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Chapter 1

A Walk in the Woods

It had been a really good day when I set off on my hunting trip. When I asked Gnorvi the village wisewoman, she had said that the weather would stay clear all that day and the next. She pocketed the coin I had given her and then asked me where I planned to hunt.

“I will try the open range beyond the river to the north,” I replied, “Then head into the black hills and return via the border forest.”

“You would dare the forest?” she hissed.

I nodded, “I have done so before. The hunting there is better than anywhere nearer the village.”

“Only a fool travels the border forest at any time. Only the king of fools travels it at night.” she warned, her voice scornful.

“I won’t be travelling the forest at night. I will camp and travel by day.” I explained.

“You would sleep in the forest?” she gasped, “Then you are not the king of fools, but the emperor. Your family will never know your fate when you do not return. They will mourn you and have no body to bury!”

I smirked, “You are said to be a wisewoman, but I only paid you to know the weather. Keep your scary stories to yourself. I have travelled the forest many times before and come to no harm.”

“Then go, do as you wish. I will not mourn you. I will not mourn a fool who ignores my advice. You should give me what money still remains in your purse young man. You will not be needing it.”

I turned my back on the old fool and walked away. Why the village tolerated her and her doomsaying I did not know. She knew the weather and was good with herb healing, but her prophecies of death, despair and destruction were just annoying. Not just to me, but to everyone in our small settlement.

We called our village Kolvo, after the pioneering explorer and trader who had founded the place. It was at the westernmost edge of the kingdom. The lands further west were not inhabited, at least not by anything human. Lots of horror stories were told about the lands to the west, especially the border forest. Having hunted in those lands many times I did not fear them.

When I had been a child, my mother had told me many tales of the monsters that lurked in the Wilds. Especially those that lived in the border forest. She spoke of Syren’s who would beguile a man with their song or of Nymphs, Dryads and Succubi  who would seduce an unwary mortal man and drain him of his life. She talked of demons who stalked the Wilds by night and would carry a lone traveller down to their hellish domain and devour them. When I was young them I was terrified by such stories but I grew up and learned to dismiss such superstitious nonsense. I always wondered if my mother had actually believed those stories or if she had just been wanting to scare me.

Hunting was my profession. It was how I made a living. Not for me a life of grubbing in the soil raising crops. I had a little book learning but few other skills that were saleable in the village. My one great talent was hunting. The village farms provided some food but people, they wanted good meat, pelts and horn. The animals that provided them had to be hunted down in the Wilds. The villagers had some livestock, some horses for transport and ploughing and a few chickens that were kept for their eggs but that was all.

I didn’t own a house. Old Snorvo, who owned the blacksmith shop, let me have a room above the forge. It was clean and always warm and that was all I needed. I spent far more time out on the hunt than in the village anyway.

Whenever I went out hunting, I travelled as light as possible. I had a small pack into which went some dry food, some rope, a water bottle and my set of porting wheels. These were a pair of simple iron wheels that helped me transport a kill back to the village. If my kill was too heavy to carry any distance, I would cut a long willow pole and attach the wheels on one end and tie the kill to the centre. The other end would rest on my shoulder. A simple idea that Snorvo had come up with. He had made the wheels for me too. He was a good friend. He didn’t charge me rent. I paid him by giving him a fraction of my hunt.

I hung my good knife from my belt, picked up my spear, bow and quiver. I put on my old leather jacket, which was another gift from Snorvo. It had once been his but as he grew fatter in old age it no longer fitted and he had handed it to me. I swung my pack onto my back and headed out. It was still early enough in the day that there was still an orange glow to the clouds as the sun climbed above the mountains to the east. I had the full day to make my way north and west. I planned to be well away from the village before I needed to make camp.

It took me less than half an hour to walk far enough to be leaving the village and its fields behind. I climbed the first hill beyond the last farmer’s field and looked back. The village still looked small even though some new houses had been added in the last year. By the time I reached the heights on the far side of the river the village would be an almost invisible smudge in the distance.

Walking at a steady pace I made my way into the lands that no human kingdom could call their own. No lord or princeling would ever think to try and push their domains into what lay beyond. Exactly what was beyond the border forest was a mystery. Even I had never been far enough to find out. No traveller ever emerged from the lands beyond. There were rumours of brave explorers who had set out to go deep into the forest and discover what lay beyond, but none of them were said to have ever returned.

I had no plans to take such risks. When I entered the forest I would stick to the eastern edge, going no further in than I needed to in order to hunt. I had done so often before and the most dangerous thing I had ever seen was a few wolves in the distance. Worth avoiding, but not something that scared me.

The wastelands to the west of the border forest proved to have limited opportunities for hunting. I stayed near the river for a while and tried my hand at fishing. I didn’t do this with a line, that was too hit and miss, I used fish traps. The reeds growing on the banks of the river had strong woody stems and the fibrous leaves could be used to make serviceable ties.

I cut and sharped a collection of reeds and bound them into conical fish traps with the sharpened ends pointing into the fluted basketwork, preventing any captured fish from escaping. Weighed down by rocks I put half a dozen of these traps into a slow running part of the river, then made camp under the cover of a small clump of willow trees.

In the morning I checked the traps and found I had caught two medium sized fish. They were not worth taking back to the village but were useful for extending my food supply. This was how I was able to range so far and so long. I caught most of what I needed to survive. The fish traps were still in good shape and were pretty light so I took them with me. I followed the river for several more miles. Over the course of the next day and night, I caught fish and scouted the land for signs of better game.

It was still summer, so I was surprised that there was so little sign of any game worthwhile. I knew no other hunters were in this area so no-one should have been clumsily scaring anything away. I looked for signs that wolves may be roaming these lands, which was possible, but I saw nothing.

I followed the river all the way to where it skirted the edge of the border forest. Then I ditched the traps and headed into the woods. It seemed that the only good hunting prospects for this trip were going to come among the trees.


Chapter 2

Deeper in the Forest

The border forest was truly wild. There were forests and woodland to the east of the village that were regularly used by people. Firewood was gathered there, and trees were cut for timber. People harvested nuts, berries and some even did some hunting. There were trackways through those forests and most of the undergrowth had been cleared over many years. This meant that only small game was in the offing and the most common hunting method for those was small traps and snares.

For proper game – bears, deer and wild boar, the only option was to brave the Wilds. The best hunting was in the border forest, but that domain was only used by people like me, intrepid hunters willing to risk entering its forbidding depths. The undergrowth was thick and hard to penetrate. There were a few tracks made by animals but otherwise no easy way through. The leaf canopy overhead was dense, and many parts of the forest were almost as dark as night, even during the day.

I had walked in the woods often enough to know the forest quite well, at least those parts of it within a mile or two of its eastern edge. The forest itself continued, some said, for hundreds of miles. Though how anyone could know that I had no idea. I loved the forest. It was very sheltered because of the leaf canopy and even during a thunderstorm very little rain made it to ground level. Good camping sites were easy to find because there were many streams running through the forest and wood for a fire was plentiful when I needed to cook what I had caught.

It was not wise to make camp on the forest floor. Wolves and occasionally bears and panthers roamed the woods and would enjoy finding a tasty sleeping meal all wrapped up in a bedroll. Whenever I made camp, I would climb a tree, usually a border oak. That type of tree was a gift to hunters. The shape always had a nest of thick branches about twenty to thirty feet off the ground. It was a comfortable place to sleep, and you would be just about invisible to anything at ground level. It was also a good spot to watch for game. I had shot bears, deer and even a wolf from such vantage points.

The forest was quiet as I entered. I could hear birdsong a distance away and the sound of the wind in the leaf canopy. This close to the edge of the trees I was not likely to run into a large predators, but I moved as quietly as I could anyway. I found an animal track and followed it. It was probably made by deer heading to the river to drink. It was as good a guide to follow as any.

Even though I had been to the forest before, I always, in truth, had only a mixed sense of familiarity. Some things I felt I recognized, a grouping of trees here, a fallen tree there, but so much felt different that I was always questioning if I was in a part of the forest I had never visited before. I headed along the track until, after an hour, I came to a small stream. I followed it looking all the while for a border oak. Such a tree near a stream was as good a hunting spot as I would get in the forest.

No such tree appeared for a long time. I was becoming concerned as the day was drawing on and the stream was leading me deeper into the forest than I really wanted to go. Eventually I found one. It was a very old specimen and very tall. I climbed up into it and made my way to the nest of branches high in the centre. Being in an older tree, it was a good ten feet higher than I would have preferred.

I settled myself down as the light started to fail. I had a full water bottle and the last of the cooked fish from my traps in the river. Enough for a couple of days. After which I would be living off whatever I had been able to catch in the forest.

While the light lasted, I watched from my vantage point, bow in hand and with an arrow nocked and ready. But nothing came along, or at least nothing I could see from my high position. Darkness came and I put my bow aside, made myself as comfortable as I could and went to sleep.

The next day I stayed in my nest. The stream looked to be a good watering place for animals so it was worth waiting there a day or two to see if anything worthwhile would come along to drink.

The key to hunting was patience. You had to be willing to stay in one spot for hours, unmoving. Game did not keep to a schedule and being hasty or impatient would just mean you starved. I always entered a kind of trance when staking out a hunting spot like this. It was something I had learned how to do over my years of honing my skills. I tuned into the sounds and sights of the forest and tried not to think too much.

Boredom was the enemy. Boredom could cause you to daydream or even fall asleep and thereby miss the chance you had been waiting for. As I focused and waited, I felt in touch with the natural world around me. This was where I was truly at home. This was where I belonged.

Even when I was growing up, I had always felt awkward and uncomfortable in the village. I didn’t like living among lots of different people. The smells, the crowding, the having to deal with people, talk to people who I didn’t like, which was most of them. I took up hunting because it got me away from all that. The natural world was my true home. Sometimes I fantasized about being transformed or reborn as a panther or wolf. The village’s crusty old priest said that we went to some celestial paradise when we died. The way he described it, filled with angels, music and praising his god, it sounded like the very opposite of paradise.

Gnorvi said that after we died, we were reborn to live again, possibly as an animal. That felt much better to me. It felt like being part of the balance of nature. The natural world was an ever turning wheel. There was life, death, decay and from that coming new life. Nothing wasted, life and death and the natural world doing what was ..well, …natural..

As I waited in my hunting nest I felt part of nature. I was a natural hunter. I didn’t take pleasure in the death of my prey. I hunted because I needed to eat and needed to make enough money to buy what little I needed in the village. Even when I was staying there, in my room above the forge, I tried to rely as little as possible on my fellow humans. I sold what I needed to and used most of my kills for my own food. I had learned how to preserve meat by drying, smoking or salting it. It was possible to gather other foods from the common land around the village too.

If I had a need, or rather a weakness, it was beer. I did enjoy a drink of good ale. The alehouse in the village had an excellent brew, made by the village’s own small brewery. I didn’t like drinking there though. I used to take bottles or a jug and buy a measure of ale and then drink it outside the alehouse or down by the stream than ran by the village.

You can’t hunt beer. Sad to say. It takes resources that you can only find in a village, not in a forest. That meant I needed money. If there was such a thing as a beer tree, I might have left the world of men behind and lived all my life in the woods.

The day passed without anything coming near the tree. A fruitless day was a disappointment but not so unusual in hunting. I climbed down from the tree, did a little foraging while there was still some light and returned to my nest with a few nuts and berries to make a meal of fish a bit more interesting.

I went to sleep that night resolving to move to a new location the following day. This was not the only stream in the forest.


Chapter 3

Becoming Prey.

In the morning I woke to heavy rain hitting the leaf canopy above me. Drops were getting through and my face was already wet. I packed up and descended the tree. The sky was just brightening with the dawn. At ground level it was still very dark and fairly dry. I moved through the gloom carefully. I didn’t follow the stream but headed back the way I had come until I was sure I was closer to the edge of the forest again. I didn’t want to stray too far from that boundary.

I moved south, which I judged from the position of the sun. After a couple of hours walking I found a wider stream. This looked more promising and I followed it deeper into the forest. A wider stream was more likely to support more animal life.

I walked for more than an hour, keeping an eye out for a border oak once again. Before I found one, I happened across a large pond. The stream was an outflow from the pond, and I saw on the far side, maybe two hundred paces away, another wide stream that fed the pond.

To cap it all there was a gorgeous border oak right next to the pond. It was large, but not awkwardly so, like the one I had used the previous night. I climbed it and found the usual nest of branches thirty feet up. I could not have asked for a better spot. The pond was a natural lure for all kinds of creatures. With luck I could use this spot to hunt something substantial, like a boar or a good-sized deer. I had moved too far into the forest to take a bear. That would have been too heavy and difficult to transport out of the trees.

I left the nest to explore the ground around the pond for signs of animal tracks. If the pond was used by anything of any worthwhile size, then there should be evidence of it. I moved carefully, trying not to leave obvious tracks myself. I found several signs of wild boar tracks which was encouraging. A boar would be perfect. Large enough to be worth taking to the village but small enough that I could manage to carry or drag it out of the forest to a point where I could use the porting wheels.

A deer would have been good too. Though they could be hunted beyond the forest which made them less valuable at market. Boars were forest dwellers and not often seen at the village market. A good-sized boar would make the whole trip well worthwhile.

Feeling optimistic, I refilled my water bottle, foraged for a while, then retreated to my base in the tree and settled down to wait. I made a meal of the nuts and berries I had found. If I needed to wait for more days I would need meat. There was plenty of material I could use for fish traps, and the pond and stream likely had fish. Even small fry would be enough.

This location looked so good that I was ready to spend more than one day here if need be. I was not likely to find anything better no matter how long I searched. I also did not want to go further into the forest. I was already much deeper in than I had ever been before.

The stories told about the forest were scary, but I knew that the people who told those stories had never been there themselves. I did know that people who strayed too far into the forest often did not return but I put that down to not taking adequate precautions against predators. I knew how wolves, bears and panthers hunted so I knew how to keep myself safe. Making good use of things like border oaks for sleeping in for example. Stories of fairies, nymphs, dryads, witches or demons taking the unwary and enslaving or devouring them were just that, stories. Foolish tales meant to scare children. I was a grown man, wise in the way of the wilds. I was not affected by such nonsense.

That didn’t mean that I didn’t enjoy the stories. I enjoyed fairy tales of all kinds. My own mother had loved to tell me tales of fantasy and fable. Heroes and villains, witches and monsters. I drank it all up. My mother was a sensible woman though. When others suggested that there was ever any truth to those tales she just smiled knowingly. She used to say that there were surely many strange things in the world but those who told such stories certainly knew nothing about them. I used to think that odd, as if she was saying that she knew more about what was really out there. When she told me stories of demons and nymphs I used to wonder just how of much of it she thought was true. When I was older and asked her that question she just winked at me and then changed the subject.

She had been educated. She had taught in the village’s tiny school. She could read not just the common tongue but other languages too. She hadn’t been born in the village. She had come west with me when I was a small child. She had dreams of a romantic life on the borderlands, where people were claiming new lands and making their fortune. She had spent what money she had to make the journey. She spoke little about my father. She never said that he had died, but she never spoke about him with any feeling of anger or resentment which I would have expected if he had abandoned her. On the rare times she mentioned him she talked about how handsome he had been, how kind and loving. When I was a child, I would occasionally ask about him, but she always evaded giving more details and after a while I learned to not push the subject.

When she had arrived in the borderland, she had found there were no fortunes to be made. All the farmable land had been claimed and with only the forbidding wildlands beyond there was no more to be had. My mother’s education got her a job as the village’s first school teacher. The villagers were delighted to have her. It meant that their children would all be taught to read and write. Something much valued in a people who felt they were building a new future for their families in a new land.

When I was only eight years old one of the village’s oldest and most experienced hunters took me under his wing, at my mother’s request. She wanted something better for me than just being a farm labourer. He taught me everything about how to be a hunter. He showed me how to track game, live off the land, make camp, light fires, use a bow and arrow and how to butcher and wrap a kill for transport. By the time I was twelve years old I was travelling with him on all his hunts and learning the lands around the village.

By the time was eighteen I was an established hunter in my own right. The old hunter had died and the bow I carried had been his, as was my hunting knife. He had been a loner and had no family to pass them on to.

My life as a hunter went well and life was good but three years later the plague arrived at the village. Brought by a travelling tinker, most people believed. It took a hundred and fifty lives in our community, out of a total village population of less than six hundred. My mother had nursed the sick until the disease took her too.

Her loss was a pain I carried with me all the time. I retreated from the village more and more. As a hunter that was easy to do. I spent more and more time away on hunts. I was never in a hurry to return home. I did so because I still needed a home and a place to sell what I killed and, of course, spend some of that money on a beer or two. The village was also my only connection to my mother, the only family I had ever known. However painful those memories were.

