“What doesn’t make senser”

“This.” She motions to the room around her—to the furniture, walls, door.

I don’t understand. “Um,” I say, setting the rag on the coffee table and squirming in my seat.
“This?” I question.

She looks out the window, her eyes not seeing the scenery but instead seeing her thoughts.
She doesn’t blink once. “It’s like a dream, Sea-Anna.”

There it is. I exhale. “Everyone feels like that for the first year or two after waking, Sunny.
It’'s normal. You’ve only been awake from the Sleep for a year.”

“No,” she says, looking straight at me, her mirror-like irises digging into my yellow-golden
eyes. “Not like this, Sea-Anna. I mean, it just doesn’t add up.”

My eyebrows furrow together. “What doesn’t add up?”

“The People,” she whispers, looking out the window again, at her faraway thoughts. “They
aren’t natural, are they? We aren’t. The witches.”

I’m taken aback. “Not natural?” I ask.

She answers with a question. “Why do witches only have one child? Only oner”

I shrug, “It’s just the way their bodies are, I suppose. The way they were made.”

“But it doesn’t make sense. It’s not possible. If witches have always been like that, then they
would be extinct. Kindness and I were talking recently about it. The population of witches shrinks
every thousand years, doesn’t it? Every time a generation dies, the witches become fewer.”

I blink a few times, not really knowing what she wants me to say. I'd never thought of what
she’s talking about. And I guess it is something to ponder. It’s not like what she’s saying doesn’t make
sense. This time, she’s actually right, and maybe she doesn’t need me to orient her.

After a few moments, she looks at me, hard. “How long have the witches had slavesr”



I'look around the room, as if an answer would come from it. “I don’t know;,” I say after
finding nothing on the walls except a few markings I need to scrub off.

“Several millennium?” she wonders.

“Maybe?” I sound just as curious as she. I should know the answer to her question, but, the
truth is, I dont know. Every book I've read from Wise’s library while Kindness was in the Sleep and I
was caring for him, every single word on every page never hinted at a beginning to the slavery of the
were-creatures. It just seems to have always been. Ever since the beginning of time, I guess.

Sunny sighs after several long moments and touches her hair lightly with her petite freckled
hand. “I was hoping you’d do a never ending French braid bun on me. I can never seem to make it
as perfect as you do.”

ook
Songs comes into the bathroom just as I tuck the end of the braid into Sunny’s bun, hiding it from
sight.

“Oh, that’s beautiful,” she says, examining her daughter’s hair. She looks at me and her nose
crinkles slightly. “Are you going like that?”

I'look down at my clothes. What else am I going to wear? 1 think. I flinch inwardly when I
remember Sunny forcing me to wear one of her dresses so I could taste the life of the rich and
famous, and then I destroyed the gorgeous green gown by shifting to protect Tuck. That was over a
year ago. I don’t think Songs has forgiven me for that yet.

Sunny clears her throat and says to Songs, “She’s fine, Mom.”

With her manicured nails, she points to my shins that show under my denim skirt. “I mean
her legs, Sunny. She can at least shave.” I look down at my legs. I've shaven them before, and it’s not
like I have a lot there in the first place. “And her face.” Songs motions her hand in a circle around
my head. “Can we not dab a little—"

“Mom,” Sunny interrupts, scolding. “Sea-Anna knows she can do whatever she wants.”

Songs looks at me, waiting for me to make a decision about my appearance. Thankfully, Tuck
knocks on the ajar bathroom door, interrupting us. “It’s me,” he says.

We all chorus, “Come in,” and he opens the door wider with his foot. Balanced on one arm
is a stack of fresh towels, and on the other a gold-wrapped box with a white frilly bow.

“For the bride,” Tuck says drily, handing the package to Sunny.

As Sunny reads the note on the box aloud, I help Tuck neatly put the warm green towels

under the sink. “To my lovely bride,” she reads, a radiant glow coming over her instantly, “I know



we’re supposed to forget our human lives, but I don’t want to forget, because that’s when I met you.
We were human, and we loved each other. Why forget that?”” She giggles a little and then continues.
“Do you remember wishing on a shooting star for a year’s worth of chocolate?” She suddenly gasps
and looks down at the gold box. “He didn’t!”” A large smile spreads across her face. She looks back
at the note, beginning to unwrap one side of the box. “Well,” she picks up where she left off, “you’ll
have to keep waiting, Sorry, love.” She frowns, but continues reading, “This is something you’ll like
more though. At least I hope. Wear it today, okay? See you then... Kindness.”

Sunny sets the note aside and finishes shredding the gold wrapping paper off the white box.
She mumbles under her breath something sarcastic about more clothes. When she opens it, there’s
another box inside. “You’ve got to be kidding,” she says, laughing a little. She opens that box to find
another box. Three boxes later and she finally finds a golden rose hair clip the size of my palm. A
note is taped to it, and Sunny reads it aloud too. “Who am I kidding? Chocolate would be better.”
We all laugh, and I help put the clip in her hair.

ook
“The limo will be here any minute,” Songs says, clapping her hands as if that’ll make us hurry. I look
down at my silky hairless legs. I just finished shaving them.

Tuck walks in as I’'m putting Sunny’s razor away. He freezes and stares at me, confused.

I turn red. “Songs wanted it.”

He looks out the door, but Songs isn’t in earshot. When he looks back at me, I’'m not sure
what I see on his face. I can’t tell if he approves or disapproves of this. “Why?” he questions.

I shrug,

He looks at my legs, at how they shine silkily in the light. “It’s kind of weird,” he says. I blush
more. He sees this and quickly takes my hands in his. “I’m just worried,” he whispers to me. “The
more Sunny and Songs try to make us like them, the more trouble we have with Wise. He hates us,
and this will make it much worse.”

I take my hands away from him. “I’m obligated to do as they say, Tuck.”

He nods. “As am 1.”

ok
Tuck and I join Clap, Songs, and Sunny in the living room. The television is on and a woman is
talking about how Freedom’s Calling started. She explains how Sunlight Reflecting off the Moon, the
soon-to-be Princess of Raena, had a soft heart even as a child, before the Witches’ Sleep took her

soul to Earth, to a human named Ella Barnes. The woman says that when Sunny woke up, she was



even more rebellious than before—more determined to free the were-creatures than any witch in
history. She’s also the only one to have achieved such success, even though slaves aren’t necessarily
free. At least now we can express our feelings through Freedom’s Calling and not be hanged for it.

The window in the front of the house shows a black limo pulling into Robin’s Circle, the
gated subdivision we live in. Everyone heads for the door. Songs turns to face me and Tuck so
abruptly we both startle. She holds up her hand motioning for us to stop. “Maybe you two had
better stay here,” she says softly. “Not that I don’t want you to come! I mean, you shaved your legs
for this and everything, Sea-Anna!” Her eyes become heavy with sorrow. “But Clap reminded me of
what happened between you two and Wise yesterday, and he doesn’t want there to be any friction.”
Quickly, she adds, “Please.”

Tuck and I nod once. “Of course,” Tuck says to her. “Understandable. If you need us, we’ll
be in earshot of the phone.”

She smiles at him. “Thank you, Tuck.” Then she looks at me, still smiling, but the smile
weakens when her eyes find me. She reaches up and touches my nose, as if I'm a child. “Don’t get
into any trouble.”

I blink, a little confused, and I nod. “Yes, ma’am.” I don’t remember the last time Songs was
so nice to us. I know she’s been trying really hard to see things from Clap and Sunny’s point of view
concerning slavery, but it’s harder for her than it is for them. She actually had slaves when she was a
human in the Sleep. Everyone knows a witch’s human experiences are what make them into the
witches they’ll be after waking,

After we see them off, Tuck takes my hand. “Go for a walk with me?”

I smile. “I would love to, but we promised we’d stay by the phone. Just in case.”

He nods in such a way that says in no words that it’s a little annoying to phone-sit.

ook
In the backyard where we can hear the phone if anyone tries to call, we find a nice shade under one
of the many oak trees. I lean into the bark and inhale its sweet scent. The witches say that it smells
similar to something the humans have on earth. Peppermint.

Butterflies cloud my stomach and I instinctively move my hand to cover it. When I realize
where my hand is, I quickly move it away and glance at Tuck. He didn’t notice though. He’s twisting
tiny daisies together, making a long string of them.

I exhale in relief as silently as possible. It’s not silent enough because Tuck takes one whole

second to look at me from the corner of his eye. He obviously doesn’t find anything odd since he



looks back at the daisies. I quickly say before he can bring anything up, “I didn’t know you could do
that.”

He looks at me again, a smirk on his face. “I can’t believe I remember how to do it.”

“Who taught your”

He looks back at the small string of daisies. “A girl. The one that almost got me hanged.” He
looks at me so quickly that I have to blink twice. “The first time at least. I married the girl that
almost got me hanged the second time.”

I roll my eyes, smiling slightly. “Not even true,” I say in a playfully defensive tone. “We were
going to be sold to the beasts, not hanged. Anyway, this other girl?”

“A witch,” he replies as he takes the two ends of the string and connects them. “I was
fourteen when she taught me. She was only five. I was babysitting her. She wanted to go for a walk
in the park, so I took her. We found some of these daisies and she showed me how. I didn’t
necessarily care to know, but she wanted to teach me, so I learned.”

He sets the ring of white daisies on my hair, adjusting it so it’s sitting perfectly on my head. I
smile at him. “Thank you,” I say. “It’s beautiful.”

