
Chapter 1 

 

 

I stand over the young woman asleep on her side, next to a male. An elongated pillow 

rests between her knees and under her enlarged belly, supporting her womb.  

Searching the bedroom – as I must – I look for any signs that would prevent me from 

fulfilling my duty. As usual, there are none. No one from today remembers the ancient 

agreement. 

I return to the bed. Glaring down at her mate, the corners of my mouth tighten into a 

scowl. How can any self-respecting female allow a son of Adam to defile her?  The bile in my 

stomach churns, creating a bitter taste in my mouth, making me want to spit. Control, Ariel. Stay 

in control. 

I’m not here for him. He is not my purpose. I must serve the Mother the way I’m 

expected. Taking a deep breath, I return to my task.  

Holding out my hand, palm facing down, I listen to the expectant mother’s breathing. Her 

heartbeat comes into focus, slow and rhythmic. Moving my hand so it hovers over her belly, 

another pulse emerges, faster but still harmonious – the child. 

Directing all my attention on the mother’s womb, a gentle, soft glow made from 

thousands of faintly illuminated sand-like particles rise from her. They grow in intensity as I 

gradually lift my hand. The tiny crystals follow, collecting below my open palm forming into a 

baseball size orb. 

It always fascinates me, what the soul looks like outside of the body, maybe because I 

don’t have one myself.  None of us half-breeds do. 



Holding a soul is the closest I get to feeling – I don’t think happiness is the right word, 

but maybe peace. 

I close my hand and the sphere shrinks and eventually disappears as I form a fist.  I stand 

there for a moment observing the woman, who begins to stir.  That’s my cue to exit. 

Retracing my way downstairs, back to the kitchen door, I stand in front of it and 

concentrate.  A cold sensation flows through me as my body ripples and becomes translucent, 

like peering through imperfect glass.  This is one perk of being half demon, no need for a lock 

pick.  It takes a lot of energy and I can’t maintain this form for very long, but it’s enough.  I step 

forward through the doors.   

 From an opened window a panicked voice speaks. 

“Something’s wrong with the baby!  Honey, wake up!  You have to call Doctor 

Goldberg!” 

The Mother will be pleased.  I can find peace in that, I suppose. 

I’m never in a hurry to go back.  I enjoy riding around on my motorcycle.  Wearing my 

black leather jacket and feeling the wind racing by.  But honestly, it’s more the sense of 

connection with humanity after harvesting, maybe because I have a soul, even if it’s not mine. 

I find a nearby elementary school with a half basketball court and playground.  After 

removing my helmet, I dismount and walk to the swing set.   

Doing anything at all on the outside is better than the best day in the dorm.  Looking up at 

the sky, I see the constellation Orion is already setting.  A sign spring is almost here.   

A few minutes pass.  A group of boys wander onto the school grounds.  They’re in their 

mid to late teens, like me.  One is bouncing a basketball that echoes off the nearby houses on this 

otherwise silent evening. 



I should head back.  I’m supposed to avoid all contact with humans, but if they keep to 

themselves, it won’t be a problem. 

As they head to a half court near the playground, the one with the ball sees me and stops 

dribbling. 

“Hey, we have a fan,” he says with a grin that begs to be wiped off his face. 

Ignore them. 

I’m not surprised I drew their attention.  It’s not that I’m attractive because I’m not.  Nor 

am I ugly.  I’m average.  In fact, everything about me is average.  Average body, average height 

and average build.  Average face, average eyes, average lips.  I’m average by design.  My 

existence benefits from being inconspicuous so I can blend in with a crowd and vanish from 

people’s memories after I leave.  Other members of my family are beautiful – some are homely, 

it all depends on our purpose.   

Nevertheless, the male gender is very predictable, particularly at this age.  Teenage boys 

spend half their time trying to get laid, which is odd since they spend the other half of their time 

doing things most girls would find repulsive. Hell, the same can be said for the adults of their 

gender. 

I’m not really a fan of humans in general.  The way they skitter across the planet like 

cockroaches, leaving a trail of disease and pollution in their wake proves they are lesser than me.  

I may only be half demon, but I cling to that half in attempt to disassociate myself from my 

human side.  Though, I’m not always successful.   

I don’t necessarily see the bad in them like we are taught in school, even though it has 

been drilled into my head by Batal.  ‘Humans are a blight on the world,’ she would preach every 



day.  ‘Deserving of no mercy or pity.’  That mantra became ingrained in our minds until the 

words themselves lost all meaning, but not their effects.   

When I see the boys walking towards me, I feel the repulsion rise, like spotting a bug 

crawling over your barefoot.  You instinctively want to crush it for infringing on your personal 

space.  When I’m working, the last thing I need is a distraction. 

Unfortunately, four distractions are approaching right now. 

“What are you doing here all by yourself, baby doll?”  The boy with the basketball asks.  