But memories were a distraction, a painful diversion from the discipline of the hunt. I brought myself back to the job at hand. I rested, looking out over the pond. The visibility was much better than I was used to in the forest. Above the pond, of course, there was a large gap in the tree cover. Plenty of light for me to see anything moving below.

After an hour I started to feel something. A feeling that I was being watched. I did not dismiss the feeling. I knew from experience to trust my instincts. If I felt I was being watched then it meant someone or something was watching me.

I moved carefully around in my vantage point, moving slowly and quietly. I looked around the tree branches around me. Nothing was visible. Then I looked down at the ground, searching around for whatever had set my nerves on edge.

I could not see anything, but the feeling did not abate. If something had a bead on me then I needed to move. If I could not see what it was then I needed to change my position. Taking my knife and bow I moved slowly down the tree to a lower branch. Once settled there I kept still and listened. The forest noises came to me and sounded, …normal. A large predator moving often quietened birdsong. The birds chirped as if nothing was wrong.

I could not hear any movement. If something was hunting me, it was either keeping very still or it knew how to move very quietly. Either was a disturbing thought. I looked into the forest on all sides. Taking my time to make sure I didn’t miss anything.

There it was! Something moved through some bushes about fifty meters away. I saw the leaves move as if something had disturbed them. There was no breeze. But what was it? It made no sense. The leaves had been well above ground level. I should be able to see what had moved them.

Then I felt a pinprick in my neck. I reached for what had caused it, thinking an insect had bitten me, but my fingers found a slender dart embedded there. I pull it out and hold it up. It looks like some kind of thorn. How did that …. then I started to feel odd. My head began to swim, and I tumbled out of the tree, landing on the ground a few feet below. I don’t feel the pain of the impact. As I lay there, the world drifted away and I didn’t remember anything else.


Chapter 4

Caught!

When I woke up, I found that I was still, more or less, in the same place. The border oak towered above me and the sun still shone down through the leaves. But when I tried to move I found that I couldn’t. My head was still a little foggy and I was struggling to understand what was wrong.

My hands were stuck behind my back, held there somehow. Something was wrapped around my body too. I could also feel something round my ankles. As my mind cleared, I looked down at myself. Odd looking ropes were wrapped around my body, pinning my arms to my sides. My wrists were bound behind my back, and my ankles were tied too.

“Melify stino eli som.” said a voice.

I lift my head, looking for who just spoke. I could not see anyone.

Then a different voice said, “Nifo elopon.”

OK, I thought to myself. Invisible people are talking nearby in a foreign language. They have tied me up and now …what?

Suddenly there was a shimmer in the air right in from of me and a girl was suddenly visible. She was indescribably beautiful. Her hair was a golden colour that seemed to glow. She had a slender figure and her face was too pretty to be real. When I realised that she had two large insect-like wings of a shimmering blue growing from her back I assumed I must be dreaming. I must still be asleep on the forest floor, surely.

The vision of beauty walked up to me and kicked my foot.

“Pol!” she said, “Akku pol!”

Another shimmer happened and a second girl became visible. She had slightly darker hair and her wings were a different shade of iridescent blue, but otherwise she looked like the first girl’s twin sister.

“Epires ifni pol!” she said to the first girl.

I decided to join this bizarre conversation, “I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”

They both looked at me like I had grown a second head.

“Lipi inmo akku nup” said the second girl.

The first girl sighed and walked up to me. She put one hand on my head, and I felt like someone had put a knife into my skull. The pain was appalling and I cried out. She kept her hand in place for about a minute and the pain just got worse and worse. I felt like a red hot blade was stirring the insides of my skull.

Eventually she let go and stepped back.

“You didn’t have to torture him” said the second girl.

“Since when were you so concerned about mortals?” said the first girl.

“I’m not, but if you want to feed off him you won’t want his brains scrambled.”

“Who says I’m going to feed off him?”

“Well, you didn’t kill him, and you haven’t fed for months.” explained the second girl, “The others were saying that you looked weak.”

The first girl just looked offended by that.

“Look, sister. He is as good a specimen as you will get. When will you get another chance.”

The first girl sighed and just nodded.

“Enjoy your meal, I’ll see you in the Conclave.” said the second girl and with that she vanished!

What the hell was going on? One minute I couldn’t understand what they were saying and now, after the first girl almost killed me by touching my head, they were both speaking my language!

Only they weren’t! I realized they had still been speaking their own language, only now I could understand it. What kind of magic was this? If those fairy tales from my youth had been correct, I would have called them nymphs. But that was impossible. This had to be a dream.

The first girl looked at me, “I expect you are now thinking that you are dreaming!”

Surprised, I just nodded.

She walked over and stood over me, “You aren’t. I am a wood nymph, you are my captive. I have claimed you. What happens to you now is up to me.”

“You have …claimed me?” I asked. It felt strange speaking a language I had never spoken before as easily as I spoke the common tongue.

“Yes, you invaded our domain. Mortal men are not welcome here. It is bad enough you have encroached on our home as much as you have, but to enter our forest and seek to hunt the animals that live here is unforgiveable. I could, by rights, just kill you here and now.”

“Wait a minute …kill me?”

“You are prey! Do you weep for those animals that you have killed? Now that you yourself have been hunted, you should not complain about your fate.”

I felt the cold dead weight of fear in my stomach. I had been hunted down, I was helpless and she kind of had a point. I had not mourned the deaths of the animals I had hunted. I felt oddly guilty about that now that my own death seemed imminent. I tried to get some purchase on the conversation.

“Will you at least tell me your name before you kill me?” I asked.

“Absolutely not!” she hissed and leaned forward and slapped me hard across the face. She was incredibly strong and my head rang from the impact.

“My name is my own! Do you know nothing, human?”

Her statement took me back to those old stories from my youth. Nymphs and other fae folk of the wilds could be influenced or even controlled if you knew their true names. Was that actually true? This nymph certainly acted as though it was true.

“I’m sorry,” I said, feeling like a fool.

I looked at her, trying to work out her intentions, Her beauty was unearthly, but her expression was disdainful, as if I were beneath contempt. She ignored my apology and leaned close to me. Her face inches from mine.

“Listen, I have a choice. Either I kill you now or I keep you alive to feed off first. You are lucky that I hunger. I have not fed for many moons and I am weakening.”

Feed off me? I wondered, just as she grabbed the ropes that were wrapped around my chest with one hand. Then her wings started beating too fast to see and she pulled me up into the air. I gave a yelp of surprise as she easily managed my weight. She flew through the trees at terrifying speed. Branches seemed to come within inches of us, but we never hit anything.

Deeper and deeper into the forest we went, so fast it made my head spin. I tried struggling against my bonds, but they were too well tied. Eventually the nymph slowed and we arrived at an enchantingly beautiful glade. It was a clearing in the forest around an exquisite pool. The pool was fed by a small waterfall and the light pouring down on the scene illuminated a wonderful array of wildflowers. Despite being bound and quite possibly in mortal danger, I was able to appreciate the beauty.

The nymph lowered me to the ground, but let go with a few feet to go so I fell and landed with a heavy thud. I grunted in pain and she laughed. Then she grabbed the ropes that held me again and lifted me up. Her strength was phenomenal as she showed not the slightest effort.

She leaned me against a tree and then, seemingly from nowhere, she produced a length of more rope and wrapped it around the tree and tied it to the ropes already holding me. She pulled the ropes tight and I was held upright, tightly bound to the tree. She did all this without evening looking me in the face or saying anything. I did not want to say anything to anger her, so I stayed quiet.

Once she had dealt with me, she walked over the pool. The water was not still, it was being filled by the waterfall and feeding a stream on the other side. She walked right up to the water and stepped into it. She headed for the waterfall, wading until she was thigh deep. As she did so she stripped off her clothing, draping it over a tree branch the protruded over the water.

I was treated to a wonderful view of her body. I knew she was some kind of magical being, but her body looked very real and very feminine. The waterfall was about twice her height, and she was able to stand under the water, washing herself, very comfortably. I could not take my eyes off her. She was perfection. The kind of beauty that seemed like it should not exist in the real world. I watched, entranced, as the water flowed over her naked body.

Once she was done, she climbed out of the pool and walked naked along a path into the trees beyond. I could not see where she had gone. I was left, helplessly bound and secured to a tree. Was she just going to leave me like this? Is this what she did with her captives? I anxiously looked around to see if I could see any dead bodies or skeletons tied to other trees. To my relief I saw nothing.

Idyllic as the place was, when you are unable to move any view grows boring after enough time. I tried to judge the passage of time by the shift in the position of the sun and guessed that three hours or more had gone by the time the nymph returned. She walked up to where I was bound and started to examine me. She didn’t say anything, just poked and prodded me. She also sniffed me and did not look happy with what she smelled.

Finally, she looked me in the face.

“Give me your name!” she demanded.

I kept quiet. If names had power I did not want to give her any more power over me than she already had.

She slapped me! It felt like being hit by a shovel wielded by a giant. I saw stars and my head swam.

She growled, “Give me your name, you fool! You think keeping it to yourself does you any good?”

I shook my head, trying to clear it, “Names have power.” I said, weakly.

“My name does!” she said, “Yours is the name of a mortal. You are just a piece of meat, an animal! Your name means nothing. Like you, it has no power!”

Well, that did wonders for my self-esteem! But angering her any further would likely be painful.

“My name is Mallek,” I said.

She stood and smiled, “There! That’s better. I thank you for your name, Mallek.”

Her shift of mood was unsettling. She untied me from the tree but left my arms, wrists and ankles bound. Then she grabbed my chest ropes and lifted me once again so she could carry me. She walked into the trees and the light from the sun began to fade as we moved into more sheltered forest.

Ahead I saw an incredible looking dwelling. It looked like it had been grown rather than built. As if the trunks of three large trees had grown together at the base and moulded themselves into a small house.

The door opened on its own as we approached and we entered into a space that seemed much larger than was possible in such a small dwelling. More magic, I wondered. The interior looked like it had been hollowed out of a tree except that there was no sign of any woodwork having been done. No saw-marks, joints or nails. The walls looked as if the tree had created the space for the nymph’s home naturally. The same applied to the furniture. It all seemed to be growing out of the walls. Table, chairs, a large bed, storage cupboards all were connected to the tree walls. Some even had a few leaves growing out of them!

The room was lit by some kind of fluorescent patches on the ceiling which looked like moss. My mother had told me that wood nymphs had special relationships with trees and that certainly looked to be true. I had grown up to eventually believe that  all the stories of supernatural beings had been foolishness. I had concluded there was no such things as magic or magical beings. Now I was in a magical dwelling belonging to a creature straight from one of those childhood fairy tales, and it was all real.

The nymph carried me over to a corner of the room and dropped me onto the floor where I landed with a thump. Then she grabbed my bonds again and dragged me over to a wall. She stroked the wall very gently and began to sing a strange crooning song in a language I couldn’t understand. As she stroked the wood a tendril of new growth appeared from the wall! It swayed, grew and twisted until it formed a loop of very solid looking tree branch.

She stopped singing, produced some rope and tied it around my neck. The other end she tied to the newly grown branch. I had a small amount of slack, but I was otherwise fixed in place.

“Behave yourself, Mallek,” she said, “and your life will be spared, at least for a while. Resist me in any way and I will kill you at once. Do you understand?”

I nodded, believing that she would do exactly what she said. Looking very satisfied she smiled at me for a moment before departing through the door and closing it behind her.


Chapter 5

First Feeding

As I lay on the floor of her home, I tried to make sense of what the nymph planned to do with me. Despite her threats she hadn’t killed me out of hand. She had gone to the trouble of capturing me alive, tying me up and bringing me to her home. If she wasn’t going to kill me, what did she want with me?

I knew that some human hunters took trophies from their kills, horns, antlers, teeth, even whole heads and displayed them in their homes. I never did. I thought it was …obscene, though I could not easily explain why. Did this nymph want to make a trophy of me? Maybe a necklace made from my teeth, as I didn’t have any horns or antlers.

I looked around the room and saw no sign of trophies, so that was reassuring, at least a little. That other nymph had mentioned feeding off me. What could that mean? Did it mean cutting pieces off me and eating them while I was still alive? Was I going to be popped into a massive cauldron? I searched my memories of the old stories my mother had told me. The ones I had dismissed all these years. Right then, they seemed to be of supreme importance, and I kicked myself for ignoring and dismissing them.

The ropes she had used to bind me were tight and did not allow much movement. There was also a lot of them, surely more than necessary. Cutting through them would be a task even if I could reach my knife. I still had it with me, but it was in a scabbard toward the front of my belt and with my hands bound behind my back. My arms and wrists were tied so securely that it might just have been back in the village for all the good it did me.

The rope round my neck meant I could move no more than a foot in any direction so going wriggling around to try and reach my knife was out of the question. I had no desire to strangle myself trying to do that. The thoroughness with how she had bound me made me wonder if this was something she had done before. Were the bones of her previous victims all piled up or buried behind this strange living tree dwelling?

I could yell and scream for help. But I was sure there was no-one within many miles to hear me. Having felt her sheer strength, I doubted I would be able to fight her, even if I wasn’t bound. The day wore on and eventually the light entering the room took on a reddish tinge. My body felt sore and my arms were going to sleep from being bound so long. I also really needed to pee, painfully so.

Then the door opened and my captor entered. She walked over and looked down at me.

“So, let us see what you are worth, human.” she said and knelt beside me. She ran her hands over me, as if searching for something. The first thing she did was remove my own knife and throw it across the room. Then she produced a slender curved blade of her own. Shit! I thought. This is where she starts carving me up!

Instead, it was my clothing that she started to cut. She cut through my belt and then ripped my breeches. She slid the blade inside the rip and cut the length of the leg up to my waist. Then she did with the same down my other leg. Putting the blade aside she grabbed my torn breeches and pulled them off me.

I lay naked from the waist down, still bound. I could not help feeling embarrassed. I had been exposed before a woman. I also was very aware that I had not washed in some time. She smelled ...delightful, a mix of earthy smells and flowers. I probably smelled like a midden pit.

Seemingly unconcerned she ran her hand along my thigh. She tore my shirt and exposed my stomach, running her hands across my stomach.

“Very little fat on you, I am pleased to see. You are well fed but no laggard.” she said as if she were a farmer assessing a prized cow, or like she was talking about a hog she was about to roast. I felt my fear rising, expecting that sharp blade to re-appear any moment.

Instead, she reached down and grasped my cock!

I was so surprised I gasped. Then she started stroking it, playfully.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

She looked at me coldly and then slapped my face, “Quiet!”

Then as if nothing had happened, she went back to stroking my cock. Despite my fear my manhood responded. She continued stimulating me until I was properly hard. Then she slipped out of her clothes. Her body was amazing. It was like looking at some artist’s idea of physical perfection. There was not so much as single blemish on her perfect skin.

She straddled me and then guided my swollen member inside her. It felt amazing. Unlike any sexual experience in my life. She sat upon me with my cock inside her and arched her back. As she did so I felt my cock being gripped as though it were in a vice. She did not ride me but moved subtly around. The feeling was incredible. Her vaginal muscles must have been astonishingly powerful. My cock felt like it was being squeezed out of existence. The pain was combined with a powerful arousal. I felt myself rising to a climax and there was nothing I could do about it. It was inexorable but when I exploded inside her the pleasure just went on and on. I felt an intensity of sensation that was beyond anything I could imagine. It just would not stop. I felt like she was drawing the life out of me!

It felt agonizing and unimaginably pleasurable. All my energy, all my life, everything that was me was being consumed. How was she doing it? Was all my energy going into her via my cock? I felt like I was dying.

She squealed in delight as she drained me. A look of ecstasy was on her face. Eventually the feelings slowed and ebbed away. She climbed off me and stood up, stretching. She looked like she was glowing, like she was filled with life. She raised her arms and looked up to the ceiling. She sang a wordless song of joy and danced around the room.

I just lay there, exhausted, feeling like I was a hundred years old. As I lay there, I finally recalled something that I heard as a child. Something about how the fae folk sometimes fed on mortals by having sex with them. The story had said that the mortal would die in the process as their life force was stolen away.

Well, I wasn’t dead, but I felt as though I was well on the way to being so. Well, if I had to die there and then, I would have gone out in a way I could hardly complain about.

Eventually she danced her way back to me. She looked down at me.

“Still alive, little human?” she asked.

I nodded feebly, but didn’t say anything. She knelt down beside me again and put her hand on my face, stroking my cheek.