“Guess I get to stick around a little longer?” He winks at me playfully and reaches down to
tickle my toes.

I pull my feet away from him, squirming from the jolt his fingers had on my ticklish feet. He
casually pulls me under his arm and I rest there, gigeling from the tickle. ““You may stay as long as
there are stars in the heavens,” I whisper.

He kisses the top of my head. “Good.”

We sit there until we doze off, watching the deep orange sun set on the horizon and the two
moons begin to show their faces.

ook
It’s dark, but no one’s back from the rehearsal dinner yet. They call once saying they’ll be home in an
hour and not to worry. Tuck and I decide it’s okay to leave the phone now and go for a quick walk
before they get back.

The billion shining stars twinkle and wink at us as we step outside the large iron gates that
only open to those with a code to punch in or a special card to swipe.

We go on walks frequently but hardly ever this late. Usually only during the day when all the
chores have been done and no one needs our assistance with anything. I find the darkness slightly

eetie.



Tuck takes my hand. I think he can feel my discomfort. “You know, I’'ve been thinking...”
He pauses. He’s pensively quiet for several seconds. I don’t say anything, because I know Tuck; he’s
about to say something. I just have to be patient as he finds the right words. “I’ve been thinking
about Wise. He looks at us sometimes like he wants to throw us into a bottomless pit and joyously
listen to our screams as we fall to our deaths.”

I hunch my shoulders from the image, and I’'m able to suppress a violent shiver. A light
breeze catches the hem of my skirt and I hold it down, shivering from the cool touch of the
sweet-scented wind. Tuck pulls his arm around my shoulders and squeezes me to his side. “Sorry,”
he whispers. “I just worry about you. I know it’s not below him to kill—"

“Shh,” I say quickly, glancing around us, but no one seems to be out at this hour. It’s
deserted. The streets are as quiet and lifeless as a ghost town. The breeze whistles through hollowed
trees and rustles the grass. Crickets sing to each other, and the droning noise of Territory Nine—the
Capitol of Raena—is somewhat comforting, something far too familiar to us.

Tuck tenses suddenly, but he doesn’t quit walking. He grips my hand and says, “Listen.”

I strain my ears to hear whatever is making him uncomfortable. Hushed voices and light
footsteps behind us, coming from the shadows, makes me tense like Tuck.

“Hey!” one calls. “You two, stop right there.” Tuck and I freeze. We duck our heads and turn
to face the witches stopping us. This is mandatory. This is the life of a slave.

We raise our hands above our heads. ““To whom do you belong?”” one of the Officers asks.

“Thunder Clap and Sings Kind Songs,” Tuck answers formally.

The two of them exchange a glance and then a single nod.

Immediately, they pull batons from their utility belts and raise them, like they’re going to hit
us even though we’ve done nothing wrong. I coil into Tuck to try escaping the pain.

Tuck pulls me away from them, practically throwing me behind him. I slam into the chest of
a tall, stocky man, someone I didn’t know was there. Has he been right there this whole time, hiding?
Surely not.

The man grips my arms with his black leather gloves so tightly that it makes me cry out in
pain and beg him to release me. He throws me on the ground roughly. The back of my head hits the
pavement hard enough to make me dizzy for a second or two. I vaguely note that Tuck is laying on
the ground next to me with his eyes closed, blood trickling from his temple and nose. I look up just

as one of the Peace Officers hits my face hard. Darkness engulfs me immediately.



CHAPTER THREE

NIGHTMARE

I jolt awake. I feel Tuck’s warm chest against my cheek. His fingers are around my small wrist, his
thumb overlapping the nail on his index finger. His hot breath as he inhales and exhales moves
strands of my hair slightly. His chest rises with every intake of air and lowers when he lets it out. I
exhale in relief when his chest lowers a third time.

It was just a dream. Nothing more than another one of my nightmares.

“Sea-Anna?” Tuck sounds a little worried. Was I thrashing in my sleep again? I wish I didn’t
worry him so much with my nightmares. How much easier it was when we didn’t share a room,
because he didn’t worry about me like he does now.

“Hmm?” I snuggle closer to him, trying to push away my nightmare. It wasn’t an abnormal
nightmare for me—1I always dream of being attacked—but this one was very vivid, which makes it
harder to shove away.

“Are you okay?” he asks.

I nod into his chest. “Just a nightmare.”

He holds his breath. I open my eyes widely and lift my head to look at him. Then, when I
see the dried blood running from his temple down his jawline, I know that something isn’t right. He
swallows, his blue eyes wide.

I'look around the dark space quickly and start hyperventilating the moment I realize we’re in
a crate, which means I wasn’t dreaming, which means we were attacked, which means we are
probably going to die.

This crate isn’t meant for two. I don’t even think it’s meant for one. There are three
one-inch-wide holes in the lid, and three on each of the sides. At least they remembered we need to
breathe. But still, all we can do is lie down. The ceiling is so low that it’s inches from us. I'm
beginning to feel extremely claustrophobic.

“Shh!” Tuck says, hugging me against him, trying to calm my hysteria. “It’ll be okay. We’ll...”
He doesn’t finish. He doesn’t have to; I know exactly what he’s thinking,

He doesn’t really believe it’s going to be okay. He doesn’t think we’ll...make it. He doesn’t
know how to comfort me now, because he knows I won’t believe the lie that we won’t be separated,

that we won’t be hurt, that we won’t die.



And I know where we're being sent. It’s painfully obvious.

Aphalie, the world of the beasts.

If they wanted us dead, we would be at the Holding House waiting to be taken to the
gallows, but we’re not. We're in a shipping crate. They are shipping us. And where else would they
send us as punishment for our supposed crimes against Wise other than Aphalie?

We are going to die. That’s not exactly a question in my mind. On Aphalie, they don’t
appreciate a were-creature’s heartbeats. On Raena, they care about our health because they want us
to do the work they don’t want to do themselves. They depend on us. Mainly the beasts want us for
entertainment purposes. We’re as disposable as used tissue papet.

Being a runt, I’'m not sure how beneficial I could possibly be to the beasts. And that scares
me even more.

Tuck holds me tightly to him. I don’t want to worry him. I try not to think about where we
are or where we’re going. I try not to think about us being separated or even that we may die.
Needless to say, it’s hard.

After a while, my eyes get heavy and I’'m about to fall asleep. Tuck startles me awake from
my light doze when he asks, “Tell me, before we are...” He pauses abruptly when my breath catches,
and then he tries a different approach. “Why have you been acting odd these last few days?”

“What?”

“You hold your stomach a lot, and you mumble in your sleep about butterflies.”

Oh.

I guess he deserves to know, but I don’t want to tell him now. It’ll make things harder on
him. If he knew... I don’t know what he’d do. Cry? Would he? I can’t imagine Tuck crying; It almost
seems impossible.

“Sea-Anna.”

I don’t say anything.

He sighs. “Please. Maybe I can help.”

“It doesn’t matter anymore.” Lie. It matters more now than it ever did. Before, it was actually
a happy thing. It was something to look forward to, but now I’'m dreading it. It’s a danger now. It’s
no longer enjoyable. It’s something I wish I could make go away to spare the pain.

Tuck catches me in the lie. “Sea-Anna.” He says my name in such a tone that I begin crying
because I know I need to tell him, but I’'m afraid it'll hurt him because we’ll be separated. It’ll tear

him apart knowing about it and knowing he can’t change anything,



He takes my chin in his hand. I smell iron on it. He has smeared the blood on his face. He
lifts my face so I have to look in his eyes. “Please,” he whispers. “Tell me. Even if it doesn’t matter
anymore. I need to know if you #uly are okay.”

I inhale deeply and slowly let it out. “I don’t want to tell you anymore,” I say. This is the
truth.

“Why?” This perplexes him. I understand why it would. Didn’t I tell him that I would always
be completely honest with him?

I press my face to his neck. I wish I could 7o tell him without it breaking my promise. “You
don’t really want to know, Tuck. Not now. It’ll hurt.”

“Hurt?” He actually laughs at the thought of pain. “Sea-Sea.” He uses his nickname for me,
and that makes me want to tell him ten times more, but I don’t think I should. Again, he takes my
chin and gently lifts my head so he can look into my eyes. “I’'m immune to pain, remember?”

I do remember him saying that once when he’d burned his hand taking a casserole out of the
oven. He had just said “ow” in such a phlegmatic way that you would think he was commenting on
someone else’s blistering hand.

“Tell me,” he begs.

I sigh and lay my head back down on his chest.

1 should tell him.

No, wait, I shouldn’t!

But hell hate me if I don't...

He won't ever know. 1ts not worth burdening him.

I sigh again. I’'m so at conflict with myself that it makes the butterflies in my abdomen grow
more prominent than what they’ve been the last few days.

“Sea-Anna.” This time, he says my name so softly that it breaks me completely.

I cry into his shirt, “I’'m pregnant.”

It takes longer than what I’'m comfortable with for Tuck to process this. Finally, he sucks in a
deep breath and exhales it in one puff. “Oh,” he says in that same stoic way he says everything that’s
life changing, “Oh,” he says again, a little louder, with a little more emotion. Only a little.

He’s in shock, I realize.

“I should not have told you,” I moan, wanting to slap myself for my stupidity. I was selfish in
telling him. I wanted him to comfort me, but all I've done is hurt him. We both know that we’ll be

separated at the auctions. This will hurt him as much or more than it will me.



“Yes, you should’ve,” he says quickly. “You did the right thing. I needed to know. Why didn’t
you tell me beforer”

“I didn’t want Sunny knowing yet.”