He’s about five foot ten.  I can tell he’s trying to make himself appear taller, and probably 

flexing his muscles to appear stronger.  But ‘baby doll’?  Seriously? 

I avoid eye contact.   

“Leave her alone, Nick,” another boy says. “Come on, let’s just shoot some hoops.” 

“Not so fast, maybe she needs help.  It would be rude of us to ignore her,” the one called 

Nick suggests, speaking in a manner too friendly to be sincere. 

I continue to examine the sky. 

“So why are you sitting all by yourself?” 

I remain silent. 

“Awww, don’t ignore me.  Why would you do that?”  Nick places the ball on the ground 

and sits on the swing next to me.  He couldn’t act more like an asshole if he tried. 

The other two watch, smiling, but the one who spoke up earlier appears uncomfortable.  

“Guys, can we just play some basketball?  She wants to be alone.”   

“Hey, Mike, it’s a public park,” Nick snaps at his friend.  “If I want to sit on a swing, I 

can.  You want to go play, then go play with yourself.” 



Nick’s comment earns him quiet chuckles from his other associates.  Mike rolls his eyes 

and shakes his head in disapproval.  I’m curious about Mike’s reasons for interfering with Nick’s 

plans.  A thought that would earn me at least twenty lashes from Batal. 

“You should listen to your friend,” I address Nick but watch Mike with interest, though I 

realize speaking was a mistake.  That would cost me fifty, easily.  What’s wrong with me? 

 “Hey, she talks!” Nick says, returning to his overly friendly tone.  “I’m just sitting on a 

swing.  Nothing wrong with that?  Is there anything wrong with that, guys?” 

“Nope, nothing wrong,” The other two reply like trained monkeys.  Mike glares at Nick. 

“See, there’s nothing wrong with it, Mike.”  Nick reaches over and runs his grimy fingers 

through my hair.  “Just sitting on a swing, trying to make a new friend.” 

I don’t stop him.   Though I can feel my blood pressure rise, I need to maintain my 

control.  If I remove his fingers, I may just remove his hand from his wrist completely.   

Control, Ariel. This scumbag isn’t worth the trouble. 

“Enough, Nick.  I’m not going to stand here and let you…” 

“Then leave, preacher boy!”  Nick fires at Mike. 

The two other boys watch as their friends enter a standoff.  They seem excited at the 

prospect of an impending fight.  Textbook macho bullshit. 

I consider getting on my bike and leaving.  But this interaction between Nick and Mike is 

too captivating to pass up.  I quickly assess the two possible combatants.  Nick appears stronger 

though it's hard to gauge since they are wearing jackets.  Mike is the tallest and seems in good 

shape as well.  One on one, it would be an even match.  If either of the other two decide to side 

with Nick, which seems to be the case, Mike will lose the battle. 



Nick continues to caress my hair.  I squeeze the chain tighter, struggling to maintain 

control of my temper.  I can feel my entire body tingling with anger as red flashes along the 

corners of my sight.  I close my eyes and chew the inside of my cheek. 

“No,” Mike replies.  “I’m not letting you harass her.  Don’t be stupid.” 

Mike’s persistence is confusing, distracting me from my anger. 

Nick scowls at his friend, then turns to me.  The others stand in anticipation, like a couple 

of dogs waiting for a treat.  Mike takes several steps toward the swings and crosses his arms, 

indicating he’s ready to take this further.   

As the standoff reaches the point where it would become physical, a police car coasts 

down the street.  Moments later a floodlight blinds us. Great, why don’t we just fire up the grill 

and have a cookout?  Let’s invite the whole freakin’ neighborhood. 

“Grounds are closed kids.  Time to head back home,” the officer announces through a 

bullhorn. I could be grateful the cop is too lazy to escort us to our homes, seeing how late it is. 

Nick considers the situation.  “Fine.” He picks up the ball and stands.  Turning to me, he 

announces, “You’re not even my type.  Too much of a butterface.”   

Well, darn my luck anyway.  I’m heartbroken.  Oh wait!  Don’t go, please stay…creep. 

 He throws the ball hard to Mike, who catches it.  As he passes by, Nick purposely bumps 

him. 

“If you guys want to shoot hoops, you can do it without me,” he calls as he heads back to 

the street. 

The other two mutter something as they walk off, leaving Mike alone with me. 



“Sorry about all this.  I’ll make sure they don’t backtrack and bug you again,” he says, 

and with a nod, walks off.  Holding the ball under his arm, he makes his way down the street, 

following his friends. 

At least I didn’t need to confront them.  The one called Mike saved their lives, and me, a 

potential headache.  It was odd behavior for a male to display. 

I slide off the swing and make my way back to my bike.   

The patrol car continues on its route. 

I look at the clock on my iPod.  Shit!  That little interaction took longer than I thought.  

There’s no way I will be able to make it back to the dorm before my curfew.  There will be Hell 

to pay. 