“Hmm, you are a strong one. That was the best feeding I have had for centuries. I drew more from you than I have ever done from any mortal. Yet you survived!”

I didn’t speak, I just didn’t have the strength. I felt like I was …diminished in a way I could not explain. Had she expected me to die? That sounded like what she meant. I could certainly imagine not surviving what she had done to me. Just what would she do with me now?

“By rights I should kill you now.” she said and my heart froze in my chest, “But what you gave me was so good I will let you rebuild your strength so that I can feed from you again. You should have no illusions, little human. Your death is certain, no mortal we take is ever allowed to live. But, I think my feeding gave you pleasure too, yes?”

I managed to nod.

“Then at least in your last days you will have that pleasure. I also promise that when I make an end of you, it will be merciful.”

I managed to croak out a question, “…How long?”

“Until I feed from you again?”

“Yes.”

“Not until the next moon, at least. For now, I am sated. Also, I would not feed from you until you have regained some strength. To feed when you are weak is pointless, there is almost mnothing to take. I desire a good feeding so I will wait for you to be a worthy meal once more” she looked at my bound and half naked form, “I will have to make some arrangements for your care before then.”


Chapter 6

Care

Her idea of care was …unique. I did not resist as she untied me. I lay without any strength at all. If I had been stronger, I may have made an attempt to escape, but all I could do was lie like a rag doll as she tidied away the ropes.

Then, to my surprise, she left me. Leaving me alone in her home for some time. She must have been very sure of my weakness to do this. She was gone for more than hour. When she returned, she was carrying a wooden bucket, some cloths and something that looked like a collection of leather straps.

She knelt beside me, dipped the cloth in the bucket and began to wash my aching and enfeebled body. She was very gentle, but also very thorough. Being washed as though I was a helpless babe was humiliating, but also very pleasant. It was bizarre to be treated this way by someone who had assured me that she was going to kill me.

What was more, she had not dressed herself again. She was still totally naked as she cared for me. If I had not been drained of life almost to death, I would have found the situation insanely erotic.

Once she had me clean she dried me with a fresh cloth and then brought out the collection of straps. She sorted them out and held them up so that I could see they formed some kind of harness.

“Do you like it?” she asked, “A friend made it at my request more than a century ago. The mortal I used it on was strong, just like you. He survived the first feeding but not the second, of course. No mortal survives two feedings. But between those two consummations I cared for him, and I think he grew to accept his fate. He may even have liked me, but I can’t be sure.”

I found the strength to speak, “He liked the person who was killing him?” I asked.

She smiled, “I treated hm well. I explained that he had trespassed on our domain and that meant his life was forfeit, just as I did with you. I allowed him to learn about the world he had violated and when I fed from him the second time and took his life he did not resist.”

With that she moved my unresisting arms out of the way and started to fit the harness onto me. It went around my upper body and when she was done it pinned my arms behind my back, my wrists cuffed together. She untied the rope from around my neck and then left me.

When I had the strength, I rolled onto my side and tried to get some sleep. I was not sure how long I did sleep but her hand on my shoulder woke me. I opened my eyes to see her holding a rough wooden bottle and a wooden bowl. She put the bottle to my lips, and I tasted cool water. I did not realise how thirsty I was and drank deeply.

Then she used a carved wooden spoon to feed me some kind of warm thick soup from the bowl. It tasted wonderful, unlike anything I had eaten before. It was rich and warming and I could feel the beginning of life returning, albeit slowly. Once done, she stood and left again. I just lay and tried to get some sleep. The tiredness I felt was incredible, as if my entire body was drained of any kind of vitality. I felt used up. I guessed that was pretty much the truth. The soup had started the healing process but I felt sure it would be a long time before I could recover from what she had done to me.

When she had fed from me she had taken something. Some vital life force. I was left as weak as a day old kitten. This was not like being tired. It was like being …wounded. Robbed of part of myself, almost as if I had lost a limb. I wondered how long it would take to recover. I wanted to feel better, but I knew no that if I recovered my strength then another one of her feedings awaited and wonderful though it would feel it would be the last thing I experienced, ever.

There was nothing I could do. If, by some miracle, I was able to regain my strength and escape before she fed from me again, I would be lost in a forest I did not know. She and her fellow nymphs would likely have no difficulty in tracking me down and recapturing or killing me.

After two more days of being cared for in her home I regained enough strength to be able to stand, albeit very unsteadily. The nymph had me walk around the room a few times and then took me outside. She had spoken to me very little for the previous two days but now seemed interested in telling me about her home.

“This glade is my domain,” she said, “In fact my domain extends five leagues in all directions. My people are territorial. We are linked by magic to all that lives in our domains. Our power protects the trees and the animals here. Thus, it has been since the world began.”

I had so many questions, “Your people are …immortal?”

“No, not in the sense of living forever. Our existence is magical. We exist because life in this world exists. Our essence began when forests began. We do not age, but we are not invulnerable. Though our powers are such that mortal men are no threat to us, as you have seen.”

I certainly had! Her slim form was incredibly strong and her magic was undeniable. But when she said she was not invulnerable that led me to ask, “But you need to feed?”

“Yes, we need energy. Because of what we are we cannot take energy from our own domains. We cannot harm tree, animal or flower. But mortal men are not part of our domain. Your kind rejected us long ago. So, we can take energy from you. It is natural.” She explained, “It is justice also for all the harm that mortal men do to the natural world. Your farmers cut down trees by the thousand so they can raise crops in stolen land. All the creatures that depended on those trees are driven away and most die. You think you live in harmony with nature but your ploughs, your axes and your fire destroy all before you.”

She led me to the edge of the pond and had me sit upon the grass. The sun shone down from the opening in the tree canopy and illuminated the beauty of the waterfall. Her words had filled me with a sense of guilt. The nymphs have been living among such natural beauty and abundant life for what must have been thousands of years. To see humans come along and cut down forests to build farms must have seemed to them …horrific.

I looked around the beauty of her glade and the asked, “When.,. when will you feed from me again?”

“Not for a while. You are still weak.” she explained.

“Has anyone ..survived the second feeding?”

She shook her head, “No, for a mortal man to survive two feedings is impossible. There have been rumours among my people, and other fae folk, of mortals who survived two feedings but those are just stories. My sisters and I do not believe them. We have fed from a great many mortals over the centuries and most of them died at the first feeding. Those that survived did not survive the second.” she rested her hand on my shoulder, “Do not dwell on the future, Mallek. Enjoy the time I am granting you. I will show you a little of the wonder of my domain. While you recover from the first feeding I will treat you well.”

After resting for a while she made me stand and follow her. I was still weak enough that he to help me to my feet. We walked among the trees and everywhere we walked I could see that the forest was filled with life. Birdsong filled the air, insects flew around and small animals walked right up to us and past us without fear. I was struck by how different this was from whenever I had walked in this forest. Maybe it was because I was on the outskirts of the forest, but I had always experienced the forest as being much quieter.

This brought home to me how much of an intruder I was in this land. The animals and birds had avoided me. Now, with the nymph’s presence, they had no fear. Maybe it was her magic, who knows. I felt humbled, nonetheless. I trailed along a little behind her as we walked. Eventually we came to another clearing. It too had a delightful pool. Standing beside the water was another nymph. Like my captor sher too was astonishingly beautiful and her iridescent wings were a striking shade of blue with silver streaks. She spread them wide as we approached.

“Well met sister,” said the blue nymph, looking at my captor, “You are looking well.”

“My thanks to you sister.” said my captor, and gripped the strap across my chest, “I have just had an excellent feeding, and I am feeling much restored.”

“You fed from him?” asked the blue nymph.

“I did!” she said, her hand now stroking my chest.

“He has survived well!” observed the blue nymph and walked up to me, looking me in the eyes, “He is remarkable. Have you seen his eyes?”

My captor turned to look at my eyes, “I had not noticed that! That is unusual in a mortal.”

I was feeling self-conscious, “What is wrong with my eyes?” I asked, nervously.

“Your eyes are gold.” said my captor, “Mortals do not have gold eyes, as far as I know.”

“They make him quite attractive,” said the blue nymph, “Would you consider a sale, sister?”

“You want to buy him?”

“Of course,” replied the blue nymph, “I haven’t fed for quite a while. What you took from him is making you positively glow. Don’t be greedy, sister.”

My captor’s voice was harsh, “If you wish to feed then claim you own prey! This one is mine. When he is ready, I will feed from him again and that will be the end of it.”

Blue nymph scowled, “Such greed is unbecoming! I would pay you well for him! I offer you three divination crystals. Each one pure and all three aligned and proven!”

My captor gasped, “Just how hungry are you, sister, to be so desperate? But my answer is still no. He is not for sale at any price.”

The blue nymph stepped away but turned back and said, “I will tell the queen of this, of your greed.”

My captor angrily laughed, “Then tell her! I mind not! She will tell you nothing different from my own words. A nymph should claim her own prey.”

The blue nymph’s wings blurred, and she took to the air, fading from sight in seconds. My captor took hold of my harness and pulled me back the way we had come.

After a few minutes I found my curiosity getting the better of me and asked, “Do nymphs normally buy captured men from each other?”

“We do not! It is …demeaning. She knew better but her hunger must be great for her to suggest it. I have fed from you, so my mark is upon you. No other nymph can feed from you now unless I remove that mark. Doing so is no simple task. She knew that, which is why she offered so much.”

“What are divination crystals?” I asked, emboldened to ask more questions.

“They are rare, powerful and greatly valuable. We nymphs use them to know what is happening beyond our own domains. I have my own divination crystals which is how I saw you enter the forest.”

“But, …I have entered this forest before. If you could see me, why was I not hunted down then?”

She looked at me and smiled, “Because we did not see you. We only use the crystals when we choose to hunt. Consider yourself lucky none of us was hunting on those occasions. Come, let us find you some food.”

Food, as it turned out, was fruit. We walked through the forest, and she collected yellow and orange fruits growing from bushes and smaller trees near a stream. I did not recognise the fruit. They were small and round and had a furry surface texture. I had prided myself on my knowledge of what grew in the Wilds, but it seemed there was a great deal I did not know.

The world I saw in the forest was so much richer and more diverse when I was with the nymph. Had all this been visible before and I had missed it?

Back at her house, she put me in a corner and tied a rope around my neck and tethered me to the wall again. Then she left me. When she returned she was carrying two earthenware jugs. She put both on her table next to the gathered fruit and got to work. She poured water from one jug into a bowel and then added herbs. Then she peeled the fruit, mashed them into a paste and added it to the water.

She passed her hands over the mixture and steam rose from it. She did this for quite a while before tipping the bowl over and a cooked, colourful mass landed on the table. She formed it into a number of small mounds and put them on a tray. Then she poured something from the other jug into a cup and brought both the cup and the tray over to me.

As my arms were still bound behind my back so she had to feed me. The fruit lumps had become some kind of cakes and they tasted …delicious. In fact, they were extraordinary. A mix of flavours and sweetness that was divine. The drink in the cup was some kind of beer, but that too was wonderful. Cool and satisfying.

“I know you mean to kill me,” I said, “But I am grateful for your care.”

“I take no pleasure from your death, Mallek. I grieve the death of any living being. But your end is just, deserved and not without purpose. I promise I will ensure you do not suffer, either in the days to come or in the feeding itself.”

And with that she left me once more. I lay down on the floor and tried to rest.


Chapter 7

Second Feeding

Day by day I recovered from the first feeding. The Nymph was caring and considerate. She fed me well and everything she gave me was among the very best food I had ever tasted. I drank delicious fruit concoctions and interesting beers and even a form of wine that was blue in colour and tasted like a drink of the gods!

I was allowed to exercise around the house and near the pond. But no matter how kind her words or her treatment of me were, I was never in any doubt of my status or my fate. I was bound at all times. Either tied with rope or strapped up in the leather harness. I was never able to wander entirely free. Either I was tethered in her house, to a tree or she had me on a leash. A thin piece of rope that she bound to a leather collar that was locked around my neck.

When she left me alone for extended periods it was most often near the waterfall. There was a pleasant spot, that I expressed a liking for, and she tethered me there when she had business elsewhere. I was so used to the leather body harness and cuffs binding my arms that I they bothered me very little. I would sit on the grass and watch the water flow over the waterfall and splashing over rocks and into the pond.

As a hunter I had believed that I had a good feel and understanding of nature. I had thought that I knew about plants and animals. I had felt superior to those who lived out their lives in villages and towns, never knowing the delights of a wild forest.

Day after day I learned how little I had really understood. Sitting by the water I watched birds and small animals going about their business as if I were not there. Insects were everywhere and even larger animals, such as deer, walked up to the pond to drink. My presence scared nothing away.

I wondered if this was because I was good at keeping still, after all I was, or had been, a hunter, and a good one. But no, even when totally still while hunting I had never seen such a wealth of life around me such as I was seeing every day in the Nymph’s domain.

I concluded that the Nymph was the reason. This was her place. I could not imagine what magics were at work here that were under her control. I surmised that this was a blessed location, protected by her power. Everything here felt no fear, and certainly no fear of me.

I was grateful for that. I could now watch and enjoy the wonderful living world of the forest in a way I never had before. In these, I felt, the last few days of my life, I finally understood how wonderful the world of the forest was and how little I had ever truly experienced it before. I was humbled and ashamed of the man I had used to be. I was angry at my former self for my blindness and arrogance. I once thought this was a place for me to kill and take whatever I wanted without ever seeing the real beauty of where I was. I did so thinking myself somehow at one with nature and appreciative of its beauty. How little I had known and how arrogant and stupid I had been.

The days went by and when I looked at my reflection in the pond water, I could see that my health had returned. I felt restored and the last traces of weakness had faded away. The nymph said that the speed of my recovery had surprised her. She also admitted that it had dismayed her a little.

“Why?” I asked her.

“Because you are good company, Mallek. You are not a bad man and if your life were not forfeit, I would count you as someone worth knowing. Which is a very rare thing for a nymph to say about a mortal man.”

I knew it was pointless, but I had to ask anyway, “You could always delay the feeding, if you enjoy my company. Maybe even not feed from me at all?”

She scowled, “No, what has to be done is best not delayed. And it has to be done! The longer I delay the more your death will pain me. I take no pleasure in your death, and your passing will grieve me enough as it is. To wait too long would bring greater pain upon myself and prolong the suffering you must be feeling as you anticipate your death.”

“I am prepared to suffer a little longer.” I said with a wry smile.

She laughed, “No mortal has ever jested with me about their demise before. You are truly a remarkable man, Mallek. I will remember you all my days.”

Even though we both knew that I had recovered enough for the second feeding, she did indeed give me more time. A few precious extra days. I appreciated the time in the glade, drank in its pleasures. I considered every moment a privilege and every drink of beer or delicious meal as a gift that the nymph and fate were granting me.

But my time eventually ran out and so, the day dawned on what she told me would be my last day. She fed me well one last time and she took me for a walk by the pool while the sun shone down upon us. Then she led me back into her house, removed my harness and laid me upon the floor. She bound my wrists above my head with rope, fixed to a loop of wood in the wall. She removed my clothes and then bound my ankles with more rope. She slowly removed her own clothes and then, almost with a reluctant sigh, settled down upon me, resting her weight on my thighs.

“I will make this as painless and as pleasurable as I can. Goodbye sweet mortal. Farewell Mallek.” she said softly. She leaned forward and kissed me gently. Then her hands grabbed my cock and began to massage it. She was gentle and took her time. I guessed she was in no hurry. I had the feeling that she might have been telling the truth about actually feeling genuine grief at my death, necessary though she believed it to be.

Despite my knowledge that death was near, arousal quickly came. My shaft was soon hard and ready, and she eased me into herself. She took things very slowly. I did not know if this was to prolong her pleasure or to give me a few more moments of life than I might not otherwise have. Whatever the reason, I was grateful.

It was a strange sensation. To be filled with such a powerful wave of rising sexual pleasure while knowing that it meant my own death was close at hand. As my passion rose, I began to feel the drain of my life’s energy. Her power, boosted by her first feeding from me, was overwhelming. I felt like a painful and yet ecstatically pleasurable fire was flowing through my veins. I pulled against my bonds but gradually grew weaker and weaker. I rose to a crashing orgasm but also descended into pain and weakness.

She continued draining me. Her hands stroked my chest and that fire flowed again through me. It was like my very essence was being devoured, burned and exalted, all at the same time. Lifted by her power I feebly rose to a second orgasm, but my body was finally failing. I felt that the last of my life’s energy was being pulled from me body and the last thing I saw before the darkness took me was her sad face looking down at me.


Chapter 8

Alive!