“Oh.” A very long pause. My butterflies flutter around for a second before resting again. He
says, “That doesn’t make sense.”

“She’s a Silver,” I remind him.

“But you spend more time with her than I do. I hardly ever see her.”

“She reads you more than she does me.”

“You're joking, right? Sweetheart, she searches you all the time. I see her doing it constantly.
She’s always concerned about you. She probably knows.”

My stomach tightens. I hope she didn’t search me when I was thinking about the cubs. I
don’t want her worrying, and I know she will.

I wish she wasn’t always concerned about me. I hate worrying people. But, I can’t deny that I
like the attention. I would never admit that out loud, of course. I went so long with no one there for
me. Then Sunlight and Kindness both woke up from the Sleep. After they reunited, it brought Tuck
and I together again. We had not seen each other in eighteen long years, and I haven’t been alone
since. I don’t want to go back to being the lonely tigress who has no one.

I was Kindness’ caretaker and Tuck was Sunny’s. We were owned by two different witches,
therefore a relationship was never possible. Then, Clap bought me because Wise ordered for me and
Tuck to be sold to the beasts after the mess we got into when I shifted. And look at where we are
now. Sold to the beasts.

Wise always gets what he wants, doesn’t he?

Tuck exhales in a puff again. “So...” he says, dragging out the word. “Cubs, huh?”

I swallow. “Will they let me keep them?”” I know they won’t, and Tuck knows they won't.
That’s why he’s not saying anything. The moment they realize I'm pregnant, they’ll be overjoyed.
Four tigers in one. What a great buy, even if I am a runt. Because I’'m pregnant, that makes me worth
more. They’ll want to sell my babies the moment they’re weaned. I'll never see them again.

My heart shatters, and I start hyperventilating again. Tuck rubs my back and pets me, not
saying a word, trying
his hardest to comfort me. I don’t think even the father of my children is going to settle the empty

feeling inside me that I know awaits me in the future when I’ll have to say goodbye to my kids.



Against my thoughts, Tuck ends up succeeding in calming my nerves, but only a little.
There’s still that inevitable emptiness I’'m dreading.

“It’s going to be okay,” he tells me.

“It won’t,” I say, my voice coated with tears. I nearly choke on my words. “They’ll take them
away. You know they will.”

He inhales deeply, but it’s a shaky inhale, like he’s fighting emotions. I don’t want to look to
see if he is, because if he is crying, I'll cry too. It'll take forever to calm me down.

“It'll be okay,” he says again, and the way he says it, with more emotion than I’ve ever heard
leave his mouth, is enough to break me. I cry harder than I’ve cried in a long time. He rubs my arm,
kisses my hair and tells me repeatedly, all emotion locked away, “It’ll be okay.” We both know that
we’ll never have our old life back or a positive future. The idea is simply inconceivable.

Even if Sunlight and Kindness came to rescue us we could never go back to Raena. What
would that mean for the world of the witches? There would be no one to take the title of Leader
when Wise is to step down. No one like Kindness, at least. Raena is just starting to pick up
Freedom’s Calling and work for a better future. They wouldn’t throw that away, especially not for me
and Tuck. Not for me, Tuck, and our cubs. What are we compared to a whole wor/d? There are better
things to worry about, though I selfishly wish there weren’t.

We curl around each other, my back to Tuck. He rests his left hand on the section below my
naval, right on the butterflies inside me. They get excited at his touch.

“Kids,” he whispers, as if he’s trying to comprehend the term. He gently pets the butterflies.
They go wild. They love him already. “Do you feel different?”” he asks.

“A little,” I whisper. “I can feel them.”

“Me too. I didn’t realize it before. I think I would’ve guessed in a few more days.”

I giggle a little, but it sounds out of place in this crate. His version of feel is different than
mine. He means sense. He senses them.

“I guess it’s a fatherly instinct,” he whispers, continuing his thoughts. “I don’t know. I think I
knew before. A part of me watched you and felt the need to do something, but I couldn’t figure out
what I needed to do. I understand now.”

“What was it? What did you need to do?”

“I don’t know. Be overly protectiver”

We both laugh quietly, and then nothing is funny, but we pretend we’re still happy. In a way,
we are still happy—kind of. We’re trying to think positively. We’re here together. We're alive. We’re



talking about our kids. But this would be a happier moment if we weren’t crammed into a crate on
our way to Aphalie.

“I wish I could pause this moment,” he whispers after several long seconds, patting my
butterflies softly. They have spasms of joy from his touch.

“Me too,” I sigh.

Hours pass, but we don’t speak. We hear other were-creatures outside that are in crates as
well, waiting. Some are crying and some are talking to each other in low voices. No one wants to say
anything above a whisper.

“How far along are you? When are you due?” Tuck’s deep raspy voice takes me off guard. I
was focusing on the voices outside, forgetting about everything else for a moment.

“Um. I think I’'m only a week along. I have probably five more months, and that’s 7f they
complete a full term.”

“If they aren’t early?”

“Yes.”

“Oh. Is it weird how I know that a witch’s pregnancy lasts nine months—and so does a
human’s—but I didn’t know about a weretiger’s?”’

“Well...” I say. I think it is weird, but it makes sense in a way. He was raised and taught by
witches. I suppose it’s not too weird he didn’t know. It was never necessary information.

I, on the other hand, know how long a normal weretiger’s pregnancy lasts because the
Capitol House had a library that I was allowed to use—if I had time to read. And I did. My job was
solely to take care of Kindness while he was in the Sleep. I gathered books and read for hours while
watching Kindness sleep. I learned a lot, and I’'m kind of proud of it. Not very many were-creatures
get the opportunity to read and learn so much. But the downside was that I was lonely. I know that
it made me a little socially awkward, being alone so much. Some tried to pretend they didn’t notice
how different I was, but I know they did.

The books I read the most were about the different worlds. The library had several books
solely written on the science of were-creatures and Torx. I read those maybe ten times each. I
memorized many meaningful sentences, sentences that reminded me of before I was a slave. Parts
that reminded me of home and when I ran through the trees of Torx. Tuck has no memories of
Torx because he was born on Raena and sold the moment he was weaned. He remembers nothing

of his mother or siblings.



I was six months old when it happened, old enough to have long been weaned and yet too
young to understand slavery in full. All I knew was that we hid often from shuttles, Mom telling me
in a quiet voice that “those things” want to take us away forever, hurt us, make us do things we
shouldn’t have to do. The day it happened, many Peace Officers were searching the ground for a few
were-creatures to take back to Raena or sell to the beasts. They stumbled upon my family’s little hut.
Dad tried hiding us in our usual hiding spot, in a thick hollowed tree. It barely fit Mom and Dad, but
they were able to hold us up above them, filling in every possible space. But that day they saw us,
and we were no match against the witches and their powers. They sold my parents and my two
sisters to the beasts, but they kept me as a gift to the royal family as a token to show off their good
work. I don’t think he knows, but it was Kindness who talked Wise and Angel into letting me be his
caretaker. If it wasn’t for Kindness, I would probably be dead, and he doesn’t even remember saving
my life.

“I like her,” I remember him saying to them. They pretended I couldn’t understand them,
though I understood enough to know exactly what was going on. I stayed curled in the corner of
Wise’s office, the Peace Officer right beside me, waiting for orders.

“She’s weak, Kindness,” Angel replied, shaking her head. “What could she possibly do?”

Kindness only spent a few seconds thinking before his small ten-year-old hand shot up in
the air triumphantly. “I know! She can be my caretaker!”

Angel and Wise had exchanged a look that I couldn’t understand. Was it concern? Was it
annoyance? It could’ve been either to my six-month-old mind. Wise finally patted Kindness’
shoulder and said, “We were hoping for a werebear caretaker. A male.”

“What for?” Kindness had asked. “What’s wrong with her?”

All three of them looked at me then. Wise answered, “She’s so small, a runt.”

Kindness walked over to me and pet my ear. It was surprisingly calming to me. “She’s
perfect, Father. Look at her eyes.”

Neither of his parents moved from behind Wise’s desk. “What about her eyes?” Angel
questioned. The tone of her voice made me wince.

Kindness bent down on his knees and hugged me to him, turning slightly to his parents.
“She’s nice. You can see that in her eyes. Isn’t that what you want in a caretaker? Someone you can
trust?”’

Wise’s eyes narrowed and he stepped out from behind the desk. “We never hug

were-creatures, Kindness.”



He immediately let go of me, and I was confused why. Why couldn’t he hug me? Was
something wrong with me? I wasn’t sick or anything, I wasn’t even dirty. The Peace Officers made
me bathe twice before presenting me to Wise.

“And,” Wise continued as he bent down in front of me and stared into my eyes. I found it
hard to look away from him, “it’s the ones with the nice eyes you can’t trust, Kindness. Always
remember that.”

My eyes began to gather tears, and I tried my hardest not to cry. I was so scared. I didn’t
know what he meant about anything, All I wanted was Mom and Dad.

“We’ll teach her,” Kindness said quickly, just as Wise snapped his fingers at the Peace
Officer. The Peace Officer swept me up quickly, holding me closely like a child, but too stiffly for it
to be comforting.

Angel sighed and placed one hand on Wise’s shoulder. “Let the boy keep her. As a
companion if not a caretaker.”

“A pet,” Wise growled, like the idea was preposterous. “You’re suggesting to me that I let my
son have a weretiger as a friend.”