  



 

 
Chapter 2 

 

 

 

 

I speed back to the city, ignoring all speed limits and traffic lights. Being late is a sign of 

disrespect.  And disrespect is not tolerated in any form. 

Our dorm is a three-story cream brick building located in downtown Chicago, an area known as 

The Loop.  Like me, it’s nondescript.  Walking by it, you probably wouldn’t even notice it, though it is 

out of place.  There are no windows, only a single door in the center.  It stands back from the street with 

an empty lot in front, blocked off by an iron fence. 

“Ariel!”  A familiar voice bellows as I enter the foyer through the back alley.  

A combination of rigid discipline and her appearance has conditioned me to look down the 

moment I hear her voice.  “Mistress Batal.”   

Her eyes are like a snake’s, and her pupils dilate and contract independently of the 

lighting. Otherwise, she is attractive.  She appears to be in her early thirties, with short, platinum blonde 

hair, but she has never told us her real age. 

There are many rumors about Batal.  One says she caught a girl stealing and stared at her until she 

burst into flames, then continued to glare as she screamed and burnt to ash.  Batal has never attempted to 

dispel the story.   

“Are you aware of the time?”   

“Yes, Mistress Batal.”  



“Look at me when I’m talking to you,” she says.  As I raise my head, I notice her tongue flicks 

for an instant, showing its forked tip. 

The hairs on my arms and back of my neck prickle, as if lightning is about to strike me.  Her 

brows wrinkle and her neck extends as she burrows into me with those freak show eyes.  I swear I can 

feel her tunneling inside my head, and it takes every ounce of will not to shudder. 

“It is two twenty-five in the morning,” she says.  “For your sake I hope you are not empty 

handed.” 

I hold out my fist and focus, hoping my hand doesn’t shake.  Slowly I open it, palm facing up, 

and the glowing ball appears. 

Batal examines it, her pupils expanding and retracting without purpose.  She holds out an ancient 

looking box with various engravings on it.  She waited for me to return, expecting me to have collected a 

soul. 

The box is from the Netherworld, made from Zaqqum wood, a type of tree that grows there.  It’s 

laced with something called firmament veins, which gives the wood a sparkly quality.  Carvings of trees 

and ancient symbols decorate the sides.  It allows her to store souls in it, before their delivery to The 

Mother.  Only my kind can hold a soul.   

I guide the sparkling orb into the box, and she closes it. 

“Male.  Good.  The Mother accepts your offering,” she says.  “It does not excuse you from your 

tardiness.” 

“I’m sorry, Mistress.”  My voice cracks, as I avert my eyes. 

I’ve shown weakness.  It will not go unpunished.  

She grabs my chin, digging her talon-like fingers into my skin and raises my head so I’m staring 

directly into her eyes.  Images of me spontaneously combusting flood my mind.  I focus on steadying my 

breathing to maintain control. 

“The curfew is two o’clock for harvesters.  You are twenty-five minutes late.”  Her voice is 

curt.  “Do you mean to mock my tenets?”  



“No, Mistress.”  To my surprise, my voice remains steady, despite the fear coursing through my 

veins. 

“You will receive no nutritional sustenance, and will be confined to your dormitory for two 

days.  No visitors or music permitted.  I will decide whether or not to revoke further harvesting privileges 

until your eighteenth birthday.  Dismissed.”  Batal releases me but drags her nails, tearing the skin off my 

chin – I can feel the coolness of the wet blood as it drips and runs down my neck.  Then she turns and 

walks toward her office with the box, leaving me alone. 

I’m not sure which hurts more – her scratches or the threat of not being allowed to harvest.  

Fortunately, my eyes don’t start to water until she leaves.  Crying is a weakness.   

My eighteenth birthday is fifteen months away.  Being trapped for over a year inside is 

unthinkable. 

My group, the ‘harvesters’ are the only students that can leave the dorm.  Starting at age sixteen, 

we can leave to collect souls, so I’ve been outside numerous times now.   

I make my way to the washroom and clean my face.  One would think I got into a fight with a 

Doberman or even a Hellhound from the look of the gashes.  I exhale audibly and quickly head to my 

dorm before Batal decides she was too lenient.  

My room has all the joy and comfort of a prison cell.  It consists of a small cot, a three-drawer 

dresser, and a simple desk with a wooden chair, all spaciously crammed into a five by seven, white 

painted, cinder block room.  Posters and other wall hangings are prohibited, but we have two small 

shelves to place whatever possessions we have.  

I cautiously close my door and lock it.  I place my motorcycle key on my desk and my iPod in its 

charger.  

No music hurts me more than no food.  I love music.  I listen to classic rock, New Age, Metal or 

whatever, depending on my mood.   

I neatly drape my jacket over the chair and remove my shoes before flopping down on my cot.  I 

check the time on the radio display of the charger.  I have a long two days ahead of me.   