I opened my eyes and could see leaves above. I heard birds singing and for a moment I wondered if I was dead and in some kind of arboreal heaven. Then I felt the uneven ground beneath me. My arms were above my head and when I pulled them forward, they ached terribly. Also, I discovered that my wrists were still bound. When I tried to move into a more comfortable position, I realised my ankles were also still bound.

I looked down at my body and I saw I was naked. In fact, I was exactly as I had been when the Nymph had fed from me. So why was I outside? More to the point, why was I still alive?

I felt terrible. Just the same terrible feeling of weakness that I had felt at the first feeding, if not worse. But, why was I not dead? Why was I outside? Had she thought me dead and dumped my body outside of her home. That made a kind of sense. She would not want my dead body in her house. Though the idea of being dumped outside like rubbish was offensive.

I looked down at the bonds around my wrists. It was probably a good idea, I thought, to get myself free. The bonds around my wrists were tightly knotted and I could not easily get my fingers to the knot. I tried using my teeth, but it was slow going. The knot was difficult to undo and I was so weak I had little strength in my jaw to bite with.

A better use of my time was untying my feet so I bent down and managed to get my fingers to the equally tightly knotted ropes round my ankles. I was in the middle of doing this when the Nymph walked around the corner of her house and saw me. I stopped what I was doing and she stopped and stared at me.

Then she put her hands to her head and cried out “Noooo!”

I was too weak to do anything but lie there as she walked slowly toward me, crying out in obvious despair, “Noooo!” she cried again, “You cannot be alive!”

She stood looking down at me. There were tears in her eyes. Then a look of cold resolve took over her face and she ran back to her house. I was too weak to do anything but wait. When she returned she was carrying a knife. I recognized it as my knife. The one I had been carrying when she captured me. She rushed to where I was lying and pounced on me. Sitting astride my chest she pinned my arms. Her left hand pushed my head to the side and with the other she brought the knife to my neck.

I felt the blade touch my skin. This was it, I thought. I had had but a little extra time but this time it was the end.

But nothing happened. I turned my head a little and managed to look at her face. She was grimacing and tears were flowing freely.

“You …you have to die!” she said and repeated it several times under her breath. I felt the blade shift against my skin but nothing more. Eventually she wailed as if in pain and then threw the knife away. She sat back, released ger grip on my head and stared down at me.

“You died!” she hissed, “I felt you die! When I fed from you, I felt the last of your energy flow into me and that was it. It was done, finished! Now you are alive again. I do not know how that is possible.”

I did not answer but just looked at her. I could not think of anything to say. Then she put her hand on my chest and closed her eyes.

“I feel …you are weak, …so weak. There is so little energy in you. I must have missed something when I fed. There must have been the smallest spark left behind, enough to sustain you.”

I finally found the strength to ask, “Why didn’t you kill me just now?”

“I am of the fae! We do not kill with iron. In my rage and fear I almost forgot this. I will not forget myself again.”

“So, ..you aren’t going to kill me?” I asked, a tiny seed of hope in my words.

“Oh, I will kill you Mallek! I will kill you and I will do it soon. I have to! I have no choice. You survived a second feeding. That is not possible. …I must have been careless. Maybe I was affected by my feelings for you. I felt pity …yes, …yes, that was it. I felt pity for you.”

She stood and took hold of the rope binding my ankles. She used this to drag me through the undergrowth and back into her house. She put me back in the same place where she had fed on me and bound my wrists again above my head.

She stood looking down at me.

“What do I do with you?” she gasped, as if talking to herself, “I need you to be dead. I need you to be dead soon …today! If any of my sisters learn you survived a second feeding…”

She seemed to be at war with herself. Why was my surviving a second time such a problem? She was acting afraid, really afraid. What was going on?

“This ends now! I can’t kill you with iron and …I can’t bring myself to strangle you. Honour says you must die from the feeding. I must claim all that is your life. But if I feed from you a third time …. but ..you are weak. There is no chance you would last even moments.”

She stopped talking and seemed lost in thought. Then she rushed out of the house. About twenty minutes later she returned carrying a small bowl and a cup. The knelt and offered the cup to my mouth and I drank sweet tasting water. Then she fed me the small amount of food she had mixed in the bowl. It wasn’t much but it I immediately felt better.

“Listen,” she said, “I will give you a short time to recover at least some strength. If I try to feed from you now, you are so weak nothing would happen. My magic would likely not even work. It would be like trying to feed from a stone. I will wait one hour, that should be time enough for you to have enough strength for the feeding to work. I am sorry, but you are so weak that you will not last long. Also, this time I will ensure that there is no life left in you when I am done.”

So, I had an hour. She believed it was her pity for me that caused her to allow me to live the last time. It was clear she was scared, though why was a mystery. I should be grateful for one more hour of life, one more taste of food and water.

I lay and tried not to think about what was in store for me …again! The food and water made me feel a little more alive, though I guess what energy was left in me was going to be no more than a tiny fraction of what she had taken from me the day before.

My survival overnight had been a miracle. These last moments a gift I never expected. When she walked into the house again, I knew I was ready. She stripped naked and straddled me, looking into my eyes she said, “Good bye Mallek,” and then her power took me.


Chapter 9

Imprinted

There was no tenderness or compassion from her this time around. I knew there would be no mercy, no pity. I may have had some food and an hour’s rest, but I was still extremely weak. Her power flowed over me and overwhelmed me. My cock hardened though it felt like it was not even part of my body. She took it into herself and immediately I felt the drain. It was so fast and so powerful I could feel the darkness already forming at the edge of my vision. The final abyss was rising to claim me and there was nothing I could do.

I decided to just accept my fate. I reached for the abyss. I reached for the darkness and death and mentally threw myself into it. But when I tried to will my own death, something strange happened. The abyss rejected me! Instead, I felt a flood of energy flow into me. The Nymph screamed and arched her back. She reached out with her hands and clawed at my chest. I gasped as she drew blood.

I could still feel her draining the energy from me but now I could also feel energy flowing into me from her in return. The dual flow created a sense of pain and ecstasy beyond imagination. The previous feedings felt like nothing in comparison. My blood was on fire and I could feel that hers was too. Yes, that was it. I could feel what she was feeling! I felt her agony as energy was being taken from her, just as I felt her orgasmic pleasure in drawing energy from me.

We were locked together in a cycle of pain and pleasure, each one of us was draining the other. I looked into her eyes, and they were wide with terror. Did she know this could happen? Is that what she was afraid of? I no longer felt that I was dying, or that I even could die. When she had begun to feed her body had been bursting with energy. Energy which she had taken from me. Now it was flowing back just as she drained it to herself again.

Our pain and pleasure slowly equalized. Bit by bit my own energy was restored as we headed for a balance. Her look of horror had changed into one of despair, of loss. She looked like it was she who was looking into the abyss. When the point of balance was finally reached, I felt like the world exploded. A bright light grew all along us and there was a tremendous flood of indescribably pain all over my body, and hers. I felt her pain as keenly as my own.

Then it ended. With a raw gasping scream, she threw herself from me and across the room. She curled into a ball and wept. She cried like someone who had lost everything she valued in the world. They were cries of profound misery. Even though she had wanted to kill me I could not help but feel empathy, even sympathy for her. I had no idea what had happened but one thing I felt sure of. I was no longer going to die.

I lay, still bound, but much restored. The terrible feeling of weakness had gone. The Nymph lay whimpering and did not look like she was going to be releasing me any time soon. So, I just lay there and tried to relax, tried to gather my thoughts and make some kind of sense of what had just happened.

I had not only not died but I had drawn energy from her! I was restored, so I had taken from her more than she had taken from me. How could that be possible? I was just a man. I had no supernatural powers. Yet I had surely done something to her. What happened was obviously not what she planned or expected, …or wanted!

I do not know how much time passed but the Nymph showed no sign of moving. What felt like hours later she was still curled into a ball and weeping. I resolved that it was up to me to do something. I wriggled toward the wall and reached up to where the rope holding my wrists was tied to the wooden loop. I pulled at it and got my fingers into the knot. By worrying it and also using my teeth I was able to get myself free from the wall.

Next I concentrated on my ankles. Now I had some energy undoing the knots was easier though they had been pulled very tight. I had to force one finger into a loop of the knot to get it started unravelling. Once my ankles were free, I examined the difficult and densely tied knots that held the rope round my wrists. I sat on the floor and steadily worked at the rope with my teeth until after a frustratingly long time I managed to work the knots loose and free myself. My wrists were sore and there were deep red rope marks around them.

I rubbed my aching wrists and ankles and looked at the Nymph. She still had not moved. Looking around the room, I found my clothes. They had been thrown in a corner. I also tracked down my knife. My clothes were torn but still serviceable though I had to improvise a new belt with some rope I cut from the lengths that had bound me. Once dressed and, feeling in control of my life for the first time in too long, I approached my erstwhile captor.

I say erstwhile because I knew something had changed. The power dynamic had shifted. Exactly how I did not know. What I did know was I should not fear this girl anymore. Why I knew that was a mystery to me, but I felt sure of it.

I knelt beside her and put my hand on her shoulder, “Do you know what happened?” I asked.

“I’m dead,” she cried.

“That is very obviously not true.”

She snorted, “You don’t understand. I am dead! I will wither and die now. You are just a mortal, a useless piece of male flesh who should have died. Now you have killed me.”

I removed my hand and sat down. There was something going on here that I did not understand, but I was determined to learn the truth. I guessed I could have walked out the door, and she would not have been able to stop me, but for some strange reason I did not want to do that. I felt no desire to run, nor any need to. I felt no fear of this girl anymore. But what I did need was an explanation.

“What happened?” I asked, “Why am I not dead and why do you say that you are dead?”

She slowly lifted her head and turned her eyes on me, “I was certain that a third feeding would kill you. I rushed to do it and did not think of the terrible risk I was taking. A third feeding is forbidden, it is a monstrously dangerous thing to do. I should have just caved your skull in with a rock …oh what was I thinking!”

“Why is a third feeding dangerous for you?”

“For anyone! …for any of my kind. It carries the chance of  …well, what happened between us.”

“Which was?” I asked.

“Imprinting! You have imprinted me! Then you took control and forced me to imprint you in return!” she wailed.

“What does that mean? …What is imprinting?”

“Oh, you hapless fool, you know nothing! Did you not feel what happened? When I feed from a mortal my life force takes control of my victim’s life energy. Whenever I do this a part of me alters the life energy of the victim. If I feed a second time and the victim survives then the effect is much greater. My victim’s life energy takes on more of the nature of my own. If I feed a third time the fact our life energies are aligned by the previous feedings means there is a risk our life-forces will merge. This is called imprinting, and it is what has just happened.”

“I think I understand,” I said, “I could feel what you were feeling.”

“Your energy aligned so well with my power that you were able to drain life force from me. Our life energies imprinted, one upon the other. We share an energy signature now. I have been imprinted by a mortal! …I am dead.”

“Why? …Why are you dead?”

“I cannot feed from any other mortal but you now! The imprinting means that only your energy can sustain me. I am …addicted to you! And you are mortal. One day you will die and on that day I will die too. Just as you will die if my own life ends first. Our connection cannot be broken.”

I was less than impressed, “So when you say you are dead, you mean you will die when I die, which could be many years from now.”

“Ha! …what do you know of many years?” she hissed at me, “I have lived for so many thousands of years. My kind do not age. The eons turn and we are changeless. But you …you will live a few decades at most and then you will be gone. Now I am chained to you, when you die, my life ends. …I am lost!”

With that she put her head in her hands and wept. I sat for a short while looking at her. I guessed for someone who had expected to live for thousands of years more, suddenly knowing that your life was drastically shorter was a terrible blow. Well, I thought, now she gets to find out what to means to be mortal.

I walked past her and out of the house. For the first time I could walk outside without being her prisoner, without being bound. The sun streaming down through the trees had never looked so wonderful. I felt more alive in that moment than at any time in my life. The Nymph may be mourning her lost years, but my life had been restored. I had lived with the threat of imminent death and now that threat was gone. I wanted to shout with joy. But the Nymph was still inside, and I did not want her coming after me.

I walked quietly to the pool and looked at the beauty of the waterfall. I listened to the birds singing and the watched the point-like glow of insects as the sunbeams caught their meandering flight. The sound of the water flowing over the rocks was like the sweetest, most joyous music.

I could have happily just rested and enjoyed being alive, but I decided it was best to get moving. There was still plenty of daylight. I looked at the sun and made my best guess as to which way was east. I set off walking with an uplifted and hopeful heart. I did not know how deep in the forest I was, but I was confident that if I travelled in an approximately eastern direction I would eventually arrive at the edge. I may end up miles from my village, but I knew the lands around the eastern side of the forest well. I was sure I could find my way home.

Walking through the forest was fascinating. I moved easily and quietly. Many years as a hunter had taught me how to live off the land so I was confident I could find food and water when I needed it. I had my knife. That was really the only tool I needed. When I got home, I would have a crazy tale to tell people. Would they believe me? Probably not. But my eyes had been opened to so much.

I was questioning whether I wanted to continue being a hunter. I had learned a new appreciation for the forest and when I looked at all the life around me, I found I wanted to protect it, not exploit it. Was that the imprinting at work or had I started feeling that way before? I was not sure. I resolved to find some way of making a living that did not involve hunting and killing animals. Whatever the reason for how I felt, I felt it none the less.

I had been walking for less than an hour when I heard a whooshing sound and something hit me hard. It bore me to the ground. I managed to turn and found …her! The nymph!


Chapter 10

Short Lived Freedom

I lay flat on my back with the nymph sitting on my chest.

“You cannot leave!” she snarled at me.

“You can’t kill me!” I snarled back at her, “So I may as well leave!”

She growled, a low guttural sound and grabbed my hair, forcing my head back as she leaned forward, her face close to mine, “No! We are imprinted! My life, what is left of it, depends on you. If you leave you could be murdered, or eaten by wolves, or fall sick. You must live as long as possible! I will keep you and protect and care for you. I will make sure you live as long a life as I can make for you.”

I tried to force her off me, but she was still so much stronger. She let go of my hair and grabbed my wrists, pinning them above my head, needing only one hand to hold them. The other she rested against the side of my face. She brought her face even closer to mine and looked me in the eyes.

“Do not struggle. I don’t want to hurt you. I really do not want that! Everything is changed now. We are joined! I must ensure that your life is protected and lasts as long as I can manage. I want to live! Even if only for these last few years. So, you are mine!

“I can only feed from you now! Without feeding I will fade. If I fade and die, you will die too. It serves you to stay and feed me.”

Was that even true? I knew that we were linked in some way. I knew that she dared not kill me. I could feel the connection between us. But why could she not now feed from others? Was that a lie to make me stay?

“So, you will just drag me back and make me your prisoner again?”

She nodded, “Yes, exactly that! You are mine now, in body and soul. You are my responsibility. I will do all I can to keep you healthy for as long as possible. But I cannot let you go free.”

I shook my head, “But each time when you feed off me you nearly kill me. How long will I last with you feeding from me time after time?”

“We are imprinted now! Don’t you realise that?” she said angrily, “When I feed from you now there will be an exchange. You felt it, yes? When you drew from me while I drew from you. When I feed you will give me more than you take. I will not gain as much each time, but you will not be harmed. Maybe you will be weakened a little for a while only. I will make sure you rebuild your strength each time. If we are careful, I can feed from you for many years this way.”

“How do I know you speak the truth?” I asked.

She slapped me, hard, “Fool! I am of the fae. I am First of the Golden Horde. I am a knight of the court of the Eternal Queen. I am a Keeper of the Trees. I do not lie! Lies are for mortals.”

“How …how will you keep me from escaping? Year after year?” I asked, sourly, “I will always be looking to escape!”

“How well did this escape attempt go? I will keep you secure, don’t worry. If you manage to break free, I will fly down on you like I just did. You can never escape me! I kept you before and that was when you were under sentence of death. Now, instead of seeking your death I must do all I can to keep you alive. Also, don’t forget that you need to feed me. If you escape you doom us both.”

I looked at her face, mere inches from mine, “Do you hate me now?” I asked.

“I hated you before, at first. You were a mortal invading the forest, seeking to kill and steal from it. Then I came to know you and even though I knew I must kill you I came to like you. Now we are imprinted! I felt your fear and pain just as much as I knew your pleasure and hope. You knew mine in return. We are joined, in a way that cannot be undone. Our bond is too strong. Even the Eternal Queen does not have the power to undo an imprinting. There is no magic that can undo it.

“So no, I do not hate you. I grieve for the life I will now lose. But I know that I am as much to blame for this as you. More so, in fact, as I could have killed you without trying to feed off you. Even more than my lost lifespan, I must abase myself before my Queen and confess what has happened. I am compromised now! I may even be exiled.”