“Then let her be his caretaker.”

“Please, Father,” Kindness begged. He looked at me and I stared at him. He reached up and
patted my head lightly. I didn’t really like it that much. “Look at her, Father. I can teach her to be a
good caretaker. I know I can.”

Wise exhaled loudly, thinking.

“You’ll behave, right?”” It took me several moments to realize Kindness was actually talking
to me instead of about me.

I nodded once, a quick jerk of my head, but I didn’t say a word.

“Promise?”

I stared at him.

“Sir,” the Peace Officer addressed Kindness, “she doesn’t fully understand English yet.”

“I promise,” I whispered, shocking everyone to silence. I think they truly thought I didn’t
know what they had been saying. “I’ll be good,” I told Kindness. “I can be a caretaker.”

He smiled, turning to Wise. “See? She’s smart too!”

Wise eyed me suspiciously. “How do you know English?”” he asked.



I looked down at his shoes, something I never wore before the day when the Peace Officers
forced me to put black flats on to hide my callouses. “My daddy,” I whispered. “He spoke to me in
this language.”

He asked, “How did he know?”

I'looked into his eyes, which narrowed immediately. “I don’t know.”

“Don’t look in my eyes,” he told me harshly. “And you will address me as ‘sit” at all times. Do
you understandr”

I nodded quickly, my eyes falling back to his shoes.

“What is your namer” questioned Wise.

I fought to keep my eyes on his shoes. I was afraid what he might do if I looked into his eyes
again. “Sea-Anna,” I whispered. “Daughter of Buck and—"

“That’s good enough,” he said. “I didn’t ask for anything else. Kyler” He turned to a large
werebear standing against the door. “Take Sea-Anna to her new quarters.” The Peace Officer handed
me over to the werebear quickly, almost throwing me into his arms. “She’ll stay with the cook for
now until—"

“But Father,” Kindness interrupted, tugging on Wise’s suit jacket. “She’s my caretaker. She
should stay in my room like Kyle does.”

Wise sighed exasperatedly. “Fine.” He turned back to Kyle. “Take her to Kindness’ room
and set her up a mat to sleep on.”

“I’ll help!” Kindness said, starting to run after us. Wise quickly grabbed his arm and yanked
him back, his gelled hair falling out of place.

“Oh, no, you don’t,” Wise said. “You have studies.”

Kindness groaned, but he sank into one of the chairs, picking up a book from the floor.

“Chapter fourteen,” Wise said. “Read it out loud and then summarize it.”

I couldn’t hear any more after that. Kyle was taking me down the hall to Kindness’ room. He
never said a word to me or even looked at me, as if I didn’t really exist. It almost felt that way to me
too. Was I really there? Could it be possible that I was just dreaming? Every morning for the next
several years reminded me that, no, it wasn’t just a dream. It was real.

It’s been over twenty years since I've seen my family. I have no idea whether any of them are
dead or alive, or where they could possibly be. The chances of seeing my family again on Aphalie are

minimal. I haven’t a grain of hope.



Tuck speaks, voice low yet soft. “At least I know that a weretiger usually has three babies in
one litter. Right?” He doubts himself. I find that slightly amusing.

I squeeze his hand. “Usually. If they’re lucky, four.”

My butterflies twirl inside me so abruptly it causes me to flinch into Tuck, my breath taken
away. I gasp once for air.

“What’s wrong?” Tuck asks quickly. I think he thinks I’'m hurting,

“They moved.” Then I can’t help smiling, “It’s like they’re doing somersaults or something.”

“Or something,” Tuck whispers. I would be content to pause this moment and live in it
forever. But, like Tuck has told me countless times in the past year, life goes on.

On and on until it simply doesn'’t.

CHAPTER FOUR

SECTION TWO

A bang on the crate startles me awake. I wonder how long I've been sleeping, Light is shining
through the holes, unlike when I fell asleep.

Tuck growls next to me, not liking the abrupt awakening. I shush him, afraid that he’s going
to get us both killed if he picks a fight with these beasts.

“What’s in this one?” a voice says. It makes my stomach flip because I know it /as to be a
beast, and he sounds annoyed.

“Tigers,” another replies, not as deep or frustrated as the other voice. “Male and female.
That’s all the paperwork says.”

“That’s all? Not even their names are on there?”

“Maybe they don’t have names. Just get them to the Holding House. Got it?”

“Whatever.”

I coil into Tuck’s embrace, afraid they’re about to separate us now. But they don’t. Instead,
our crate is ordered to be taken straight to Section Two in the Holding House, the feline section.

It smells different here, nothing like Raena. The scent of pollution, alcohol, and blood fills

the air. It floods my nostrils and makes me shiver, because, even though I’ve had hours to prepare



myself for this, I'm in shock that I'm here on Aphalie, the world of the beasts. Maybe I'll never get
used to it. I may possibly always be numb to the fact.

I had a glimpse of Aphalie from space when I was only six months old—old enough to
remember but too young to understand why things were the way they were. I remember one of the
Peace Officers allowing me to look out the window of the ship we were in and watch the beasts’
ship descend onto their planet, taking away everyone I knew and loved. They took away my family
and separated us. I remember hoping I would see them again, but it wasn’t until a few years later that
I finally accepted that it would never happen. Even now, I doubt I’ll see them. They could be
anywhere. I'd be lucky to find information on them at all, let alone see them.

Besides, I wouldn’t be surprised if they were dead. It’s probably better for them that way.
They can’t be in pain if they are dead.

I sigh and squeeze myself to Tuck’s side. He gently glides his hand up my back, trying to
calm me, to comfort me. It’s not helping. I keep thinking about how much I want to stay with him
and have our cubs with him beside me, and how much I want to keep them, raise them, and have
them near me for the rest of my life.

Why do I do this to myself? It'll never happen. There was a possibility on Raena, where
Sunlight let us do practically whatever we wanted with some exceptions. But here, the beasts won’t
care about our feelings. They’ll be even more apathetic than the witches. All that’s in it for them is
profit and pleasure, the only reason the name beasts is appropriate.

Then again, when I think about it, the witches were the same. They are just not as cruel. 1
suppose I can give them that much credit.

“It’s going to be okay,” Tuck whispers. That’s when I realize tears are falling down my face
and soaking his dirty, tattered shirt.

I don’t reply because I know he’s lying. How can it be okay? In the end, how can everything
possibly work out the way I want it to? Pretty soon, I'll be giving birth and Tuck won’t be there. He’ll
never even get a glimpse of our cubs. Our children will be taken away from me and sold to anyone
who wants them. On Aphalie they don’t care if the children are the offspring of a runt. Size and
strength don’t matter that much like it does to the witches. I was lucky to be a gift to the prince, to
be solely his caretaker.

For the little bit of time I did have on Raena, I can’t complain. I know I’ve had it better than

most were-creatures, even better than Tuck. I’'ve only been threatened to be hanged once, and that



was after I shifted to protect Tuck from being ripped to shreds. Thankfully, Clap was gracious
enough to buy both Tuck and me from the Slave Trader for double the price we’re worth.

“We’re going to be okay,” Tuck whispers to me again. He places his hand over my abdomen
and pats it softly. “We’re a// going to be okay. I promise. I'll figure something out.”

I wish he wouldn’t make promises he can’t keep.

ook
“Who do you think is most likely to buy her?”” one of the beast guards asks the other. I don’t know
why they speak so closely to my cell. It’s not like I can’t hear them. And it’s not like Tuck can’t hear
them either. They must know they’re making him angry.

But why would they care?

“I don’t know;,” the other guard says. “She won’t pass the weight test for the Fights, so Gill
won’t bid on her.

For once in my life, ’'m thankful that I’'m a runt. The Fights are no longer a concern of
mine. Yet, I am worried about the Fights still, not for me, though.

I sigh against Tuck’s neck, then inhale his scent, memorizing it, even though it is slightly
tainted with the smell of dried blood and mold from these dark, damp cells. He will pass the weight
test for sure, being so big and muscular. If he catches the
attention of enough sponsors to give him an upper hand in the Fights, he’d possibly be a favorite,
which gives him a chance at surviving, I can be thankful for that. I hope he’ll be stronger than the
others so that he can win, so he can live, so that maybe, one day, he might be able to find me. Then
we can both find our kids together.

One day.

I sigh again, because oze day is so far away. I'll have to let go of Tuck and be crushed several
times without surrendering to the pain before the idea of one day can even start.

One of the beasts huff but I’'m not sure which one. I tense, clenching Tuck’s shirt tighter. In
reaction to my tension, he pulls me closer, a growl so deep that only I can hear the vibrations in his
chest, migrating into his throat. He tries to keep it from coming out.

“Brock would take her,” one of them says. I think he’s the one that huffed. “She’s pretty
enough.”

Tuck tenses.

“Or,” the other beast says, the one that first spoke, “I could take her. As you said, she is

pretty enough.”



I want to cry, but I have no more tears left in me, only dry sobs that now threaten my sore
throat. I clap both hands over my mouth so no one hears me. I force myself to concentrate on
hiding my fear, but it’s pointless. I could be an unemotional rock and anyone would be able to see
how completely helpless and hopeless I am.

The same man adds, “Besides, Brock hasn’t purchased a slave in years.”

“He still attends all of Skar’s auctions,” the other one replies.

“But he never buys a single one. He’s had the same group of slaves for three years. Nothing
new. What makes you think he’ll buy her? Because she’s the prettiest tiger we’ve had here in years,
and Brock seems to fancy kitty cats?”