I close my eyes and my mind wanders to the gang of boys from the playground.  Mike’s actions 

confuse me.  Based on what Batal and the others teach me, men are motivated by their urges for sex, 

power, or material possessions.  If he wanted to play hero, then after the others left I would have expected 

him to make some move, feigning to be my savior and deserving of my gratitude.  Did he expect I’d chase 

after and throw myself at him?  Yeah, right. 

A soft knock on my door interrupts my thoughts.  Stepping delicately across the cold bland tiled 

floor I whisper.  “Who is it?”  Batal never would knock, she uses the skeleton key or if she’s mad enough, 

travels through the door and materializes without warning. 

“Faith.” 

“I’m not allowed visitors, Faith.  We’ll get into trouble.  Go back to bed.” 

Before I even finish my sentence, she solidifies next to me.  

“Fat chance, sis,” she says.  I roll my eyes. 

“You know I hate it when people do that.” 

“I’m not people, I’m family.”  Faith saunters over to my cot and sits down. 

“You’re a bitch,” I say playfully. 

“Like I said, family,” she throws out a disarming smile at me then notices the gashes in my chin.  

Her smile fades.  “Nice.  Better than a whipping I suppose.” 

Faith is every boy’s wet dream.  Tall, blonde, deep blue eyes, tan complexion – even though she 

doesn’t sunbathe – and an hourglass shape.  Of course, beauty serves her purpose.  She’s a 

succubus.  Well, half succubus.  Like most in her group, she already has flirting down to an art 

form.  Hell, I have zero sexual desire and she turns me on when she works it.  

“What do you want?  I don’t need Batal extending my sentence.”  I lean on the door and cross my 

arms over my chest. 

“Solitary, huh?  You got off easy.  I once overslept and missed part of her lecture.  She whipped 

me fifty times.  Five lashes for each minute.”  Faith lies back on my mattress and stretches 

nonchalantly.  In her bedtime attire of bikini shorts and halter-top, her well-toned mid-drift shows, 



exposing the one difficulty she may have in ensnaring men.  She, like all of us, has no belly button.  We 

aren’t born the same way as humans. 

Many of my sisters have opted to get tattoos there, so it appears more natural. 

“Yeah, I remember, so stop shitting around, and get back to your room.”  I nod to the door. 

“What’s she going to do to me now?  I’m outta here in four days.”  She lazily swings one of her 

arms in an arc along my thin mattress, watching it as if her own beauty entrances her.  “Then I’ll finally 

be able to leave this hellhole like you get to do.” 

“Oh, right, your birthday.”  Disappointment laces my words. 

“I’m eighteen Thursday.  My sentence ends then.”  She winks at me.  “Jewelry and high-end 

clothing will do nicely, thank you.” 

When we turn eighteen, we are on our own.  Batal throws you some cash, an identity, and what 

few possessions you have and shows you the door. 

“You will still serve The Mother.”  I try to imitate Batal’s strict voice. 

She glances over at me, not amused.  “But on my own terms.  No more curfews, beatings, or 

gruel those imps turn out in that so-called kitchen.”  Faith stands up.  “And best of all, no more this.”  She 

holds out her hands and scans the room as she does a graceful twirl. 

 “It won’t be the same here without you.  You, Isabella, and I were inseparable.  Now, I’m the 

only one left, with over a year to go.” 

“Isabella – always in trouble…”  Faith lets out a melodic giggle.  “Like you.” 

“Yeah, she saved our asses more than once.  She took a lot of heat for us too.  Yet, I think Batal 

was impressed with her.”  I smile.  “I still think she had something to do with me being granted my bike.” 

“Maybe.” Faith shrugs.  “You two were so much alike.  But I tolerated her anyway.  So did you 

appease The Mother today?” 

“Yeah, probably the only reason my sentence was so light.”  I pause for a moment.  “Faith, can I 

ask your opinion on something?” 



“What are big sisters for?”  She grabs a lock of her golden hair and whirls it around her finger, 

not truly vested in my question. 

“While I was in a park, some boys came to play basketball but when they saw me, they tried to 

start something.” 

“Expected and typical.”  My sister rolls her eyes.  “Don’t let Batal find out.” 

 “I won’t.  But there was one guy who seemed – civil.  He tried to stop his friends from harassing 

me, to the point he was ready to fight them himself.  It didn’t make sense.” 

“Airy, come on,” Faith places a hand on her hip.  “Don’t tell me you’re growing a soul.  Or 

worse, a conscience.” 

“Hardly,” I say, swallowing.  “But, I’ve been outside a number of times.  And I know children of 

Adam are lesser beings, but…” 

“Okay, stop.”  Faith gives me a stern look.  “Don’t.” 

“What do you mean?  Don’t what?” 

“Ariel, you worry me sometimes.  You can’t talk like that.  It’s dangerous.”  Faith scans the room 

as if searching for hidden cameras. 