“Do you …do you have to tell anyone?” I asked, actually concerned on her behalf.

She slapped me again, though not so hard, “I will not seek to hide this. I have my honour! At the Conclave, I will stand before my Queen and confess all.”

“When is this Conclave?”

“In two months. I will fly to the Sacred Grove deep in the western heart of the forest.”

“What will they do with me?” I asked.

“They won’t kill you! If that is what you are fearing. That would mean killing me too. They would never do that. But exile is the most likely result. I will have to leave the forest. I will miss my glade. It has been my home for a very long time.”

I felt a strange pang of guilt, “I wish I had never come to the forest. It would have spared us both a great deal of pain if I had gone hunting elsewhere.”

She sat back up and released my hands, “What is done is done. We must live with the consequences, both of us.”

Despite releasing my hands, she remained sitting on me. She was looking at me, as if expecting me to say something more.

“If they exile you,” I asked, “Where will you go?”

“To the north, possibly. This forest is not the only home of the fae. There are forests to the north where I may find a home. They are not the equal of this one but if I travel far enough there are places that are still free of the encroachment of mortal men.”

“Why not go east? The kingdom and the lands beyond are vast. Is there nowhere there you could find a home?”

She snorted, “Pah! You would have me go to the lands of mortals? No, …never! There have been stories of fae who went to try and live among mortal men. It is said that none ever returned.”

“Maybe they did not return because they found a home?”

“More likely they found the wrong end of a mortal man’s spear!” she growled, “Your people fear us. They call us demons or say we are in league with dark forces. They say we steal your children and eat them. What chance does any fae have trying to live among people who tell such lies.”

To be fair she had a point. I had grown up hearing people tell implausible and horrific tales about fae folk. On the rare occasions I had ventured into a church I had heard priests saying that the fae were in league with devils and some were even demons themselves. Exactly as she claimed. I had even heard tales of them stealing children. Though my mother had said that was all rot and I should pay it no mind.

“I understand,” I said, “My people are ignorant. They do not know you. Even I did not like staying among them that much.”

“Do you have family among them?” she asked, “A wife, …children?”

I toyed with the idea of lying. I could say I had a family who would miss me and who needed me to provide for them. But our connection meant that she likely could tell that I was lying.

“No, I have no-one.” I admitted, “My mother died of the plague years gone by and I never knew my father. I have no wife or children. Since I was a child, I have preferred the Wilds to living in the village.”

“Ha!” she said, actually smiling, “Then you are better off with me! A life in the forest is much better than in the smelly death lands of mortal men.”

“Death lands?”

“Your people build their lands and lives on death,” she explained, “You cut down the forests to plant your crops and build your towns and cities, then use the wood from the dead trees to build your houses. You steal cold iron from the ground and use it to make weapons. You dig blackstone the same way and burn both it and wood to keep yourselves warm. You make tools from the bones of animals you have killed. I have seen the worlds of men and they reek of death. Your people kill everything, they steal from the earth itself and make a barren land everywhere they go.”

She had a point. It was not pleasant to hear her condemn my own people that way, but I could not counter anything she said.

“So, what happens now?” I asked.

“Now I take you home and we find a way to live with what has happened.”

She stood up and then reached down, grabbed my hand and pulled me to my feet. Then she grabbed my upper arms and twisted me around. As usual her strength was beyond what I could resist. She pulled my hands behind my back and bound my wrists. I felt the familiar rough rope wrapped skilfully and knotted securely.

“Is this necessary?” I asked, “Tying me again?”

“You have proven that it is by trying to escape! Come on,” she said, “You can follow me home on foot. I am not carrying you.”

She walked off heading back the way I had come and knowing I had no choice, I followed.


Chapter 11

Living Arrangements

The walk back through the forest felt like it took a lot longer than I spent walking the other way. Back at the glade I followed her into her house. She had me sit on a rough wooden stool while she brought cups of water for each of us. My hands were still tied so she held the cup for me while I drank. It felt almost like a kind of ritual. Or maybe she was delaying something, making time so she could think things through. Eventually she stood in front of me and sighed.

“I cannot trust you,” she began, “You just tried to escape, even though you knew I no longer wanted you dead. I am no threat to you now. If I harm you then I would harm myself. If I killed you then I would die. If I untied you and left you alone here, what would you do? Please be honest. The link created by the imprinting means I will know if you are lying.”

I knew that. I could feel her in the same way. If she lied to me, I would know it. So, I answered honestly, “I would try to escape and travel back home.”

She nodded, “So, just as before, I must keep you as my prisoner. Only now it won’t be for the short time before I took your life. Now I have to hold you indefinitely, most likely for years. Even after I am exiled, I will be taking you with me.”

I glanced around the room and my eye fell on the leather harness that I had been forced to wear. The nymph saw where I was looking and smiled, “Yes,” she said, “That is going to be part of the solution. But I will need more. I must keep you captive and that means keeping you in bondage. But I must also keep you healthy. I need to get to work.”

She retrieved the harness and approached me, “Now, will you cooperate or fight me? I would prefer to have you cooperate. If I have to subdue you then I may forget what is in my best interest and hurt you.”

If I was going to try to escape, then that moment was not the time. I could fight but it would be futile, she was stronger, faster and even if I escaped into the woods she could hunt me down as she had just done. I needed to bide my time. At least now I had time. I had all the time in the world. Surely at some point she would be careless and leave me a chance. I just had to wait for that moment.

When I did make my escape, I would need to do it when she could not chase after me. Maybe when she was at her Conclave, maybe sooner.  My best strategy was to do nothing that raised her suspicions. Having just seen me escape, however, it would take time before she relaxed her guard enough to give a chance.

“I won’t fight,” I said.

She nodded and walked around behind me to untie my wrists. Then she ordered me to remove my clothes.

“Why? Can you not tie me like this?” I asked.

“No, I want you naked. It will make it easier for me to clean you. Also, when I feed from you, I will not need to remove your clothes. You don’t need clothes here. It is still summer and the weather is warm. When the winter comes, I will find a way to keep you warm.”

Not having a choice, I removed my clothes and handed them to her. She saw my knife and picked it up by the handle, holding it between two fingers.

“This must go. I will take it far from here. Weapons of iron or steel are …wrong. They offend us and the natural world.”

She threw the blade out of the door. I was sad to see it go. If I ever managed to escape, I would need to survive in the wilds. That knife would have been invaluable.

With practised ease she fitted the leather harness around my body and used the attached cuffs to bind my arms behind me. I was well used to the harness but from being the symbol of my imprisonment and impending doom it was now the symbol of my ongoing captivity. No, it was worse than that. I was a symbol that I was now a slave.

She would be keeping me to feed from. Holding me prisoner and using me. That was pretty much the definition of slavery, or maybe something worse. Maybe I was at the level of a domestic animal, kept for food.

She bound my ankles with rope and then walked out of the house. I saw her pick up the knife and the in blur of iridescent wings she flew away. No doubt to drop my blade where no-one would ever find it.

For a while I stayed on the stool, thinking that she would return quickly. After a long while she had not returned. I got to my feet and hopped over to the doorway. Looking out I saw no sign of her. If I had not been so thoroughly bound this would have been a good opportunity to escape.

With my arms pinned behind my back I had no way of getting to the ropes round my ankles. Getting out of the harness was, I had discovered before, impossible. It was too well made, too well designed and too strong.

I did not want to just head back inside the house and await my captor, nor did I think it wise to try to travel in any direction. I compromised. There was a rough wooden bench by the entrance to her house. The wood that formed it grew directly from the house. I hopped the short distance to it and sat down. It was wide, low and very sturdy. I got myself into a comfortable position and leaned back against the side of the house.

In my time in the Nymph’s glade, I had learned to appreciate its beauty. Now, it appeared, it was going to be my home. At least for a while. She has said that the imprinting would lead to her exile. I had no clue what Nymph society was like. I had only seen two other Nymphs since arriving at the forest. How many of them were there, I wondered. The Nymph had referred to the fae. That was the term my mother had used when speaking of all supernatural beings.

I recalled how she had spoken to me about them in a matter-of-fact tone. Everyone else doubted they existed or thought their nature and powers much exaggerated. The stuff of interesting stories to scare children. My mother had doubted the truth of the outlandish stories told about the fae, but she expressed no doubt that they existed. As a child her words had influenced my own view. She had taught me to be sceptical but not to doubt that the supernatural world existed. Once I began to learn to hunt and later as an adult I had put such beliefs behind me. I had come to believe that only the natural world existed.

But thinking back, my mother had been the only person to use that word, ‘fae’. No-one else did. Did she know more than she let on. Could it be that she actually had knowledge of the fae? If that was so, where had she got such knowledge. Had she met a fae, or had people in her own family?

I was pondering this and other idle thoughts for hours. Aside from hobbling over to some bushes to relieve myself I never strayed from the bench. As the light faded, I grew tired. Where I was half sitting, half leaning, was comfortable enough. I edged to the end of the bench where it was closest to the wall. I wedged myself there in a comfortable hunched position and drifted off to sleep.

I was awoken by something patting my face. I opened my eyes and the Nymph has standing next to me. Night had fallen and it was beginning to get cold.

“Wake up!” she said, “…and what are you doing out here?”

“Where else would I be?” I asked, “Also, where have you been?”

She looked at me angrily, “Where have I been? You don’t get to ask me questions! You are my prisoner! Have you forgotten?”

“How can I forget? You have me tied up and barely able to move!” I complained.

A small smile briefly appeared on her face then vanished. Over her shoulder was a large bag which looked to be some weight. She gripped the front of my harness and pulled me to my feet. Then she looked down at my feet and probably only just remembered that I couldn’t walk.

With amazing strength, she bent down and lifted me so that I lay over her shoulder! I yelped in surprise! I had seen her strength many times but being treated this way was incredible. Inside her house she tossed me into her bed. A place I had never been before. I did not move but waited while she put down the sack and started removing items from it.

“While you lazed about, I went to an old friend of mine. He is a Clurichaun and one of the best crafts workers in the Western Realms. He is the one who made the harness you are wearing. I explained I had a need to keep a human captive for a long time, so he gave me some items to help with that, made some others quickly and is currently making more.

She arranged the bag’s contents on the floor. The first thing that caught my eye was a leather harness. It looked a little like the one I was wearing, only more complicated. There were other leather items, and even a few metal ones. That surprised me as I thought the Nymphs did not like anything made of iron.

Then I looked more closely and saw that the metal did not really look like iron. It was pale, silvery-blueish and almost …glowing.

She untied my ankles and removed the leather harness. Then she picked up a new harness and showed it to me.

“This is designed for long term use. I need to be able to control you. There are times when I need to be away from my domain and I need to be sure that you will still be here when I get back. I cannot keep you bound hand and foot as that is not safe.”

“Safe?” I asked.

“I need to keep you safe!” she growled, “Not just because I can only feed from you now, but also to make sure you live as long as possible. If you are too severely bound, you might injure yourself. I need a way to confine and control you without harming you.”

I looked at the harness, “How is this one different?”

“It is designed to be more comfortable, plus it allows your hands to be bound in front of you, or to your sides. It can even allow you some freedom, such as this …”

She showed me a short chain of the blue-ish silver metal. She locked it to a pair of wrist cuffs with some strangely shaped clasp and then the other end was locked to the front of the harness in the same way. The clasps were locks that looked like small seashells. The closed in a circular movement and were secured with a small curved key. The locks and the key were all made of the same metal as the chain.

She ordered me to raise my arms then carefully fitted the new harness around my body. It was indeed a more comfortable fit, though if anything it fit me even more tightly. I guessed it felt that way because it had been made, or altered, to fit me exactly. It had sturdy straps going around my chest, over my shoulders, between my legs and all connected together and connecting to a wide waist belt. It was all locked in place with more of the seashell locks so there was no way I could remove it.

She put the locking wrist cuffs on me and used the length of chain to connect them to the front of the harness. I now had a little freedom of movement. I could just about scratch my own nose and I would easily be able to feed myself.

Next, she knelt and locked a pair of leather ankle cuffs on me which were linked with another length of chain. I could walk, slowly, but I certainly wasn’t going to be going anywhere fast. Also..

“Do I have to be naked?” I asked.

“Yes, you do,” she replied, and I saw that half smile again, “You won’t be running away again like you are now, now will you?”

“No, I guess not,” I admitted, “But …what if I get cold?”

“Then stay in the house. My glade never gets cold, not really. My magic has been at work here for thousands of years. Even in mid-winter it is always pleasant here. This is a sanctuary for all the animal life under my care.”

“I thought …I thought nymphs just looked after trees.” I asked.

“We guard and nurture all of nature, all that is alive. That is our role. Don’t base your knowledge of us from myths you were taught as a child.”

I looked down at how I was tied, “Is this how I must live? All the time?”

She looked at me as though I were a misbehaving child, “You are lucky not to be dead! You get to live out your life! Mine has been cut short, all because of you! You will live as I say. If I wish to keep you in a cage, that is where you will be. If I wish to keep you in a hole in the ground, then that will be your home. You will not complain, you will not try to escape, you will obey me at all times. Is that understood?”

“Or else what?” I asked, sourly, “You can’t kill me!”

She smiled at me and then grabbed me, twisted me around and forced me face down on her bed. My arms were pinned beneath me. I twisted my head to try and see what she was doing. She was holding a length of wood. It looked like a thin, whippy length of tree branch. Her arm brought it up high and brought it down on my ass, hard!

It hurt like hell. As if a line of fire had been drawn across my flesh. I gasped and gritted my teeth against the pain. I did not want to cry out and give her that satisfaction. I braced for the next blow.

It did not come. In fact, nothing happened.  Slowly I looked around and saw that the nymph was lying on the floor. She was whimpering and holding …her ass.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Aargh!” she cried, “When I struck you, I felt the same pain!”

“What? How is that possible?”

“I don’t know! …arrrgh. This hurts so much! I have …I have never felt pain, …not like this.” She got slowly to her feet. My own bottom hurt, but the worst of it had faded. It seems she had suffered worse than I had.

She gasped, “It’s the imprinting! It has to be. It’s the only explanation. We …we are linked. It is more than just knowing one another’s feelings and sharing pleasure when I feed. It is clear now that what you suffer, I share.”

Oh really? I thought with a degree of satisfaction, “Does it work in reverse? If you suffer pain, is it visited on me?”

She looked at me with a sour expression. “We are not testing that!”

I smiled innocently, “Why not, it could be fun!”

She stood up straight and looked at me coldly, “Do not test me, mortal!” she hissed, “I may not be able to harm you, or chastise you as I would wish but I am still far stronger than you. You will obey me!” she gestured at my bonds, “These could be much more severe. I can do a great deal to you without inflicting pain or threatening your life.”

I stood my ground, “But that is not in your interest!” I insisted, “Yes, you want to prevent my escape, but if my life depends on yours and if any harm to you is visited on me then I have as much a need to protect you as you do to protect me.”

That gave her pause, so I continued, seeing I had a chance to raise myself about the level of a mere slave or domestic animal, “Regardless of whatever reason caused this, we are bound together now, in different ways. We need one another. Yes, I understand that you need to restrain me. I accept that. But do not treat me as you did before. My life is no longer yours to take, or threaten. I propose we work together to make the best of this situation.”

“Meaning what?” she asked, in a softer voice.

“Meaning we start showing each other some respect. You stop threatening me! I could promise not to escape. I would mean it, but I know you don’t trust me. At least not yet. So, I will cooperate with anything you feel you need to do to stop me escaping. But, eventually, keeping me tied up all the time won’t work. I would expect to live for decades to come. Do you plan to keep me tied all that time?”

That made her stop and think, “I …do not trust you. Until I can trust you, I must keep you as my prisoner. Maybe …eventually, you will earn my trust. When that happens, I will give you more freedom. So, it is up to you. If you behave, obey me and give no trouble, then in time that may lead me to trust you. But you have just shown that you cannot yet be trusted. When you had the chance to do so, you ran!”

She had a point, so I shrugged and nodded. I was still much better off than I had been. Though still a prisoner, it was now at the hands of a nymph whose life depended on me staying alive and healthy. The imprinting had saved my life and raised my status. Maybe in time I would find ways to raise it further.


Chapter 12

Feeding

Over the next few days life settled into a steady pattern. The emotional shock of the imprinting had impacted the nymph profoundly. She spent long periods deep in thought and I would sometimes catch her staring at me from a distance. I was kept bound at all times, but always with my wrists in front of me so my life was much less restricted.