The other guard actually laughs. It sounds deep and raspy. He doesn’t answer his friend’s
question. “And yet you still go to his restaurant every Friday night to get drunk.”

“Hey,” he defends quickly. “I just always happen to have several drinks with my steak. I don’t
go for the lousy entertainment. When’s the last time you were there?”

“Three months.”

“Don’t worry; nothing’s changed.” The drunkard adds after a moment, “If Brock does buy
her, which I don’t see happening, I might be able to make a little deal with him.”

His friend laughs. “Really?” he says sarcastically. “A deal. With Brock.” This seems to amuse
the guard.

“Yep. Think about it for a moment. Brock’s in a small financial crisis. I’'m sure he won’t mind
a little pay for the girl to come over a few times a week, do you?”

“You're an idiot. Brock doesn’t do that kind of business anymore. Everyone knows that.”

“That’s why he’s in a financial crisis. He’s a lousy business man.”

“Ah, but you didn’t know him in his glory days. Something changed in him. People usually
build up from lousy to good to great. He did the opposite.”

“What’s your point?”

“He’s not going to agree to let the girl come over no matter how much you pay him. It’s not
about the money to Brock.”

The drunkard smirks. “We’ll see about that.”

I shiver. So this is it. No matter who purchases me, I may never get away from the drunkard.
It’s obvious by the way he looks at me and talks to me what he’s thinking, and how he’s unashamed

of himself.



The beasts look similar to the structure of humans, witches, and the person part of
were-creatures. However, they lack sympathy and compassion. I think something’s wrong with their
brains, because they seem proud of their horrendous behavior.

“It’s going to be okay,” Tuck whispers to me. “I won’t let him take you.” I like him telling me
this, but what can Tuck do? He really can’t keep the drunkard from taking me.

The drunkard strides over to our cell, leaning against the bars, staring holes into me. Tuck’s
arm tenses around me again. He pulls me closer to him, as if the beast is going to try to take me
away now. We both know he can’t though because it’s illegal. Then again, why should that stop a
beast?

“Hey, sweetheart,” he says. I won’t look at him. I curl into Tuck, clutching his tattered black
shirt tightly. Tuck suddenly growls from deep in his throat, angry, warning,

I want to shush him for his own safety, but I also want him to protect me. Keep the beast
away from me. Always hold me. Never let me go.

“Oh, shut up,” the beast commands, banging his fist on the metal of the cage, making me
startle. Tuck doesn’t listen. The growl grows into a predator’s growl, as if he’s promising to hunt the
beast later, once free from this cell.

“One day,” Tuck growls at the beast, “there won’t be any bars to separate you from me.”

The beast laughs, then says to Tuck, “It’s not like you’ll ever see her again. You, big guy, are
going to the Fights in Ode. I can practically guarantee that. You know the stats, right? Only one
outta a hundred make it to the finals, and only one outta ten in the finals makes it to the winning
slot.” He laughs when Tuck stops growling to assess the percentages. “And I’ve seen cats bigger than
you,” he adds wryly, and then strides off, whistling to himself.

My stomach churns. His words add another pound to my anxiety. Tuck has such a small
chance of making it through. I’'m nearly positive that no matter where I go, the Fights will be
displayed for everyone to see. I’'m going to watch Tuck die. I’'m going to watch him be torn to shreds
by another were-cat.

The witches suddenly don’t seem so bad anymore. I'd gladly go back and never ever think
another bad thing about Wise or Angel or anyone ever again, as long as it meant escaping this awful
place.

I miss Raena. I miss the witches. But mostly, I miss Kindness and Sunny.

Tuck doesn’t relax until we hear the two guards begin conversing again. His arm presses me

tightly into his side. His ribs pinch my chest and his hip digs into my bloated bladder.



I know he’ll have to let go when tomorrow comes, when the auction starts, when it’s time to
say goodbye.

As Tuck exhales, his arm lets go of me. He begins to take it away, but he quickly puts it back
around me when I hug myself tightly to him. His comfort’s like magic. It immediately calms my
racing heart and quiets my sobs. I hug him to me. The hard muscles on his body make him feel like a
stone expelling heat. Yet he’s so soft and so warm in this cold cell. He’s the only warmth.

I can’t help but think about our predicament. We both are being used as toys. Chess pieces in
the beasts’ game of entertainment and pleasure. That’s a crisis neither of us are used to. Being used
for labor’s one thing. Being used as a toy for entertainment is another.

“I'm sorry,” I whisper. “I know this is my fault.”

“What?” Tuck seems aghast. “How is this yoxr fault?”

“Because I talked Sunny and Kindness into getting involved with Freedom’s Calling again. I
had no idea it would lead to #5is.”

“That’s exactly why it z7 7 your fault,” he tells me. “If anybody is least responsible, it'd be
you.

My heart expands at his compliment, but I still feel guilty.

Tuck pets my arm, making goose bumps rise where his fingers stroke. Sometimes he reaches
up and lightly touches my cheek, then my ear, and then moves back to my arm. I don’t realize I'm
purring until he moves his face to my forehead, and rests his cheek there. It makes me hold my
breath and freeze all motion. Then there’s silence. Well, not complete silence. There’s the guards
whistling, and the meowing, growling, and purring of the other were-cats in Section Two who are all
waiting for the auction.

Tuck purrs lightly, keeping his face against my forehead. It’s not a happy purt. It’s his
mourning purr. I sigh and purr as well, wishing this moment would never end.

“You’ll be okay,” Tuck whispers after several minutes.

“What if that other beast...?”

As Tuck answers, I feel my mother’s song building in my throat. I 7eed to sing; music will
help me feel better. I just know it. “Even if that happens, you are strong. I believe in you, Sea-Sea.
You are strong.”’

My heart skips a beat. His words repeat in my head. I hug Tuck tighter.

I am strong.



Suddenly, I begin singing. I can’t help it. It just comes. It’s only a whisper, but I can’t stop it.
Then, I want to sing it louder because the sound of my mother’s song brings the hope back, brings
her back. It takes Tuck and I back to Raena, back together.

I realize after I finish singing a couple of verses that all of Section Two is silent. No one is
purring. No one is growling. No one is meowing. No one is whistling. No one is breathing,

“Don’t stop,” a gitl from across the aisle says when I grow quiet. She’s a good-sized gitl with
toned muscles and wide shoulders. She looks like a lion, I think. “Please,” she says, gripping the
metal bars that separate her cell from ours. I stare into her golden cat eyes for only a moment before

the words flow from me again.

“My heart’s request is, to see my world with

Peace in their hearts and courage that lasts.

To dance and sing by the morning’s sunlight.
Come with me, dearest—rto my forest.

Come with me, dearest—my heart’s request.”

A few, like the lion gitl, join in on the parts they pick up on. Tuck touches my abdomen every now
and then, remembering the cubs. I wonder why the guards don’t stop us. Isn’t this illegal? To sing of
joy in a treacherous place as this? To sing of joy on Aphalie, the world of the beasts, because this is a
dark and cruel place? If they find any sunshine, they blot it out. So why don’t they stop us?

I stop singing after a long while. The lion girl still sings, loud and proud, her voice sometimes
shaky with tears. A few others hum and whisper the lyrics along with her, but none are as passionate
as Lion Girl.

Tuck pulls me to him, snuggling his face into my hair. I like it too much. This will make
watching him leave, having to be separated, so much harder to bear. I can’t say no to him though.
But I guess I've never been able to say no.

“Sea-Anna,” he whispers.

“Yes?”” I whisper back, my voice catching on a sob in my throat.

“I’'m sorry. For what a jerk I've been to you.”

I'm confused. “Jerk?” He’s not a jerk. When has he treated me poorly? I don’t think I'd love

him or would have married him if I thought he were like that.



Apparently he doesn’t intend on answering my question directly. “I’'m just not good at
feelings”’

I wait for several seconds to see if he’d explain before saying, “I don’t understand.”

He’s quiet for a moment. “I’'m sorry. Emotion is hard for me.”

Oh.

“I know,” I whisper, reaching up and petting his white hair streaked with black stripes. That’s
why he never cries. Emotion is hard for him to reveal, whereas emotion is hard for me to conceal.
“That doesn’t make you a jerk. I love you.”

“I love you,” he whispers back, his voice cracking on the word /ove. I think it’s the first time
he’s ever said that with so much emotion, despite what he has said about fee/ings. It makes me never
want to let him go that much more.

A few minutes go by and the singing voices slowly quiet down until Lion Girl is the only one
humming the tune. I hope she doesn’t stop. I like the background noise being my mother’s melody
and not the sound of rage or depression.

Tuck moves my hair behind my ear. “I guess that I’'m just afraid I won’t make it to the
finals,” he whispers so close that I feel his warm breath on my face. “I’m afraid I’ll never see you
again.”

His lips press against my ear, lingering for a moment. I lean into his kiss, but that makes him
pull away, which confuses me.

He squeezes me against him, then releases me. His lips find my cheek this time, but he
doesn’t linger. A quick peck is apparently all 'm getting,

I feel his breath against my cheek. We stay completely still for a few moments. I can feel his
eyes boring into me, seeing me, watching me. I wonder, for only a moment, what he could be
thinking, Then I can’t stand it anymore. I finally turn my face so I can look in his blue eyes, so I can
see them before he’s gone.