“You being here, in my room right now, is dangerous.” 

“There’s a difference and you know it,” she whispers.  “You’re questioning The Mother.  If Batal 

finds out, you can expect more than missing a few meals.”  

We are here to do The Mother’s will, nothing more.  Faith’s purpose is to seduce and destroy men 

through sexuality.  Not a very difficult job from what I understand.  

But considering men are lesser beings with obnoxious habits, Faith hasn’t been looking forward 

to dealing with them.  Part of me feels sorry for her. 

“Fine, I’m sorry for bringing it up.  I’m just a little confused.”  I walk over and fall onto my cot, 

face first.  “I’m just freaking out.  You’re leaving soon, those idiots forced me into dealing with them this 

evening, and the more time I spend out there, the harder it is to drag myself back. Especially now that I’m 



on my own.  Which is why I lost track of time, and now, I may be stuck inside until she kicks me out on 

my birthday.” 

“I doubt Batal will follow through.  You’re good at harvesting.  They want you out there.”  She 

sits down and bumps me in the shoulder with hers.  “That’s why they let you go out solo now.  You can 

handle it.” 

“Whatever,” I turn to her.  “Honestly, Faith.  What bothers me the most is you leaving.”  

She raises one perfectly arched eyebrow.  “Please.” 

“I know I’m allowing emotion to corrupt me, but there you have it.”  I shrug to make it seem 

more trivial. 

Faith gives me a smirky grin.  “Yeah,  I wouldn’t admit it outside this room, simply because I 

can’t have whipping marks blemishing my skin now.  But I will miss these midnights talks.” 

Actual relationships among sisters are rare, as they’re a weakness.  Batal noticed years ago the 

three of us were hanging out together and rearranged our schedules so they didn’t have any overlaps.  But 

we snuck into each other’s rooms.  It was a game to us.  Could we avoid being caught?   

“Yeah.  Ironically, our sneaking around probably helped me become better at my job as a 

harvester.  Batal and the other mistresses are superior to any security system out there.  Yet, we never 

were caught.”  I allow myself a smile. 

We spent entire nights talking, often about trivial things.  It never changed.  Even now, Faith and 

I keep the topics shallow.  If I bring up something meaningful, she disappears. 

“Alright, I don’t want you getting into more trouble, so I’m gonna get going.”  Faith stands 

up.  There’s an uneasiness in her stance and a waver in her. 

“Okay.  I’ll see you in a couple of days.”  I force a smile. 

She closes her eyes.  I can tell she’s searching the hallway to see if Batal is there.  She opens 

them and flashes a smile at me before opening the door.  “Later, sis.” 

The door closes.  Once again, I’m alone.  



Part of me is relieved.   Batal didn’t barge in and whip us within an inch of our lives.  She doesn’t 

hold back either, knowing our wounds heal completely, another benefit of our lineage – no scars, quick 

healing, even lost limbs can grow back if they’re small.  We’re pretty sturdy and can take a lot more than 

mere humans can.  And Batal takes full advantage of that.  

We aren’t allowed relationships in the dorm, but pain and suffering is a constant companion to 

all.  Over the years, she’s killed a few of us.  But when you deal with such disposable resources, who 

misses a few here and there? 

Changing into sweats and a t-shirt, I get into bed.  Maybe a couple of days to myself isn’t so 

bad.  I can clear my head and refocus.  Think. 

Why am I half-human?  Batal always reminds us our blood is impure.  The children of Adam may 

be lesser beings, but we’re imperfect too. 

I may have learned to hide my emotions, but they still exist. If I can’t correct it within the next 

year, it may cost me more than my freedom. 

  



 

 

Chapter 3 

 

 

 

 

Two days have passed when Batal enters my room telling me to join the rest for 

breakfast.  The gouges on my chin have become dark red lines.  

I want to ask her about harvesting. But I know doing so could only go against me. 

The dining room is a large open area with no windows.  Several tables with benches 

occupy the space, which can accommodate twenty people.  There are only ten students living 

here now, plus a staff of imps and teachers.   

The students are here, eating.  Most of us appear Caucasian, but a few would pass for 

Hispanic or African American.  Our appearance is diverse so we can blend with all of Adam’s 

descendants across the world.   

I sit at a table with two others.  They are shedim, our homely sisters.  Human society 

knows them as witches or hags.  They can control dreams, causing nightmares, and 

sleepwalking; even waking dreams, and hallucinations.  They tormented girls in their sleep and 

eventually drive them insane. Once they’re broken, my sisters take and bring them into the 

service of The Mother. 

One of the shedim, Grace, covers herself with tattoos and piercings.  Her eyebrows, 

tongue, lips, ears, nose, and chin have studs and chains.  Everything below the neck is inked.  



Most of her tats are of demons, including one of a devil with the word ‘Daddy’ in a red ribbon 

below, on her back. 