I was always naked and my bonds were inescapable, so I put any thoughts of escape from my mind. I was fed regularly and with a steadily increasing variety of foods. The Nymph created a kind of bed for me in her house by packing reeds and moss together into a soft matt. It was better than sleeping on the floor but not as inviting as her own bed. I always slept with a chain connecting me to the wall. The mean nature of my bed and that chain served to tell where I stood in her estimation.

Each morning, she unchained me and took me outside to allow me to relieve myself. Then she washed and fed me. After this she generally ignored me until it was time for me to be fed again. I was allowed to wander, more or less freely, during the day. I preferred to walk around the glade or sit near the waterfall. Despite the beautiful setting, I was often quite bored.

I felt that the Nymph needed time to recover from what had happened. In effect she had become mortal. If you expected to live for thousands of years more, or even longer, then suddenly knowing that your time was cut drastically shorter must have been horrible. As I had been facing having my own time cut far shorter at her hands then my sympathy for her was limited, not non-existent, but certainly limited.

My reaction, of course, was the opposite. I was still a prisoner, but now not only could I hope to live a full life, but a powerful nymph was now bound to me and had to ensure my safety and wellbeing. In time also, I hoped, I would not even be a prisoner. Either by making my escape or by her relaxing the restrictions she placed on me.

Knowing that I would be with the nymph quite possibly for years made me pay more attention to her. When she had been planning to kill me, I had not looked at her with any kind of sexual interest. She seemed to me then that she was something like a force of nature, implacable and deadly. Now, when I looked at her, I was looking at a female with whom I might be sharing the rest of my life. Nymph or not, she was beautiful. Her body was perfection, like a work of art created by a master sculptor.

I had thought her face beautiful but severe, but on a couple of occasions she had smiled and when she did so, she was transformed. Maybe inside her was something far more appealing than a cold-hearted supernatural killer.

The days stretched on until the nymph came to me one day as I sat beside the waterfall. She grabbed a strap of my body harness and pulled me away from the water’s edge. She threw me onto my back and glared down at me.

“I wish to feed!” she said, like it was a command. Which I guessed it was.

She removed her diaphanous clothing and straddled me. She looked me in the eyes.

“Have you nothing to say?” she asked, as if offended.

“You want me to talk?” I asked, amused, “That’s new.”

She tilted her head as if trying to figure me out, “You are not afraid?”

Interesting question. The last time she had fed from me I had expected to die. Now I knew that my death would be her death. Her feeding was no threat to me. Indeed, I was looking forward to it. Having an exquisitely beautiful nymph forcing herself on me was …incredibly arousing. Being bound at the same time did nothing to diminish that feeling.

“No,” I said, answering her question, “I trust you not to harm me.”

That must have sounded so strange to her. How many mortals had perished from her feedings over the thousands of years of her life? How many men had died lying like I was now, with her looking down at them, the last thing they would ever see.

“This feels …strange,” she admitted, “To feed knowing you will not be harmed by it, maybe weakened a little only. To feed knowing that I will be feeding from you for years to come.”

I smiled up at her, “Maybe we shouldn’t call it feeding?”

She scowled, “But it IS feeding! I …hunger and I need to feed.”

A thought occurred to me, “How often did you need to feed before?” I asked.

“I did not need to feed that often,” she said, “But if I went without feeding for several months then I would start to weaken.”

“But you fed from me only days ago, why do you need to feed so soon?”

She stopped and thought, “I …hunger,” she said, hesitantly, as if unsure of herself.

“Do you feal weak? Maybe from the imprinting?” I asked.

She shook her head, “No, ..I don’t. But …I feel …I do hunger.”

Oh! Could it be that what she called hunger was something else? I did not want to upset her, but this seemed worth exploring.

“If you don’t feel weak, are you seeking to feed because …of how it will feel?”

“What?”

“When you feed from me, how does it feel?” I asked, softly.

“It feels …good. Whenever I feed, I feel my energy returning and that is a wonderful feeling.”

Maybe she had no experience of the feelings I guessed she had, so I kept gently pushing, “But your energy is fine now, so what do you hunger …for?”

“I don’t understand,” she said, looking genuinely confused.

“Is it possible, …just possible, that what you feel is not hunger, …it is desire?”

“For what? …you?” she laughed and slapped me across the face. Then yelped as she felt the blow as keenly as I did.

She growled at me, “You think you are such a creature that any nymph, let alone me, would lust for you?”

I stayed quiet and but just smiled up at her. She grew angry and rose to her feet. She stared down at me, “Look at you! You are a filthy mortal! I am degraded each time I have fed from you. I live in a world of beauty and grace and no mortal …male thing is worthy of me!”

She walked a few paces away, holding her arms across her stomach. I could see she was upset. But I also sense that she was filled with doubt. How did I know that? I could not know what she was thinking but her emotions were something else. Those I could feel!  I realised I had pressed her for answers because I had been able to feel her ‘hunger’ to feed had been motivated by sexual desire.

I did not get up. I did not say anything. I just lay there and looked at her. Could she know what I was feeling? I assumed the connection we shared worked both ways. What was I feeling? When she had straddled me, I had been filled with anticipation. I had wanted it! I had wanted her! If she had sensed that, which I was no sure she had then that might have added to her confusion.

I looked at her now. She was beautiful of course. Before her beauty had been cold, hard, distant and cruel. It had seemed like the beauty of an ice-covered landscape. Now that I knew her, her beauty was different. I could see the slight flaws in her otherwise perfect face and body. I could see a spot on one of her wings where a tear had healed. Something that might have happened a thousand years ago or last year. I saw the soul within and could feel her doubts and confusions …and desires. The minimal sympathy I had felt before gave way to real empathy.

I wanted her to return and feed from me. I wanted to feel her take control. I wanted to give her something of myself. Now that I knew it would not cost my life it had become something magical, …well, more than magical. She did need something from me beyond just energy. But if I said it out loud, she would recoil.

I was bound to her for the rest of my life. I was resolved to make that a positive thing. As I searched my own feelings, I saw her turn and stare at me. I decided to try something. If I wanted her to accept her own feelings maybe the best way was to get her to accept my own feelings toward her. I looked at her and imagined her returning and sitting on me, taking my cock into herself. I imagined the feel of her body on mine. I remembered what the previous feeding had felt like. I revelled in my arousal. I wanted her and I knew that she would feel it.

She turned to stare at me, “You ….hunger for me?” she asked, amazement in her voice.

“Yes,” I said, clearly and confidently. I knew she would sense that I was being honest.

“You want to me to feed from you? I can feel it. I can feel your desire!”

I just nodded.

She was almost in shock, “No-one has ever …hungered for me before. The ones from whom I have fed from before …were terrified. They died beneath me, as I took their life’s energy. None had any thoughts for me but fear and hatred.”

“I do not fear or hate you,” I said, knowing it to be true, “I wish to give you my life’s energy.”

She slowly walked back to me. She knelt down beside me and then sat upon the grass next to me.

“This is all so strange,” she said, “I do not know …what to feel. How do I behave around you?”

I did not know what to say, so I did the best I could, “You just behave …normally.”

She actually laughed, “I don’t know what that means? To me normal is this glade, …this forest. Normal is caring for all the living things here. Normal is catching invading mortals and feeding from them, taking their lives, …watching them die. I do not know how to behave around a mortal, …around any male that I am not intending to kill. How do I behave around a mortal who desires me, who wishes me to feed from him?”

Oh, right, I thought. She is stuck with a male, tied up and her prisoner. Not for just a few days until I was killed, but for the rest of both our lives. She probably had no experience of relationships. Though, to be fair, I knew very little. I was no virgin, but a few tumbles with village girls were hardly any preparation for what I now faced.

“If it’s any help,” I said, “I don’t know how to behave around a nymph who has tied me up and will be keeping me prisoner all my life.”

She looked at me and smiled, “So …what do we do?”

“I think..” I said carefully, “I think we should just be honest with each other. I do not hate you. I do not resent you for keeping me a prisoner. Lying here I want you to feed from me. I want to feel your body on mine. I want to feel myself inside you, giving you what you …hunger for.”

“I don’t know what to say to that,” she admitted.

“Then don’t say anything, “ I said with a smile, “Just …feed.”

She stared at me for what seemed like an eternity before rising and straddling me. She settled herself and reached forward, resting her hands on my stomach. I moved my cuffed hands out of the way. She smiled at me and took hold of my cock and stroked it. It responded immediately.

I wanted to reach up with my bound hands and touch her. I wanted to stroke her delightful, perfect breasts. I wanted to do something …affectionate, at this moment. But I was afraid of scaring her, …of ruining things. She valued being in control. She had said that, so I lay passively as she guided my rigid manhood inside herself.

She shifted a little forward, settling herself then leaning forward. As her face grew closer to mine a soft smile appeared on her face. Then I felt it begin. I felt her drawing from my life. I was used to the sensation now and I did not fear it. Just a few moments afterward I started to feel that I was drawing energy from her.

The two-way flow was a feeling beyond description. It was mixed with the sexual pleasure I was feeling, and I was delighted to sense that she was experiencing sexual arousal too! I also sensed that she was surprised. Had she never felt sexual pleasure when she had fed before?

I moved my hips a little, encouraging her. Some instinct inside her responded and she began to ride me, gently at first then with more and more urgency. The feeding continued, in both directions but it gained strength. She was drawing more from me, and I was taking more from her. The balance was in her favour, but I was taking enough back to not feel like I was dying.

The exchange of energy was driving my arousal like crazy. It was also making everything so much more intense. It was like all the best bits of the feedings I had experienced before only without the being drained to death feeling. I could see that she was enjoying it at least as much as I was. My arousal climbed and there was nothing I could do to stop myself exploding inside her. The orgasm was gathered up in the energy exchange and drew gasps from both of us even though I was sure only I had climaxed. Of course, we felt each other’s arousal. My orgasm would have felt like her own!

Instead of any kind of come down my arousal was rekindled almost instantly, my cock remained hard and she continued to ride me. Her own climax came and I felt, really felt it! It washed over us both like we were having some kind of seizure. Again, the energy exchange superpowered every feeling. It was like we were locked in a cycle of arousal and orgasmic release. The feeding continued for what must have been hours. I was starting to wonder how it could ever end, though I was so lost in the sheer intense pleasure of the experience that if it never ended, I would not complain.

Gradually I sensed her withdrawing. She eased herself off me and crawled a few paces away and lay down. I just lay still, my heart pounding and my body still being shocked with pulses of pleasure that were almost painful.

She recovered first and came over to where I lay. She knelt beside me and stroked my stomach.

“You are well?” she asked.

I nodded, “I just need to rest and recover. That was …unbelievable.”

She smiled, “It was the most enjoyable feeding of my life. I have never felt such physical pleasure before.”

“I could feel your pleasure,” I said.

“As I could yours,” she admitted, “You felt great arousal. Did you …desire me physically?”

Did I? I looked at her naked body next to me. He beauty was still astonishing, but it no longer appeared remote or unearthly. She was no longer a predator, at least she did not look upon me as prey anymore. Now she was …a woman. She was a woman who I believed had just fed off me because of her desire for me. I had to be honest about how I felt about her.

“Yes, I did.” I declared, “You are …incredibly beautiful and having sex with you is beyond anything I have ever experienced.”

She scowled, “I am not some animal rutting, we did not have sex. I fed off you!”

“You felt sexual arousal and climaxed, as did I! All while I was inside you. That is sex, even if you were feeding at the same time.”

She withdrew her hand and looked at me, “That feeling? …that pleasure? That was sexual?”

I had a sudden realisation, “Have you never experienced an orgasm before?”

She looked shocked. She was silent as she processed the concept. Then she shook her head, “That …was an orgasm?”

I nodded, “Did you not know?”

“No …my kind …we take pleasure from taking energy, not from …animal intercourse!”

I did not want to upset her but it mattered to me that she accept what happened, “The imprinting obviously has had an affect. Be honest, do you wish to experience that pleasure again?”

She looked at me for a long time before nodding. I wondered if she considered lying but knew that I would be able to tell. The fact that she admitted it made me hope that my life with her might actually be far more than that of a prisoner.


Chapter 13

Exploration

The following day it was obvious that something had changed. The nymph had still kept me bound all night and tethered to the wall, but her attitude seemed very different. Gone was the cold-heartedness. Also gone was any sign of her anger over the imprinting. She no longer had the air of someone who blamed me for the years of life she had lost.

Instead of a single bowl of food in the morning she brought me three bowls, each with different contents. One held a thick broth which tasted meaty but seemed to have mushrooms in and no meat. Another was the usual mash I had eaten before and the last was a mix of honey, fruit and nuts, mixed together. All tasted wonderful. Instead of water she brought me a flask that held the drink she had given me before that was something like beer. It certainly had alcohol in, was not as strong as whisky or wine and was sweeter.

When I expressed how much I appreciated the food and drink she actually smiled at me! Not just the half smile I had seen yesterday but a full genuine smile. After breakfast she untethered me and allowed me to roam freely. I chose to head for the waterfall and see if I could use the water there to wash my hair, which was feeling gritty and unpleasant.

After a while she found me there squatting on the rocks next to the water and leaning in so my head was in the flow from the waterfall.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“My hair is dirty!” I said, lifting my head from the water and shaking it.

She smiled, removed her clothes and stepped into the water. Her wings folded out of the way as she waded to where I was crouched.

“Step off your rock!” she commanded, though in a gentle voice.

I had to sit on my bottom and swing my legs into the water as the cuffs on my ankles prevented me from stepping in. I slid awkwardly deeper using my cuffed hands to steady myself against the rocks.

Once I was next to her in the water she took me by the arm and guided me so that I was standing under the waterfall. The cool water was a shock but also felt wonderful. While I stood there she reached into a cleft behind the waterfall with one hand and lifted out a small handful of some kind of …mud. Maybe it was very fine wet sand. She rubbed whatever it was into my hair, then massaged my scalp as the water came down on both of us.

Perhaps it was some kind of soap because it certainly smelled nice. Once my hair was rinsed, she used more of the soapy mud on my thin, stubbly beard, which hardly needed it. I had always had difficulty in growing a beard and even though it had been a long time since I had last shaved there was little more than long stubble on my chin. Having her washing me in such a way was a wonderful experience. It was so good to have her smiling and caring for me that I was happy for her to wash whatever parts of me she wanted!

Maybe that thought had passed over to her as her hands moved over the locks and fastenings of my wrist cuffs and the body harness. They fell away into the water, and she picked them up and threw them onto the grassy bank. Then she took more of the soapy mud and began to wash my body. She rubbed the mud all over me, working it around with strong smooth strokes of her hands. She was confident and her hands were strong and sure. I stood there under the falling water as she made certain I was properly clean all over.

When she massaged the mud into my cock it sprang to life. So quickly in fact that it caught her by surprise. She gasped and then laughed. She played with it, stroking and rubbing it. Then she cleaned and massaged my butt.

I took a chance and picked up some of the mud and went to use it on her, but she barked ‘No!”’, slapped my hand away and scowled at me.

Dammit, I thought. I had made a mistake. She turned away and left me, moving to the bank she picked up the wrist cuffs and returned. She pulled my wrists behind my back and cuffed them there. She looked at me with a conflicted expression, “Never ever touch me without my permission. Never presume! You are my prisoner still. You are my property! Bound we may be but never forget your place!”

I hung my head and apologised. She walked out of the pond, ordering me to follow. It was a little difficult climbing out of the water with my hands bound behind me and my ankle cuffs still linked by a chain, but I managed it. I stood on the grass where the sun’s rays could reach me and start to dry me. The nymph lifted up my harness and examined it. Then she produced a cloth from …well by magic it seemed, and used it to dry the leather. Then she patted my damp body down with the same cloth and put the harness back on me.

But, …she took her time. As each leather belt and strap was tightened and secured she stroked my body and lingered on certain spots. She made a performance of it. When the harness was fully locked in place my wrists were re-bound in front me.

I understood. Things had changed between us. She was looking at me in a wholly new way. She did care about me and would care for me. But she had made it clear there were limits. Her authority was absolute. No matter what affection she showed or how well she cared for me I should never get any false ideas of my place. I was her prisoner, her property. Maybe the right word was indeed slave.

That was better than being dead. Being valued and cared for was much better than being drained of life and destroyed. I had made her face her feelings when she had last fed from me. That was as much of a victory as I could expect, at least for now. Time was on my side, at least I thought it was.

The days passed and little by little we relaxed into an easy way of life. I knew not to challenge her authority, not to answer back or say anything that might make her uncomfortable. I was appreciative of the care and affection she showed me, and to the best of my ability, I was supportive. She started telling me things about her life and about what she did when she was away from the glade.