His lips are abruptly on mine, eyes closed. They’re warm and dry, just like they always are.
Tuck’s hand creeps around my neck, the other is cradling my body against him. I embrace his face
with both my hands. The pale skin there is strained against his wide jaw. This is almost like a
goodbye kiss. I make myself not think about goodbyes and focus on this moment, but Tuck stops
kissing me. A part of me knows it’s necessary if we want to save us both heartache when the auction
comes. Another part of me doesn’t want to ever stop, because these are our last moments together. I

wish Tuck and I could just run off to that peaceful forest Lion Girl is still humming about and stay



there. There would be no “master” to serve or entertain. We’d be free. Completely and wonderfully
free.
We both startle when a bang on the metal bars of our cell echo through Section Two. “Get

up,” the guard orders. “Time for Prep.”

CHAPTER FIVE

PHAYLIE

I almost forgot I'm supposed to look attractive for the auction. I hope the beasts’ idea of prepping
doesn’t hurt, like their idea of entertainment is fatalities.

The guard moves on to Lion Gitl’s cell door, where there appears to be four other lions.
There is only one other lioness besides Lion Girl, but she’s bigger and uglier. Her jaw is too wide
and her eyes are too close together, her features far too sharp.

The guard moves on down the aisle, banging on the metal bars of the doors with a crowbar.
I notice in the other hand he holds a cattle prod. The metallic bangs echo, making the cells even
more horrid than before.

Beasts, two per every were-creature, come into Section Two, going to the cages where their
“jobs” are held. The guard starts with the lion’s cage, opening it for the five outlandishly dressed
beasts standing there, ready to turn them into something worth buying. By the clothing they wear, I
know they must be somewhat wealthy. I remember reading somewhere about beast attire
determining their social status.

I know who mine and Tuck’s beasts are. It’s obvious; they stand at our door. One male and
the other female, both dressed in tight black leather, wait for our cell to be unlocked. You can see in
their eyes the anticipation of taking us away from here and preparing us for the auction, making us
horribly pretty.

The male beast is bald, but I see that he has painted his head with black swirls that match the
pattern of his sparkling golden birthmarks that twist and twitl around his body. The only birthmarks
I see are the ones that climb his neck and trace his jaw, cutling around his ears and up onto his

forehead where they stop abruptly. He looks older. There are creases by his eyes, and he’s not that



thin. I remember reading once that the beasts age like the humans do. The beasts live longer than
the humans, but not much. If I remember correctly, it’s something like three hundred years.

The female beast is young, I notice. Her hair is not natural. It’s dyed a devilish black with
shining red highlights that are crimped by a hot iron. She has half her hair up in a high ponytail while
the other half is down, falling to her shoulders. I can smell her frizzy, slightly damaged crimped hair
from here. It smells like hairspray and oil. She wears a dark red color on her thin lips and too much
black around her dark brown eyes. She smiles at me. I see that she has surgically implanted fangs
with gold tips on her teeth. I guess she wanted them to match her golden birthmarks that twist
around her body. I can tell by the way she looks at me that she’s my stylist, and she’s anticipating
working on me.

After the lions have left the building with their stylists, it’s our turn. As the guard unlocks the
cell door, I cling to Tuck knowing this will possibly be the last moment we get to be together.

“I love you,” he whispers to me quickly as the stylists step into the cell and command us to
get up. We don’t move yet.

“I love you, too,” I whisper to him. “Always have, always will.”

“Soul matesr”

I want to smile at him, at his mild humor that he tries to lighten my fear with, but I can’t.
“Soul mates,” I agree, giving him a quick last kiss on his lips.

We don’t get a chance to say anything more. The woman beast is tugging on me while the
male tries prying Tuck’s embrace on me. Tuck gives up within seconds, and for some reason, it
disappoints me.

Why? Did I want him to be prodded with the guard’s cattle prod? Of course not! He made
the right choice to let go. I am the one refusing to let go. If I let go, it’s over.

After they try to get me to let go of my tight grip on Tuck several times, and Tuck begging
me to let go, I feel the guard closing the space between us, my back to him. Then the buzzing sound
of the prod coming to life fills the cell. I let go immediately, the fear of the power of electricity
coursing through my body causing me to surrender.

But it’s too late.

The guard shoves the prod into my side, jolting me with crippling pain. Tuck’s roar is loud.
The pain ends within seconds after it began, though it feels longer. I realize a moment later that
Tuck grabbed the prod and threw it across the cell where it smashed to pieces against the thick stone

wall. I think I heard the crash, but it sounded distant because of the amount of pain I was in.



“She let go,” Tuck says darkly, a growl still lingering in his throat. The guard bares his teeth
at Tuck as if it were natural for him to growl too, but he doesn’t say anything. He just grabs my arm
and jerks me to my feet. Tuck is beside me instantly. He won’t touch me though, because he knows
as much as I do that they don’t want to pry us apart. We don’t want them to pry us apart. And I
know that if I get my hands on him again, I won’t be able to let go.

“We have them,” the male stylist assures the guard. “Finish releasing the others.”

For safety measures, the guard tells one of the other guards to handcuff Tuck’s arms behind
his back so that he can’t hurt the stylist before we can get to our stations. He binds them so tightly
that Tuck’s hands begin to turn red and then purple from the lack of circulation. Tuck keeps his
head high and jaw locked even though it must be painful, and he fixes his eyes on me. A second
guard, one I’ve never seen before, attempts to put handcuffs on me next, but the female beast insists
that everything is under control. I can almost thank her. I’'m not as strong as Tuck when it comes to
pain, and I don’t like losing circulation in my body parts.

Instead, the guard takes my arm and presses something I can’t see against my ribs. “One
wrong move,” he whispers darkly in my ear, “and I'll fry you.”

I try not to tremble as we follow Tuck, the guard, and his stylist away from Section Two, the
were-cats forming and walking in a line down the hall. The guard holds Tuck the same way this
guard holds me, including the black plastic box pressed against his side.

A loud buzz and shrill of pain echoes through the hallway. Everyone looks back quickly to
see what happened. A guard stands there, holding a limp werejaguar girl in one arm. He has the
black box still pressed against her side. Not half a second passes before he lets go of her, and her
body hits the ground hard.

'?’

Her stylist curses loudly, then says to the guard, “You killed her!” He calls him a mean name,
then proceeds to inform him he owes him thousands of franks to compensate.

“Keep moving,” the guard holding me snaps, jerking me a step forward.

She died, that poor gitl. Just one jolt of electricity, and she’s dead. The black box pinches my
side more than it did before.

Behind and in front of us, two beasts—stylists and guards—accompany one were-cat as we
emerge into the bitter dark. The night sky is clear, and the stars are twinkling brightly. But wait, it’s
not nighttime. Is it?

“Do you want to know a secret?” the guard whispers to me. His tone has a touch of

amusement in it.



I swallow. “If you want me to know,” I answer, the box pinching my side. It shrinks my voice
to a whisper.

“The electricity,” he draws, mouth laid against my ear. “It can’t kill a beast. But it can kill one
of you. Isn’t that something?” He presses the box harder into my ribs. “Isn’t it?”

“Yes,” I gasp, trying not to feel the pain and failing,

He pulls the box back to a semi-comfortable position and smirks. “Bet you didn’t know that.
Witches don’t tell slaves much about beasts.”

But I did know already. From reading books, of course. There is something unknown in a
beast’s body that prevents them from being affected by electricity. Perhaps that is the reason their
birthmarks glow so intensely. Maybe they are made from electricity? Maybe it is their life source? It
would explain why lightning storms always brew on Aphalie. Maybe they need it to live.

A chilly gust of wind whips through us, tousling my hair into my face, and my denim skirt
flaps around my knees. I hold my breath immediately because the wind is stank, carrying the
wretched scent of sewage, smoke, and alcohol.

“I hate this time of the year,” my stylist mumbles.

Tuck’s stylist glances back at the woman, obviously overhearing her. “It’s my favorite time of
the year!” He laughs boisterously.

She scowls at him, baring her teeth. I don’t know if she means this gesture jokingly or if she’s
actually mad at him. “You know, I heard only invalids enjoy the Passing Darkness. The clean ones
enjoy the Days of Sun.”

Passing Darkness. Why does that sound so familiar? I must have read it somewhere a long
time ago, but I can’t remember what it is now.

“Suns are just big balls of fire,” he tells her, chuckling to himself. “You’d rather burn?”” He
looks over his shoulder and winks at her.

The corners of her mouth twitch upward for half a second, then her face is straight again.
“Better to burn to ashes than be eaten by your own skin.” After she delivers this sentence, she allows
her lips to form a smirk.

I think they’re flirting.

Suddenly, the man loses all humor. “How dare you joke about that, you thoughtless woman?”
The way he says this is like he’s telling her she’s done worse than broken silence. “Severa/ of my

family members are invalids.” He turns away, giving Tuck a hard shove forward, obviously angry.



I venture a gaze at the woman. She gnashes her teeth loudly, her nostrils flaring. I don’t think
she’s going to say anything back to him—which, if I were her, I would do the same. But, she yells,
making me startle, “We’ve all lost someone to the Birthmark Eater, you incoherent zoron!” Under
her breath, she calls him a nasty name and spits into a murky puddle on the sidewalk.

We follow Tuck, the guard, and his stylist to the corner of the street. The Auction House is a
lot closer to the Holding House here than it is in Territory Nine. It’s only a couple of minutes to
walk, even with us slowing down for traffic to pass.