“Welcome back, Air.  Heard you got whipped.  How many times?”  Grace’s voice sounds 

like she drinks Draino.   

“None, just stuck in my room for two days,” I correct her. 

“Really?  Batty must be getting soft.  I was told you were half an hour late.”  She smiles 

exposing her many crooked teeth and one elongated canine. Her mouth is too wide for her face 

making it appear even toothier.  . 

“Shut up, Grace,”   Angel, another harvester, interrupts us as she passes by with her tray.  

“If Batal heard you call her that, she’d skin you.  Then you’d have to get all your tats redone.”  

She turns to me with anger in her eyes.  “And you, Ariel, better not be late again.  If you cost us 

the right to go out, I will personally kill you.” 

One of Angel’s lackeys, Hope, comes up with her tray, and stops when she sees the 

potential confrontation. 

“Chill out, Ange.  My mistake won’t cost you harvesting time.”  I bite into a slab of 

cardboard impersonating a pancake.  The food here really is horrible, but after two days, I can 

deal with it.  “It doesn’t make much of a difference for you anyway,”   I say under my breath. 

“What did you say?”  Angel throws her tray on our table, jostling and spilling our drinks. 

I neatly put down my fork and face her, smiling.  “I said, ‘It doesn’t make much of a 

difference for you anyway’.” 

“What does that mean, bitch?”  Her eyes flare and take on a reddish tint in the iris, a side 

effect of losing our temper.  Pushing her buttons is too easy.  Everyone knows it.  To be honest, 

most of us have short fuses. 



I shrug, mocking confusion.  “I don’t know why you’re upset with me, Angel.  Everyone 

knows you’ve yet to have a successful harvest.” 

All the girls are watching us now.  Grace scoots over to me, and Hope stands next to 

Angel.  Grace never liked Angel, not that fights between sisters is news here, but there’s more 

animosity between the two of them.  I catch a glimpse of Faith sitting with the other succubi.  

She winks at me.  I return a smirk. 

“Shut your mouth, human filth.”  She circles the table.  This is going to get us both in 

trouble, but damn if I’m going to let her lecture me. 

“Really, Angel?  We’re sisters, you can’t do better?” 

“Oh, I will…”  She attacks.  To everyone’s surprise, she goes full demon mode. 

For us half-breeds, our human form is our natural appearance, but when provoked, we 

can hold our own. 

Our metamorphosis is pretty cool.  We sport glowing red eyes, a six-foot black feathered 

wingspan with a spiked bone on the ends, and muscles that tear through whatever clothes we are 

wearing.  We also shoot up about two feet, along with talons able to slice through a metal can. 

No horns though.  It pisses me off everyone thinks we all have horns.  Still, if you see a girl like 

that lunging at you, you’re going to be changing your underwear.   

But she doesn’t even reach me. 

Before anyone could blink, Angel is lying on the ground, with a huge snake coiled 

around her.  Its head is reared back, ready to strike. Venom drips from its fangs.  Angel’s red 

eyes go dark, and fury replaces fear on her face.  She should know Batal monitors everything. 

The rest of the dining hall goes on like everything is normal, ignoring the thirty foot long, 

fifteen-inch wide python choking their sister.  They’re interested; they just don’t want to be next. 



Angel squirms in vain, returning to her human form.  “Let me go!”   

“What is the meaning of your transformation, Angel?”  The snake hisses. 

“She started it.”   

Whatever, liar.  But here we go.   

The snake follows the bitch’s finger to see me standing next to the table.   

“Of course, who else?  Not even out of your room for twenty minutes and already you’re 

causing more problems, Ariel.”  Batal’s voice is more guttural and raspy in this form.  Her 

transformations are rare, usually to break up fights between us, or when she wants to shove her 

weight around with a little extra emphasis.  

“I didn’t start anything.  I was trying to eat my breakfast when she comes up yelling at 

me for getting into trouble.” 

“You lying, rotten, little shit.”  Angel sneers at me, her tattered shirt sleeve falling off her 

shoulder. 

“Are there any witnesses to either of your claims?”  The snake addresses the room.   

Silence.  No one would dare get in the middle of a fight, may as well put a bullseye on 

your back.  Even Grace and Hope remain quiet.  None of us really cares about one another, but 

you don’t rat out anyone either. 

“Very well,” Batal releases Angel and morphs back into her human form.  “You are 

confined to quarters for the next three days,” she says to Angel.  “You know better than to 

transform and attack another student.”  She turns to me.  “Ariel, you will accompany me, now.” 

Hungry and not knowing when I’ll eat again, I look at my plate.   

“Now, Ariel!”  Batal calls from the doorway. 



I shoot Angel a glance willing her to erupt into flames.  It never works, but it doesn’t stop 

me from trying.  She snarls back at me and flips me the bird. 