Her job, it seemed, was to protect the forest and all life within it. There were various threats to that life. The encroachment of mortal men was the source of most of them. Westward advancement meant trees being felled and farms created. This displaced animals and those animals moved into the Wilds and the nymphs’ domains. Sometimes this was manageable, sometimes, such as with wolf packs, it was a major problem. Occasionally, of course, hunters would come too close and if they strayed too far then the nymphs took them, as my captor had taken me.

Despite the passion of the feedings we shared and the genuine affection she was showing me, she never allowed me to be unbound. I wore the harness at all times except when she was washing me. My hands were always bound, as were my ankles. The chains allowing me only limited movement.

One day, after we were laying by the pond after a feeding that had lasted hours, I took the risk of asking if she would ever be willing to reduce my bondage.

“No,” she said, stroking my arm as she lay by my side, “I am even considering increasing it.”

That surprised me, “Increasing it?”

“Yes,”

“Why? Surely you don’t think I will try to escape now?”

“I do think that. I always think that. Things are …easier between us, but I dare not risk you escaping. I know that you still wish for freedom. We know one another’s feelings.”

I nodded. There could be no secrets between us about how each of us was feeling, “But ..why increase it?”

She smiled and fingered the chain that connected my wrist cuffs to the front of my harness, “I …like how you look when you are bound.”

“You like me …like this?”

She nodded.

“Why?”

“When I look at you I see someone …I ..value,” she said, clearly struggling for words, “I like knowing that you belong to me, that I control you. I like looking at you in that harness and chains and knowing that you cannot escape. When I feed from you, I like looking down at your bound body beneath me. I have found myself imagining other ways in which I could restrain you. I have enjoyed the pictures that I create in my mind, pictures of you being helpless and totally in my power.”

What did I say to that? On one hand it was fantastic to hear her admit such feelings for me. On the other it was disturbing that she was fantasizing about me being in even more restrictive restraints than I lived in all day long. But, all the power was in her hands. If she wanted me bound hand and foot in every way she wanted, there was nothing I could do about it.

“Would you …share some of those mental pictures?” I asked, innocently.

She laughed, “Oh no! That would spoil the surprise. Though I am enjoying imagining what you would look like locked in a cage. Maybe one hanging from a tree?”

Having spent so long in much more restrictive bondage, that didn’t sound so bad. “That sounds …rather mild and boring, at least to me.”

Her eyebrows raised, “Oh really? In that case I will need to come up with something more restrictive!”

Me and my big mouth.


Chapter 14

Tree Tied

The following day she wanted to feed from me again. Instead of doing this on the floor or out by the pond she chose to explore one of the fantasies she had obviously been enjoying in her mind. A fantasy that was more involved and severe than just being stuck in a cage. Carrying the bag of restraint items, she led me out into the forest. About a hundred paces from the pond was a young example of a tree known to me as a Bayard Willow. It was a less common species that did not have a central trunk but instead had a collection of branches that separated from a bole at ground level then twisted around each other in a complex way heading vertically upward before spreading wide about twenty paces high.

The twisted mass of vertical branches was why she had brought me there. To start with she removed all my existing restraints. The feeling of freedom was short lived as from the bag she carried, she produced a great deal of rope. The rope was the same vine-like woven stuff that had been used on me before, only now there was more of it, a lot more.

She had me climb in amongst the vertical branches. She pushed and nagged at me until I was in exactly the position she wanted. Then she began binding me into the tree. She tied rope around my wrists above my head that were then bound to the branches. Next, rope was tied around my body in an intricate pattern. As she worked the rope around my body, she also worked it around the branches so that my body was being practically woven into the tree, as if I were becoming part of it.

She continued this all the way down to binding my feet. She took her time and sometimes stopped to retie some part that did not satisfy her. By the time the task was done I could only move my head. I was hugely impressed at the artistry of what she had done and by the skill she had shown. Nowhere did the rope bind or pinch or hurt me, yet everywhere it was tight and unyielding.

She looked over her handiwork. Then she ran a finger along the rope at various points, testing and tugging to make sure everything was as it should be.

“Struggle for me,” she said, softly.

Did she want me to try to escape? Did she want to be sure I was secure? Looking down at the intricate and thoroughly applied tight web of rope that held I could not see how she could doubt that I was helpless.

“I am sure I can’t escape,” I said.

She scowled, “Struggle for me! …now!”

I did as she commanded and tried to move. I had almost no freedom at all though I did my best. I twisted, pulled and tugged but made no progress. I could not even loosen anything. While I struggled, I caught the way she was looking at me. Aha! I thought. That was the point. She knew I was helpless. She wasn’t testing, she was enjoying the show. She was enjoying my vulnerability and helpless struggles. She had said she wanted to feel in control. I guessed she wanted more. She wanted me subjugated, helpless and totally in her power. My futile struggles just confirmed that for her. I sensed her growing arousal as she looked at my bound and struggling body.

She saw that I was looking at her and she smiled, “I find that I enjoy seeing you like this.” she said, not as an admission but as an affirmation. She was pleased, not ashamed, maybe even proud of what she could do and what she felt about it. She must have known that her arousal was being felt by me and she didn’t care. Maybe that fact was fun for her too.

That realisation I found to be arousing. She was lusting after me when I was helpless in bondage. Here was a supernatural being, a beautiful nymph who was my captor and she gained pleasure from my helpless struggles. My cock hardened and drew her attention.

“My turn to perform!” she said and stepped forward. She still held more rope in one hand, and I wondered what that was for. She removed her clothes and tossed them aside and stepped onto the bole of the tree. She put her feet on a couple of smaller low side-branches which brough her face to face with me, her body pressed up against mine. Her hands were gripping branches beside my head, steadying herself.

“I have seen mortals do something. I wish to try it with you.”

“What is it?” I asked, nervous.

“This …” and she moved closer and her lips met mine. At first my surprise and her inexperience meant that nothing happened. They I decided to take some control and kissed her back. It was awkward, but it was also real. I could tell she wanted it and once she got the hang of it, I knew that she was enjoying it.

My arousal, of course, only grew stronger. She broke the kiss and moved her legs to staddle me. She reached own with one hand and guided my rigid shaft into her. While she still held herself with one hand, she looped the spare rope she held around her own waist and around her thighs. Then she used more of the rope to tie an improvised rope harness that bound her to the tree on either side of me. As a result, she was held in place with my cock inside her.

She smiled at me and pressed herself closer, tightening the ropes as she shifted so that her body was tight against mine. Her lips met mine again and I felt her begin to feed. She moved her hands to stroke my face. She could not ride me very well as her harness held her in place too firmly, but the feeding was a powerful arousal for us both. I soon felt myself take energy from her in return the familiar spiralling climb of pleasure took us both with it.

The feeling of a mutual feeding was beyond description. It was the all the pleasure of sex with a whole new dimension added in. The exchange of energy went with an exchange of feelings. I felt her pleasure as I felt my own. Having her body tied to mine was a delicious sensation. The tree and the ropes took her weight, so I felt no strain, just the delightful feel and pressure from her flesh tied to mine. After each orgasm my cock, powered by the special magic we now shared was ready to go again within moments, staying hard the whole time. Our climaxes were shared. I felt hers as strongly as I felt my own.

The feeling of energy being drawn from me grew stronger and I writhed in my bonds. She squealed in delight when I did that, “Yes!” she gasped, breaking the kiss so she could speak, “Struggle! Let me feel you!”

I obliged and did my best to move. I pulled and twisted and each time I did she gasped in delight. She liked seeing me helpless but now she was feeling me helpless, flesh on flesh. She was feeling me struggle while she drained the life out of me! I was draining her in response, and the exchange was more intense than ever.

I felt her pleasure at my struggles and something odd happened. I started to feel pleasure myself, for the same reason. Struggling in the tight restraint was arousing me directly. It might have been initiated by her arousal but the feeling of being tied was suddenly exquisitely pleasurable in its own right. It was not just the physical sensation, it was the knowledge that I was helpless. That I had no way to escape and was entirely at her mercy was also powerfully erotic.

All this, combined with the power exchange of the feeding drove us in a seemingly endless cycle of ever more powerful and pleasurable orgasms. There did not seem any way it could end. A small part of my mind that was still rational wondered if we would eventually burst into flames, consumed by the magic of what we were doing.

It had been bright daylight when we had started, early afternoon I thought. Night had fallen by the time we slowed, and she eased off the cycle of feeding. She, now surely sated, untied her own rope harness and stepped back down to the ground. I was exhausted and just hung in my bonds. Though they were still so tight and secure that meant I hardly moved. I rested my head back against the branches behind me.

She did not release me. Instead, she picked up her clothes and walked away! She was gone for what felt like an hour or more but returned holding a small lantern. She held the lantern up and looked at me, then gasped and looked more closely.

I wondered what it was she seeing. She stepped closer and reached out, but not for me. Her hand stroked a small sprouting bunch of small leaves emerging from a branch near where I was tied. Then she moved the lantern around and examined more fresh leaves on the tree.

“New growth!” she said, reverently, “If I was not seeing it, I would not have believed it.”

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“It must have been the feeding!” she said, “We must have released a lot of powerful positive energy. The tree responded with new growth. These leaves were not here a few hours ago, before we started.”

I was amazed. Our copulation had caused the tree to grow? How was that possible?

“What does it mean?” I asked.

“I can cause this kind of growth,” she explained, “If I use my magic, I can heal and promote life in plants. This would cost me energy each time. But this time I had fed from you. I have more energy than before. It was the feeding that provided the energy for this growth. The energy came from you. For this to happen you must now share at least some of my link to the life of plants. I do not know what this means, except for one thing. Our …connection is growing stronger.”

“Will you release me now?” I asked.

She smiled and reached up to stroke my cheek, “Not yet. Rest like this for a while. I wish to explore what happened. I will bring you food and water and then tomorrow I will feed from you again and this time I will watch what happens to the tree.”

I was confused, “Why?”

She tilted her head, “Why what?”

“Why does it matter? If the feeding throws off energy that makes trees grow that is good for the tree, but do we need to know why?”

In the past such questioning might have earned me a slap but instead she just went quiet and thought for a moment. I guessed she wanted to weigh things up before answering, “I wish to know if the energy we exchange is like the power I use to help plants grow. When I feed you take energy from me. That should not be possible for a mortal. I had thought that it was because of the imprinting, but now I am not so sure. When I fed from you a second time, I fully thought that you had died, but you had not. I had taken every scrap of your energy, and you have survived. I need to know more. The conclave is in two days, and I must give an accounting to my sisters and my queen. I would wish to go there knowing as much as I can about what happened.”

There was obviously a lot she was not telling me. I did not press further because she had answered more fully that I expected. Nor had she been angry at me for asking. Things had changed between us. I was still the prisoner, still under her power but I knew that she felt real affection for me. It was not just the physical sensations of the feeding she hungered for. It was the way she looked at me, the way she had stroked my cheek. It was the way she cared for me. All these things told me I now had a place in her heart.


Chapter 15

Tree Test

I spent the night tied to the tree. The Nymph fed and watered me then left me alone and went back to the glade. Hanging in my bonds was not too uncomfortable. She had checked all her ropework and also checked that my circulation was not being affected. She had bound me very expertly and I guessed that I would suffer no harm from being bound all night.

What did worry me was all the wildlife that inhabited the forest. Would I not be an easy meal for passing wolf or bear? Indeed, anything with teeth would be able to take a bite out of me without me being able to do anything about it.

I had walked around the glade a few times when it was dark. There were always noises. If you stopped and rested you could hear insects, owls, small animals scurrying through the undergrowth and the air moving branches and leaves.

As I hung in my ropework prison I was completely aware of all of the woodland noises that I knew. My mind built up a picture of all the life that was around me. It was almost totally dark. No moonlight penetrated the leaf canopy and only a few tiny lights from fluorescent insects punctuated the gloom.

I had been tied so long I was becoming used to it. My arms were bent at the elbow and ropes placed around my upper arms provided support that meant my wrists, though bound, were not under stress. No part of my body was suffering because of being so tightly tied. I was very impressed with the skill the nymph had shown in binding me.

Why, I wondered. Why was it important that I be left bound all night? Was she watching ,me from somewhere? Was she enjoying the sight of me all tied up with rope? Was it my helplessness? Was that the point?

I had assumed I would be getting no sleep, but the first rays of light started to appear angling through the trees, and I jerked awake as one hit me in the face. I turned my head and waited for the sun’s movement to put my face in shade once again. The forest was alive with morning sounds.

I must have dozed again because it was the nymph’s hand on my cheek that was the next thing I knew. She did not speak but examined me all over and at the same time examined her ropework. All must have been well because she walked off and returned with food and water for me. The food was a hot thick soup which she fed to me with a small wooden spoon.

When she was done, she examined the new growth on the tree, then she removed her clothes, picked up the rope she had used on herself the day before and climbed up to the same position.

Her lips found mine and she kissed me with real passion. She was so ardent I felt I was going to pass out from lack of air. My cock responded, of course, and she took hold of it and guided it into herself. I was amazed at how wet she was. Had she been fantasizing about this and arousing herself already. I had felt arousal while she had bene gone, had that been me enjoying her fantasy from a distance? That was new, if true.

Driven by her passion she roped herself into position. Her flesh was bound to me even more tightly than the day before. She could barely move against me but that didn’t matter. I felt the drain of power at once and my own soon followed, taking back some of what she took from me. Our passion grew, the arousal so fast and so strong it was actually painful.

“I need to know!” she gasped, “Hold nothing back!”

She needed to know what? I knew better than to ask. I just accepted her words and gave her what she wanted. I did not know but things happened faster. Maybe she was doing something differently or maybe I was, it was hard to tell. Everything was more intense. She was drawing from me with what felt like a sense of desperation. The feel of the energy being drawn from me was exquisite but also agonizing. If I had not been drawing from her, I might have been in real trouble.

But I was indeed drawing from her and somehow, I was doing so with just as much urgency and intensity as she was. For some reason, maybe because of the imprinting, the way I took back from her was keyed to how fast she was taking energy from me. Was I doing that deliberately or was it just how this …thing between us worked. Was it all instinctive now?

Despite the powerful way she was both feeding and fucking she also seemed distracted. She kept looking away from me. I was so wrapped up in the incredible feelings that it took me a while to realise she was looking at the tree. I turned my head to see where she was looking and there, just about a foot from my head, a new shoot was growing from a branch. It was growing fast enough to see it develop right before my eyes.

As I looked at it, I realised I could …feel it. I could feel that the energy flowing between both of us was also partially flowing through the tree. I could sense the need to grow within the tree itself. I assumed that what I was sensing was the nymph’s connection to the tree.

Whatever was happening the nymph was delighted, she let out a yell of pure delight and then her lips met mine again. Her passion was like a thing of fire, burning through us both. She seemed exultant, triumphant even, and not from the euphoric joy of the feeding.

When she broke the kiss the look she gave me was …dare I say it, …loving. Considering this nymph was ready to kill me not too long ago and had treated me like dirt for so long this was an incredible transformation.

When all passion was spent the sun had travelled far across the sky. She untied herself from the tree and then began untying me too. When the last of the ropes were removed, I almost fell out of the tree and she had to catch me to keep me from collapsing. She did not bind me again but waited until I could stand on my own two feet then took my hand and led me back to the glade.

Once we had both washed and she had fed me we sat down together in my favourite spot in the grass beside the waterfall.

“I expect you are filled with questions,” she said.

“Yes, but I know better than to ask.”

She smiled and nodded, “Thank you, though I would not mind if you did, not now. Though it is best if I do not answer. One way or another we will both get all our answers soon.”

I looked at her questioningly.

She sighed, “Tomorrow I go to the Conclave. There I will present myself to my sisters and my queen. I will not lie to them, nor will I conceal anything. What happens after that depends on …well, on what they conclude from my words.”

I sighed, “You think they will exile you?”

She nodded, “Yes, that is still possible, though where once I thought it inevitable, now I am hopeful that other options may exist. …Do not ask what they are.”

“How long will you be gone?” I asked.

“Just one day. I know you will be fine here alone.”

I remained silent for a while, she looked at me, “Don’t get any ideas! You will be securely bound before I leave.”

“Even now?” I asked.

“Yes, even now. Especially now! You are precious to me! Everything …everything has changed now. I will bind you so I know I will not lose you and it will …sustain me to know that you are safely bound.”


Chapter 16

Revelation

On the day that the nymph left for the conclave I found myself back in the leather harness. My wrists were bound on a chain in front of me and once again my ankles were cuffed and separated by a short length of chain.