Men and women—beasts and were-creatures—are walking around us, shoving us out of the
way. The were-creatures, I notice, aren’t always accompanied by a master. They all wear beast
clothing, which I find a bit strange. Some of the women are very provocative: skimpy short skirts
and transparent lacey tops. There are extreme cases of cleavage plus midriff on most girls. One
were-creature woman is wearing a strapless zebra-print dress that’s so short I don’t believe it could
get any shorter without it becoming a shirt. Maybe it is a shirt, but she’s wearing it like a dress. Then
again, looking at the way my stylist is dressed—short black leather dress that shows way too much
cleavage and is way too tight—I have a feeling that the girl is dressed appropriately to the code here.

The men walking around are half naked. Some wear shirts, but I’ve yet to see a shirt
buttoned up to cover their chests.

We pass one beast woman sitting on a bench with a stick in her mouth that produces smoke.
I remember seeing a picture of someone doing that in a book I read a long time ago. She’s smoking a
cigarette. I also notice that she’s pregnant under her black sequins-glittered dress. She’s very far
along; I can tell by the size of her belly.

The smoke chokes me. I cough and look at Tuck. He’s staring at the woman we’re passing,
coughing only a little. His eyebrows are furrowed together. I see him sniff in her direction, trying to
understand what’s in her mouth, but he catches a huge puff of her smoke, and a long round of
violent coughs issue.

Cigarettes are illegal on Raena. The witches are so health conscious that they don’t risk
damaging their bodies in any way. They like the natural way they are—except for the Witches’ Sleep,
of course. They hate that. I wonder why their bodies do it, fall into the Sleep and their souls travel to
human bodies.

I'm also curious as to why the beasts have Birthmark Eater. I wonder why their beautiful
birthmarks begin to eat their skin and turn them into something else, something monstrous,

something ugly.



I shrug away my thoughts when smoke invades my air and I begin coughing profusely.

Seeing the woman with the bulging pregnant body makes me think about what I’ll look like
in merely a few months. It makes me think about my children. Maybe my new master will at least let
me keep them for a year until they’re fully grown. Highly unlikely though.

As we enter the Auction House, several beasts are lined up in front of the Bidding Room’s
doors, waiting to be seated in their purchased seats. The richest beasts will be up front so they can
see the merchandise better. The poorest bidders may not even get seats. They may have to stand in
the back.

The stylists and guards take us to the very back, down long hallways that seem to never end.
Some of the people behind us disappear into rooms labeled with names. I wonder if they have our
names on them. I start looking for my name on a door. Tuck and his stylist stop at a door labeled
Sulwik, and they enter it, slamming the door in my face, breaking the steady connection mine and
Tuck’s eyes had.

I moan lightly, sounding a little pitiful, and then I regret it because I think the beast woman
wants to beat me now. I cringe away from her when she looks at me. She rolls her eyes dramatically,
dragging me to the door right next to the one Tuck went in. It’s labeled Phay/ie.

When we enter, a burst of cold air hits me, bringing up goose bumps on my arms and legs.
The scent of roses mixed with cigarette smoke and chocolate burns my eyes. I’'m glad there are roses
to mask the smell of smoke. It could be worse.

“My name is Phaylie,” my stylist says as she leads me to a small circular platform. The guard
quietly presses himself into a dark corner of the room, glaring at me. She motions for me to get on
the platform. I quietly step up as she examines my body. She tells me to strip, so I do.

“What’s your namer” she asks as she twirls her finger in the air.

I begin to spin slowly. “Sea-Anna.”

Her lips pinch to the side of her mouth as if she’s thinking. “Can you sing?” She turns her
back to me, going over to a closet in the corner. Lots of different kinds of clothing are stuffed in
there. All of it is either orange tiger print or black.

My mouth is dry. I swallow.

“Can. You. Sing?” she asks again in a hard tone, sounding aggravated.

“Yes,” I answer quickly, lest she beat me.

“Then szng,” she hisses. After several long, quiet seconds, the only sound being that of

clothing rubbing together as Phaylie shuffles through the closet, she looks at me, straight into my



eyes, into my soul. “I said sing,” she says. My throat is dry as I start to sing. I sound horrible. I
haven’t had anything to drink since I left Sunny’s house. How long has it been since Tuck and I were
taken from the streets in Nine? Hours? Days?

I’m only halfway through the first chorus when she stops me, saying, “Okay, that’s enough.”
She pulls out a dress with a black sweetheart bodice that sparkles slightly when the light hits it. The
waist and skirt of the dress is tiger print. The skirt is short and poufs out from all the tulle and lace
sewn into it.

I bite my lip. I don’t think she liked my singing, “I can do better,” I whisper. “I’m just so
thirsty.”

She hands me the dress, ordering me to put it on. Then she leaves the room without another
word.

I pull the dress on my petite body and look at myself in the mirror. Memories of me wearing
Sunny’s green dress flashes through my mind, and all I want to do is take this wretched thing off.
Last time I wore something like this, I got into trouble.

Then I remember that I'm supposed to wear it. The beasts like it when I wear pretty stuff.

Can’t life ever be simple?

Phaylie comes back in, startling me. She’s carrying a pitcher of water and two empty glasses.
She pours both glasses, hands one to me and keeps one for herself. Once I have the glass to my
mouth and the water is touching my lips, I'm guzzling it. I didn’t know how thirsty I really was. 1
drink until the glass is empty.

“Okay,” Phaylie says after I finish the whole glass. She takes it away, refills it, but she doesn’t
give it back to me. She sets it on the round coffee table and turns back to me, assessing the dress on
me. “Sing,” she tells me once again.

I inhale deeply and exhale. Then, I sing. She moves over to a trunk in the corner of the room
and pulls black pantyhose out of it, then tosses the hose at me. I struggle to pull them on. When I'm
done singing and wrestling the hose onto my legs, she pinches her lips to the side. “Yes. I can work
with this.”

She returns to the closet. Phaylie gives me a pair of tall high heels. The surface is covered in
tiger print to match the skirt of my dress. I don’t think she notices my fear. I try hiding it, even if she
doesn’t notice.

Over the next hour, Phaylie teaches me a new song. She doesn’t like my mother’s song that

I’'ve been singing. She says it’s not sexy, and I need to be sexy if I want a bidder to give a pretty



penny for me. I don’t like that idea very much. Being sexy is not something I’'m exactly used to
doing. Or something I’m particularly good at for that matter. I’'m awkward. Plain and simple.

When my kids are sold, I hope they go to Raena. Maybe Sunny and Kindness will find them
and somehow know they are mine. I don’t want them to be influenced by this world. It can’t be
healthy living here. Physically, mentally, or emotionally.

Phaylie teaches me a few small moves to do so that I’'m not just standing there doing nothing
but singing. It’s just a few small things like shoulder shaking at certain verses, and then during the
chorus I make a semi-circle with my right arm keeping my left on my hip as I “pop” it.

I have no idea how I’'m going to do this in front of hundreds of people.

I miss the house and garden work.

“Sea-Anna, sweetie,” Phaylie interrupts me suddenly, massaging her forehead with
black-nailed fingers. She doesn’t sound happy. “Stop.”

I think I’'ve offended her or have done something wrong. Was the semi-circle off? Was my
hip not popping enough for her?

I duck my head, looking at the high heels I've been struggling to keep my balance on. Over
the last hour I've learned exactly where to place my weight and where not to place it. I'm getting
better.

“Sea-Anna.” I look up. Phaylie hands me my glass filled with water. I gladly take it and sip it.
“You obviously don’t want to make me happy,” she comments.

I don’t say anything.

“Look,” Phaylie says, taking my water and setting it on the coffee table. “You aren’t very
enthusiastic. All bidders look for enthusiastic gitls. Gitls that seem like they’re happy. You look sick.
That’s not very appealing, tigress.”

I swallow, hoping she doesn’t catch that I a sick. I have a feeling that she does know. Why
else would she mention it?

Phaylie plops down on the sofa in such a way that I know Songs would scold her for it, even
if she is a total stranger. I can almost hear Songs’ voice in my head. “That5 so unladylike! You onght to be
ashamed!” she would say. She might even shake the index finger of one hand and place her other on
her hip.

“Now, do it again,” Phaylie says. “This time, give me more enthusiasm. Make 7z want to buy

you.



My eyebrows raise. I hesitate. Make Phaylie want to buy me? She’s been so unimpressed with
me this whole time! How can I possibly do what she’s asking?

She waves at me impatiently, aggravated. “That means go! Now!”

So, I go. I force myself to smile. I make my hip pop a little harder, and I even bob my head
to the same side, making my ratted hair fly back and forth. I give more emotion to the words, like I
really mean what I’'m saying, like I love each sin.

When I’'m finished, I’'m out of breath and completely disgusted with myself, but Phaylie is
smiling and clapping. “Bravo!” she says as she stands. “Bra-»o! I’d like to see any other female
were-creature top zhatl”

Somehow;, I feel worse than before.

She motions me to get off the platform. She stands in front of me, smiling, and takes my
hand.

“Sea-Anna,” she begins, “we need a bigger bang to your lovely tale. Is there any information
you can give me that will shoot the bids through the roof?”

My children are the first thing that enter my mind, but the thought of Phaylie using them
makes me nauseated. “No,” I whisper, but Phaylie doesn’t believe me. She sees the fear on my face
and hears it coated in the single false word.

Why wasn’t I born with a gift to hide behind a mask, to tell a fib and it seem true?

“I think you do,” she whispers back, so darkly that it makes me whimper and I choke on my
tears. “Sea-Anna,” says Phaylie. “Tell me now.”