I follow Batal to her quarters, which she uses as an office and torture chamber.  No one 

who has lived here has avoided visiting this place. 

“Close the door and sit down, child.”  She orders me as she draws the shade on the 

window behind her cherry wood desk.  It’s the window in the entire building, even though it 

looks out into a dark alley 

The top of her desk is uncluttered, except for some papers, a cup of pens, and the wooden 

Zaqqum box.   

I’ve been here more times than I care to imagine.  I examine the Golden Rule embroidery 

on the oak paneled wall.  It quotes the concept from many countries and periods throughout 

history. 

Never impose on others what you would not choose for yourself – Confucius 

It has been shown that to injure anyone is never just anywhere – Plato 

Hurt not others in ways that you yourself would find hurtful – Udanavarga 5:18  

Do unto others as you would have them do to you – Luke 6:31 

And at the bottom, Batal’s favorite interpretation: 

Expect from others what you did to them – Seneca 

Hanging beneath it is Batal’s Cat o’Nine Tails, an instrument all of us have come to 

know intimately. 

“Tell me, Ariel.  Are you bored with this existence?”  Batal walks to a table where 

numerous carafes and glasses sit.  She pours a glass of water before settling on the edge of her 

desk. 



“No.”  I meet her stare, fighting my instincts to avert my eyes. 

“Two strikes in three days, not counting Faith’s late night visit, moments after you left 

me the other night.” 

Furrowing my brows in confusion, I cock my head.  “What?” 

Her face tenses and lips turn down.  Her eyes flicker and shift as they bore into me.  

“You’re getting precariously close finding yourself without food or drink for five days, I 

wouldn’t push it.” 

I look down. 

In an instant, her fingers cup my chin, forcing my head back up.  The pressure of her grip 

makes me wonder if she will break my jaw. 

“The next time you turn your eyes from me when I’m addressing you, I shall take them.”  

She snaps my head back as she releases me, almost toppling me out of the chair.  “Do you 

understand?” 

“Yes, Mistress Batal,”   I whisper.   

I fucking hate this place. 

“You are very fortunate you’re one of the better harvesters here right now, Ariel.  If not 

for The Mother’s favor, I would have expelled you years ago.  I trust you are aware of what that 

means.”  She steadily circles me. 

“Yes, Mistress.”  I stare straight ahead until she comes back into view. 

She stops and studies me for a moment, like a person pondering whether to squash an 

insect crossing the sidewalk or let it go. 



“Yes, I’m sure you do.  Further proof lilin are bastardized creations never meant to exist.”  

The disdain in her voice and choice of words makes my skin crawl.  I bite the inside of my 

cheek, drawing blood, to redirect my anger.  I focus on the salty iron taste. 

Lilin is a derogatory term for us half-breeds.  It’s verbally spitting in our mouths, saying 

you couldn’t think any less of us if you wanted to.  I’m told the word isn’t used often, but Batal 

has never held back her revulsion towards us.  So we hear it frequently. 

She’s calculating something as she walks back to her desk but doesn’t sit. 

“Luckily for you, Ariel, I’m feeling generous this morning.  I’m willing to negotiate your 

punishments for these past days.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I fear your pitiful human shell can’t survive five days without water.  Even with your 

lilin half you’ll most likely perish.  So, in lieu of another three days, I will allow you to use your 

previous punishment as credit towards this one, leaving you with one day left to serve.” 

There’s a pause, as though she expects me to speak, but I wait to see where this is going. 

“To replace your previous punishment, we’ll utilize…” she walks to the wall, plucking 

the whip from its mounts.  “This.”  Her forked tongue flickers. 

I maintain eye contact but remain silent. 

“As you are aware, typically it is five lashes per minute late.  You were twenty-five 

minutes late, but I don’t believe I have ever issued more than fifty.” It’s a lie and she knows it, 

but I’m going to correct her.  “However, no one’s ever been so late before.”   

That may be true.  I guess I’m a pioneer. 

Batal walks about, casually batting the instrument in her open hand.  “I believe one-

hundred lashes would be reasonable.  And I won’t even apply the nails until the last twenty.”  A 



warm smile spreads on her face.  “Never let it be said I’m without mercy.”  Her pupils grow and 

shrink in almost a playful manner. 

I focus on my breathing, which is becoming rapid.  Maybe I can’t survive without food 

and water for five days, but can I survive this offer? 

“I leave the choice to you.  No food, water, or visitors until Friday morning, or this?”  As 

she waves the Cat O’Nine Tails at me, I realize her game.   

If I select the additional three days, even if I survive, I’ll miss Faith’s birthday, and Batal 

knows it.  I won’t get to say good-bye, and may not see her for over a year if ever. 

She’s testing me.  Am I willing to subject myself to her flogging and give into my 

emotions? 