I should tell her. They’ll do a pregnancy test on me before I go on stage anyway. It’s
mandatory. If I don’t tell her, what would happen?

I close my eyes, pretend Phaylie is Sunny, and say, “I’'m pregnant.” I wanted it to sound a
little more happy, but it sounds like I’'m dying and I just told her the name of the disease that’s killing
me.

Surprisingly, Phaylie’s reaction is what I would imagine Sunny’s would be: Very excited.



CHAPTER SIX

MAKE OVER

Phaylie shrills excitedly and claps her hands. “You’re going to make me a forzune! This is the best one

’7,

I’'ve had in years?” When she sees that I'm confused, she says, “I get a percentage of every slave sold.
The higher the bids on a slave, the more I make.” She smiles and shakes her shoulders with more
excitement. “Cubs! Yes!”

Sunny’s reaction would be excited, but it wouldn’t be because of selfish gain. She would be
happy for me and Tuck, not for herself. Herself would be the farthest thing from her mind.

I regret telling Phaylie now, and I think it’s because she makes me feel like my only worth is
because of the children, because I’'m pretty, because I’'m just a tigress—not because I'm a woman
having babies. Phaylie sees me as an animal, not a person.

“Tigress,” she says, “how far along are you?”

“A week or two. I’'m not really sure.”

“Obviously,” she says. “You have four months left.”

“Five,” I correct. I bite my lip and quickly cower away from her because I'm afraid I
offended her pride.

She doesn’t even blink though as she shuffles through the chocolate dish on the coffee table.
“That’s what I said.”

She makes me practice the song only two more times, and then she wants me to rest my
throat so she tells me not to talk, cry, or anything. I don’t complain since she gives me as much water
as I want and a few meat-flavored biscuits. They taste weird, artificially flavored, but I don’t show
any expression other than gratefulness on my face. It’s food, and I’'m hungry.

While I’'m resting, sitting on a hard wooden chair across the room from the plush red sofa
where Phaylie reclines, a knock issues at the door.

Phaylie jumps up. She looks overjoyed at the knock. “Come in!” she sings, running over to
the trunk she found my pantyhose in. She sticks her hand in and yanks out a white sheet.

The door opens without hesitation and two were-creatures stand on the other side—one girl,
one boy. I can’t tell what animal they are. They’re small, smaller than I am, and their big eyes are a

dark, dark brown. Their noses are small and their lips are thin. Their hair is a dirty blonde color.



They look like kids in a way. Pre-teens. They each carry a medium-sized black bag with them. I
wonder what they’re here for.

“Well, finally?”” Phaylie says when they shut the door behind them. “I was about to make a
phone call.”

The two kids don’t seem fazed by Phaylie’s threats. They just follow her as she approaches
me. I try standing but the boy shakes his head at me and motions for me to stay sitting,

Phaylie takes the white sheet and lays it across my body, tying it around my neck. Everything
is covered by the sheet except my neck and head.

“Alright then,” Phaylie says, retreating back to the sofa. “Do your work, my little bunnies.”

The two were-creatures unzip their bags and pull items out, laying them neatly in a line,
labels on the various containers facing them.

Bunnies. They’re wererabbits. They aren’t pre-teens. Wererabbits just stop aging at a
younger-looking age than almost all were-creatures. There’s no telling how old they really are. Could
be hundreds of years.

Wererabbits are very rare on Raena since they aren’t good for much other than
companionship, as in a pez. A few witch couples will buy a wererabbit if they miscarry or lose a child.
I guess the reason is because witches can’t get pregnant more than once, another physical
supernatural flaw they have. In a way, wererabbits are probably the best treated slaves on Raena.

The boy takes a bottle and squeezes clear gel into his palm. He lathers it in his hands until it
looks sudsy, and then he rubs it on my face. The girl takes a white brush and presses a button on the
handle. I’'ve seen one of these tools before; it’s an exfoliating brush. The head spins, and it exfoliates
the skin.

She’s too rough. I have to refrain from complaining that she’s peeling my flesh off as she
rubs my face with the brush. The buzzing sound it makes begins annoying me very quickly.

They rinse the suds off, and then the boy gently spreads white cream on my face. I inhale
deeply in relief. It’s heaven on my skin—soothing. Also, it has a hint of a sweet-scent that reminds
me of the trees on Raena.

They leave the cream to soak into my face and move on to my hair. Wash, rinse, repeat. They
blow dry it until it’s only halfway dry, and then put steaming hot curlers in. The girl burns the tip of
my ear with one, which makes me shrill slightly from the shock, not the pain.

“Watch it, Raya!” Phaylie yells at the girl, startling all three of us. “That tiger is my fortune.

She has to be absolutely perfect.”



“I apologize,” Raya says to Phaylie, and then nods at me her personal apology.

I mouth “i% okay.”

“Do her back,” Phaylie orders. “She has awful bacne.”

They take off the sheet and Phaylie tells me to take off my dress so they can exfoliate my
back and shoulders. She doesn’t want any of the soap getting on the pretty dress.

The peeling away of my flesh is more tolerable on my back than it was on my face, though at
times I feel like squirming from how uncomfortable the brush is against the skin it has scrubbed
several times already. When the boy squeezes a glop of the soothing cream onto his hand and starts
putting it on my back, relief floods over me again.

When they finish my back, they move to my legs. There are very tiny prickles of hair growing
back from when I shaved at Sunny’s. They wax it all off, which hurts. I have to grip the edge of the
chair to keep from running away. After they finish waxing my legs, they take a short gray stick that
has a red bulb on the end of it. They point it at one of my legs and turn it on. Immediately, it’s hot.
The bulb is a good three inches from my skin but it feels like it’s touching me, burning me to the
marrow in my bone. I grit my teeth and squeeze my eyes shut to keep from crying out.

After they finish running the bulb down both my legs, Raya whispers to me, “I know it
hurts, but you’ll never have to do this again, so it’s worth it. Right, Dale?r”

The boy nods. “The laser keeps your hair from growing back. Okay, now we have to do your
armpits.”

I nearly choke when I realize they want to wax and burn my underarms too. They remove
the sheet so I can lift my arms. They end up making me lay down on the floor, one of them holding
my arms above my head because I flinch and try pulling down my arms every time they get near me
with the hot purple wax.

It hurts worse than my legs. I actually end up shedding a few tears by the time they finish
with the laser treatment.

They move back to my face. Raya tells me to close my eyes, so I do. She puts some kind of
chilled liquid on the base of my eyelashes, and then presses something to it. “These are fake
eyelashes. They are supposed to make your eyelashes look thicker and longer,” she tells me. She does
this for both of my eyes. Then I feel a small soft-bristle brush patting my eyelid. I assume they’re
putting color on me. They finish with my eyes and begin powdering the rest of me. They even lightly

powder my shoulders.



Phaylie starts talking to us. When I look at her, I see she’s laying on the sofa, feet in the air,
toes flexing to an inaudible beat. She’s looking at a cell phone screen she’s holding in her hand above
her face. “Ugh. Apparently Governor Deitolsh is passing that stupid law.”

Dale says, “The one about higher taxes for the rich, ma’am?”

“Of course,” Phaylie says, her tone slightly acidic. “What else would I be talking about?
Stupid governor doesn’t know anything. I should be governor. I would be awesome. Wouldn’t I?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Dale says in an enthusiastic voice.

Raya adds, “You would be the best governor that ever lived.”

“Stop kissing up,” she says, popping a piece of chocolate in her mouth. Around the
chocolate, she says, “You two aren’t getting to see your kids tonight. I thought I made that clear
earlier.”

Dale and Raya don’t say a word, but I see their expressions fall in disappointment. Their eyes
droop a little, and Raya even tears up.

Dale and Raya have kids, and Phaylie keeps them apart from each other. From the way it
sounds, Phaylie uses their children as a leveraging tool, a way to ensure Dale and Raya stay loyal to
her and never step out of line.

The mention of kids has me thinking of my cubs. I wonder if they will all be girls, like the
litter ’'m from, or maybe they will all be boys. I hope none of them are runts or deformed in any
way. I don’t want them to think they’re burdens.

What if my new master tries using them like Phaylie uses Dale and Raya’s children? What if
he keeps them away
from me, only allowing me to see them every now and then as a reward for good behavior? I push
the thought away.

Time passes. I think about Tuck, wonder what he’s doing right now. Is Sulwik going to make
him sing and dance too? That would be a sight to see; Tuck never sings or dances. Maybe, since
Sulwik probably will want Tuck to appease Gill, he’ll have him lifting weights. That makes more
sense.

My thoughts weave into impossible dreams. I dream about Tuck running in here and taking
me away. I dream about him taking us to Torx, because I know that he won’t go back to Raena even
if the only friends we have live there. If we have a chance of escaping, he’ll insist on going to Torx,

going home. Because that’s where we belong. Strangely, I have no problem with this idea. I mean, I'll



miss Sunlight and Kindness dearly, but I won’t regret saving my kids from a life of slavery. I know
Tuck won't either.

I marvel in my dreams and soak up the pleasantness of could-be and would-be. I tell myself
not to think of it. I tell myself to think of freedom, of happiness, of my children’s smiling faces, of
my family not being separated.

Phaylie suddenly claps her hands together, startling us. She jumps off the sofa, bounding
over to the tiger-print dress she hung back up. She takes it down as she says, “Time to practice! You
need to have this number down before tomorrow morning.”

And now I'm back to reality.

END OF FREE PREVIEW
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