“Well, what’s it to be?”  Batal rests on her desk and takes a long, calculating sip from her 

water.  As she sets it down, I see the water beads on the outside of the glass.  I lick my lips. 

My mouth is dry, and my stomach has been grumbling for the last seventeen hours.  

Although our bodies are stronger than a typical human’s, we need food and water.  Proof of our 

weakness.   

On the other hand, I’m already weak from fasting the past two days.  My mind is racing, 

but not fast enough. 

“Very well, I will take your silence as a gesture you wish to leave the decision to me.”  

Batal stands, gripping the whip.  “Strip.” 

Batal installed a short, dancer’s barre, made of metal instead of wood, along one wall for 

this very purpose.   

Everyone knows the routine.  Everything but your panties goes.  You bend over and hold 

onto the barre, legs spread-eagled.   



I’ve been through it before, but never more than forty.  Slowly, I remove my clothes and 

prepare myself.  I pick a song in my head to play during the ordeal and pretend I’m watching a 

show.  It’s not really me standing there, half naked being beaten.  Exposed.   

It never works, but I steady myself as I grab hold of the bar and find a spot on the 

hardwood floor on which to focus.  It’s easy with the numerous blood stains that litter it.  I began 

playing I’m Sorry by Flyleaf. 

“One-hundred.  Count out loud,” she instructs, beginning.  

My body convulses in sync with the resonating crack, as the sharp sting of leather bands 

streak across my exposed back.  The lyrics I started to recall are forgotten. 

“One.”  My voice strains as I process the familiar surge of pain.  

At least in less than an hour it will be over – one way or another. 

# # # 

My eyes don’t want to open, but I manage to pry them halfway.  I have no idea how I got 

here, on my cot, lying on my stomach.  My back feels like it’s being bathed in molten lava. 

“Good, you’re awake.  I was getting worried.  Drink.”  A soft, harmonious voice 

whispers.   

I start to turn to my side, which is a mistake.  A wave of pain surges along my back. 

“Oh, shit!”  I squawk, clenching my teeth. 

“Don’t move, drink.”  Faith bends down and offers me a straw.  I take a long sip of water.  

But not having any liquid for days sends me into a coughing fit.  Streaks of lightning cross my 

vision as intense stinging sears along my back.  My screaming doesn’t last long as I pass out. 

 



“How bad is it?”  My voice is coarse, as I open my eyes again.  I don’t even know if 

Faith is still there. 

“Not bad.”  She says too casually, bending down so I can see her. 

“Tell me the truth.” 

She frowns and exhales as she examines at my back.  “If you weren’t you, you’d be dead, 

easily.” 

I roll my eyes and huff. 

“I dressed the wounds, but you’re going to be stuck here for a while.” 

“How long?”  Distracted by her announcement, I raise my head and turn to her, only to 

be forced back down to avoid passing out.  “Son, of a bitch!  Damn it!”   

“I told you, don’t move.”  Faith says. 

 “What are you even doing here?” I ask, trying to hold back the tears forming.  “Unless 

I’ve been out for over a day, I’m in solitary again.  Batal will finish me off if she catches you.” 

“She’s the one who summoned me to bring you back.  Though, she doesn’t know I 

brought you water.” 

“You’re going to get into trouble, Faith.” 

“I don’t give a shit.  And don’t start lecturing me.  Your stupidity dragged me into this.  

Batal told me you’re here because of me.” 

“What?  You had nothing to do with it.  You saw, Angel had to ruffle her feathers.”  My 

voice is as weak as I am.   

“I mean you deciding on taking the flogging so you’ll be free by Thursday, for my 

birthday.  You’re too emotional, Airy.” 



I take a deep breath, but my exhale is erratic and choppy due to the pain, I struggle to 

avoid coughing again.  “I didn’t make any choice.” 

Faith looks at me, confused.  “She told me you didn’t want to miss me leaving.” 

“I never told her that.”  I quickly add, “I mean, I don’t want to miss it, but she didn’t give 

me a chance to say anything.  This has nothing to do with you.  She’s testing your emotions like 

she was testing mine.” 

Looking up at her, I see a flare of red behind those ocean blue eyes. 

“She’s not worth it, Faith.  You have two more days until you leave.  Don’t make them 

more miserable than they are.” 

“I don’t like being manipulated.”  She offers me more water.  Despite my thirst, I drink 

slowly. 

“Thank you.” 

She stands.  “I’d leave the glass here, but I don’t want to put you in more danger if she 

checks in on you.” 

“I wouldn’t be able to reach it anyway,” I mutter.  Any movement I make is coupled with 

pain, even breathing. 

“I’ll be back, after dinner.  I’m going to bring more water and see if I can smuggle some 

food.” 

“Don’t put yourself at risk for me.  I don’t need to find out you’ve been whipped two 

days before your birthday trying to bring me a dinner roll.” 

“What are sisters for?”  She smiles.  “Rest up.  See you in a few.” 

 