“Is this necessary?” I asked again as she locked my wrist cuffs, “Surely you know I would never escape, not now.” I knew she wanted me bound, but I did not know how long she would be gone. What if something happened to her?

“It is necessary,” she said, firmly, “For three reasons. First, I am not certain you would not escape. Even though I know your feelings and I sense you are truthful, I cannot be sure that those feelings will not change while I am gone. I don’t think you would escape, but I cannot take the chance. Second, it is possible that after the Conclave one or other of my sisters may come here to see you. If you were unrestrained that would look …bad. You know how my kind views mortals. My sisters will long have assumed that I have taken your life. At least if they see you thoroughly restrained they will not ..  “

“Kill me? …panic?”

“Either or both,” she replied.

“And the third reason?”

She grinned, “The third reason is that I like seeing you like this, of course! You know that! I told you that!” and she kissed me.

“You won’t be able to see me like this while you are away.” I pointed out.

“But I will know you are bound! That knowledge alone is …delightful. I will be able to imagine you like this all the time I am away,” she explained with a giggle. Hearing such a girlish sound of happiness from her was a little disorienting but she had increasingly shown me a more …human side to her character.

“How long will the Conclave take?” I asked.

“It could be just an hour, or it could take days,” she replied, “There is no way to know. But as soon as I make my confession to the queen, I expect that other matters they wish to discuss will be postponed.”

Days? I could be alone, bound and helpless in the glade for days? I put that out of my mind and asked, “And then what happens?”

“Then I will present my …suspicions and if they sound credible to the queen, they will want to see you. For that they will either ask me to take you to them or they will come here.”

Either prospect was worrying but I wished her well and she kissed me goodbye. Then she turned, stepped into the air, her wings a blur. She flew up into the trees, paused to look back at me for only a moment before heading off so fast I lost sight of her moments.

I stood watching where she had gone for a while before walking in short steps over to the pond and leaning against a tree. I slid down so that I was sitting with my back to it. I wondered what the Conclave actually involved. I tried to imagine what it must look like. All the Nymphs of the forest gathering together, along with their queen. I expected it would be an awesome sight, and a very colourful one. Did they gather in a building? Did they use a large tree?

I soon gave up trying to guess the significance of what had happened while I was tied to the tree. Whatever it was, it had excited her. She had most definitely not wanted to explain herself to me. Even though what was between us was most certainly love, she still treated me like a possession. I had gone from a near worthless one to a highly valued one, even a loved one. But I was still a possession. The restraints I wore were testament to that. She said she wanted me to wear them because she found the sight of me in bondage appealing. But I was sure she would have bound me even if that were not the case. While things were so much better between us, she did not trust me enough to leave me alone unbound.

I considered myself lucky. I had been destined to die and now I had a new life. The glade was an idyllic place to live, even if I had to live in chains. I looked across the water and listened to the sound of the waterfall. The birdsong was a melodic counterpoint as were the tinier sounds of insects and small animals in the undergrowth. As I sat there, I felt a connection. I was aware of all the life around me. It was uplifting. It was beautiful.

I think I had gained another level of understanding of the nymph and her world. All this was precious to her. This was hers to protect and nurture and I now understood and felt the same way. Not any sense of ownership, more a sense of …valuing the life around, every last scrap of it. What she did was not rule, it was not dominion. It was duty.

I must have fallen asleep as I was jerked awake by a strange distant rumbling noise. I looked around but could not see anything. The sounder grew louder. I got to my feet and moved toward the house. Just as I arrived at the front door a flood of nymphs burst through the trees! They flew in like a multicoloured airborne tide. There must have been a hundred, maybe two hundred!

The flew around the glade and then landed. I felt a cold rush of fear in my stomach as they touched down and started walking toward me. I stood my ground, not through bravery but because I could not think of anything else to do.

The last to land was my own nymph. With her was another nymph who I guessed must be the queen. She was tall! A head taller than any other. Her wings were larger too and had colours so rich they actually glowed. Her hair was pure white and her beautiful face looked like it had been carved from a block of cream coloured ice.

The other nymphs formed a respectful ring. In the centre of which was the queen, my nymph and myself. The queen walked up to me and looked me over, her expression scornful. She looked at the restraints I was wearing and then stepped right up to me.

She waved her hand and one of the other nymphs stepped forward. A shorter yet equally beautiful nymph with bright yellow hair and green wings. She sniffed at me and started feeling my body and poking at me. Then she produced sone kind of tiny thin blade and stabbed it into my arm.

“Ow!” I yelped.

The nymph looked at the drop of blood on the end. She put the end of the blade into her mouth and sucked the blood off it. As soon as she did this she gasped and looked at the queen.

“Well, Seneschal?” asked the queen.

“The claim is true. He has fae blood!” said the Seneschal, “From the taste I would say …his father was half-blood.”

There were cries and gasps around the assembled horde of Nymphs.

The queen looked at me with none of her previous scorn.

“By what name are you known?” she asked.

“Mallek,” I replied.

“You have fae blood, Mallek. My Seneschal is never wrong. Tell me of your father.”

My father was a fae? The idea hit me like a pile driver. I had very few memories of my father. My mother and I had come west on our own and she had told me that my father had died. I told all this to the queen.

“What was his name?” she asked.

“Garvon, …Garvon of Tevayne,”

The queen shook her head, “That is a mortal name. We cannot know him from that. What colour was his hair?”

I thought back to those early memories, “He had …fair hair, almost golden in colour.”

“And his eyes?”

I shrugged, “I am not sure. I don’t remember. But ..my mother, a few times, referred to him as Goldeneyes.”

The queen nodded, “Listen to me, …mortal. You carry fae blood. From what our sister tells us you survived a second feeding where she was sure she had taken your life. If you had been a pure blood mortal you would have died. Your fae blood kept you alive. Then she recklessly tried to end you with another feeding. That led to you and she becoming imprinted. Your lives are now as one.

“If you live a mortal span she will die with you and be robbed of the eons she should have lived. Your fae blood means there is a way she can have her full life, but the risk is …extreme.”

My nymph stepped forward, “Mallek …I have told the queen and my sisters everything. I had told them how I am now able to feed from you without your suffering harm because you draw from me in return. That was the first clue that you were more than mortal. When a tree grew new shoots when your energy flowed through it then I was confident of what you were.

“There is a chance for me to regain my life. The secret is your fae blood. We are creatures of magic. My kind come from the realm supernatural. There is an elixir, a distillation of pure magic. Its power is beyond description. If we use this on you then your fae blood may respond. Your fae nature may be amplified and your mortal nature will be transformed so that you become fully fae.”

The queen interjected, “If it works you will be one of us, an immortal and fully fae in blood, body and spirit. But the risk is great. The magic could easily consume you. If this happens then our sister will perish along with you.”

“You expect me to choose?” I asked, feeling weak at the knees.

“No, the choice is hers!” she said firmly, “Despite the heritage of your blood, you are not yet truly fae, you have no standing here. Our concern is for her, not you. At the moment you are still …just a thing. A male creature who should have died. Your blood means you are also a possibility. You are like a seed, maybe you will grow or maybe you will become as dust.”

The queen turned to my nymph and said, “The choice is yours, First of the Golden Horde. What you suspected is true, he has fae blood. You have a choice. There is no magic that can free you from the imprinting. Your connection will only grow stronger with time. It cannot weaken or be broken. You can choose to live out what is left of your life with Mallek as he is, a mortal. Or, …you can risk death now, here, today and perhaps regain your true immortal life.”

My Nymph looked at me for what seemed like an eternity, then she turned to face the queen and bowed, “Your majesty, when the imprinting occurred, I felt that I was dead. The life of a mortal is fleeting. My years ahead had changed from limitless to what felt like almost nothing. To die now would be only a small difference. Especially when compared with the life that may be restored.”

The queen nodded, “But you know the imprinting cannot be reversed. Even if your future is restored you will be tied to ..” she gestured at me, “This …man, …forever.”

Her use of the phrase ‘tied to’ made my smile inside as I remembered what had happened at the tree.

“That would be no burden,” said my nymph with a smile, “The transformation will mean that Mallek will be reborn as one of us. Even as a mortal I have found his company …acceptable.”

The queen’s eyebrow rose, “Acceptable?”

“I have found new realms of pleasure and satisfaction in feeding from a male who feeds from me at the same time.”

There were gasps and whispering from the nymphs gathered around.

“You find him …pleasurable?” asked the queen.

“I do, your majesty,” said my Nymph.

The queen looked me up and down with a look that said she could not see the attraction. I wisely kept my mouth shut.

“Very well,” she said and clapped her hands. Another nymph approached carrying a small wooden box. She bowed and handed the box to the queen who opened it very carefully. As soon as the lid was removed a bright light poured forth. The queen turned and offered the box to my nymph who reached inside with both hands and lifted out what looked like a small glass bottle. It was hard to see clearly as it was glowing so brightly.

She walked up to me and smiled, “Mallek, it is my decision that you accept this. My own life hangs in the balance, just as yours does. You must drink all that is in the bottle, as quickly as possible.”

“What ..what will I become?” I asked, feeling ashamed of the fear in my voice.

“I do not know.” she replied, “I would hope you would be a Satyr, for they are the traditional mates of my kind. But in truth I do not know.”

She removed a silvery stopper from the top of the bottle and presented it to my lips. I opened my mouth and she poured the entire contents of the bottle down my throat in one go.

My world exploded in pain!


Chapter 17

Transformation

The pain was so extreme I wanted to die. It felt like every part of my body, inside and out, was on fire. I looked at my hands and I could see my own flesh glowing! I could see my bones through the skin. Every part of me felt like it was coming apart. I wanted to scream so badly but my lungs didn’t work. I wanted someone to kill me, quickly, anything to stop the indescribable agony.

I could see the leather of my cuffs and harness burning away and turning to ash. The metal of the chains and locks melted and fell away. A small part of my body was glad that I would die a free man. The small part of my mind that was still sane laughed at that. What I felt was beyond pain, it was beyond suffering. Everything I was felt like it was being consumed.

I went into a kind of shock. I could not lose conscious, it seemed, so my mind just froze. I was held in a moment of pure horror as my body felt like it was burning away around me.

Slowly, ever so slowly, the pain reduced. As it eased it changed. The fire replaced with a writhing agony as it felt like every part of me was …moving and shifting. I had not been able to close my eyes as I had felt like my eyelids had burned off. Then my vision went black. I had assumed by eyes had burned away but suddenly, a few moments, later my vision returned. I looked at my hands again. They were …different. They were still hands, but the skin and flesh were moving and reforming. Aside from the pain the feeling of having one’s own body re-shaping itself was indescribably horrible.

For what felt like ages I was able to breathe, my lungs were working! I screamed!

A scream so loud and so long that I could see the nymphs around me backing away. I could see their faces. They were watching me with expressions of ..what? ..fear? …revulsion? Was I turning into some kind of monster. I turned my head and looked for my nymph. As first I could not see her. Then I saw her, lying on the ground nearby. Two of her fellows were with her.

Of course, we were linked. She must have felt at least some of what had been happening to me. I hoped she had not suffered as I had done and was still doing.

That one primal scream had helped. I did not scream again. I was able to control myself. Whatever was happening to me was slowing. The pain, though still severe, was lessening further. I closed my eyes and tried to put my mind outside of the pain. Whatever was happening it did not look like I was going to die. But, what would I become?

As I steadily came back to myself, I realised I was on my knees. I had not remembered falling. The final stages of the process were uneven. A few moments of intense agony were followed by periods of no pain at all. The worst pain that remained was in my back. I stayed hunched on my knees until the moments of pain faded to mere aches. I opened my eyes and looked at my hands. They appeared almost normal. Not quite the hands I used to have, but similar. My old hands had carried scars from many years in the Wilds as a hunter. All those scars were gone. Also gone were my nails! Instead, I now had small claws, much like a nymph would have. I guessed that kind of thing was standard for fae.

I wondered what I looked like. I lifted my head and looked around at the crowd of nymphs. I looked up at the queen who was staring at me as if I had three heads. What was it? What was wrong with me?

“What’s happened?” I asked, and gasped at the sound of my voice. It was still my voice only …different. More musical somehow, more like their voices. Isn’t that what it should be?

“You are …not what we expected,” said the queen.

I looked at my nymph and she was now standing, looking down at me. Her hands were at her mouth, and her face was filled with astonishment.

“What am I?” I asked, looking not at the queen but at her.

“You are something …impossible.” she replied.

I climbed painfully to my feet and as I did so I felt …there was something behind me. I could feel …no, it couldn’t be. I could feel wings! I had grown wings! I could feel the muscle movement in my back. No wonder I had felt so much pain there. I could move them! I opened my wings and turned my head to look at them.

“I am not a Satyr!” I gasped, “I can’t be a nymph, can I?”

“It should not be possible,” said the queen, “But a nymph you are! There has never been a male nymph before.”

As soon as she said ‘male’ I felt a flood of relief. I was a nymph but still a man. I looked down and saw a perfectly normal looking set of male genitalia. I saw that most of the gathered nymphs had been looking at the same thing!

“It’s the imprinting!” said my nymph, “It has to be! The link is so powerful it dominated whatever form his fae blood came from. The imprinting guided the magic and his fae blood. He was paired with a female nymph, …me, …so, …so it made him my mate, …a male nymph.”

“I think …”I began, “I think I am going to need some clothes.”

“There’s no rush,” said the queen, with a laugh, “Not on our account.”

Her laugh broke the spell and several of the nearest nymphs stepped forward. Their smiles welcoming and …interested. Before any of them got too close my own nymph rushed forward and hissed, …actually hissed, at them.

“Mallek is my mine!” she declared and grasped my hand, “We are imprinted, …we are mated. I took the risk for his transformation.”

“Of course sister,” said the queen, “You should forgive your sisters. He is yours …always!”

At the queen’s words the other nymphs took a step back, though with reluctant expressions.

My nymph relaxed but did not let go of my hand. The queen gestured to both of us, and she led us away from the crowd. The other nymphs did not follow as the queen’s desire for privacy was clear. Just outside my nymph’s house she turned to my nymph.

“I am relieved, sister. It would have been a tragedy to lose you.”

My nymph was obviously moved at that and moved to embrace the queen, who returned it with enthusiasm.

“Will the others be a problem now?” she asked the queen as she stepped back to my side.

“Possibly,” the queen said, “You saw how they all looked at your mate. They cannot deny that he is yours, but they cannot help but feel desire. They may try to apply pressure, asking you to share him.”

My nymph almost growled at that, “My sisters they may be, but I will not share my mate with them.”

The queen nodded, “I understand and sympathize. But my duty is to keep the peace in this Forest. I will order them to respect your rights, but their feelings will not change. They will surely plot and scheme. You know what our people are like. I would ask that, in the long run, to keep the peace, you may consider, …eventually, …sharing.”

My nymph tensed but nodded. I guessed she did not like the idea of sharing but did not want to offend her queen.

What did I think about it? I found the idea of being loaned to other nymphs both wrong and appealing. I was loyal to my mate, to my nymph, but …I was still male! But I was no fool. There was no way I was going to suggest sharing me to her.


Chapter 18

New Life

The day after my transformation the last of the other nymphs had left. The queen and some of the nymphs had stayed the night, just sleeping wherever they could find space. The queen had taken my nymph’s bed, of course. My mate and I had slept together by the pond, our limbs wrapped around each other.

When we were finally alone, we found there was a lot we needed to talk about. We sat beside the lake and talked. Though the first thing she said surprised me.

“We should exchange names,” she said.

“Oh! …but, you already know my name.” I pointed out.

“No, I don’t. Mallek was your mortal name. You have a new name now! It is your true name. The one you should never share with anyone you do not trust completely. If anyone with malign intent learns your true name, they can use it against you.”

“But …in that case …erm, …I don’t know my name.”

She smiled and stroked my cheek lovingly, “Yes you do. True names aren’t given. They exist within you. Now you are fully fae, your true name will be there. You just have to …reach for it …sort of …feel it.”

I turned my attention inward, trying to focus my mind and think of my own name. Suddenly I knew it. It was an incredibly strange feeling, but I knew it! It was a strange name, not a human sounding name at all. It had meaning to it. Meaning that I understood and knew to be true.

“I have it!” I said.

She beamed, “Then, when you are ready, whisper it to me. Whisper it softly so no-one else can hear.”

I leaned forward until my mouth was next to her right ear and whispered my name. Then she turned her head and whispered hers to me.

“You have a beautiful name!” I said.

“So do you! my mate,” she laughed and kissed me.

When our lips parted I decided to take a huge risk and tease her, “So, how long will you wait before sharing me with all the other nymphs?”

She scowled at me and growled, “About ..hmm …a thousand years!”

“So soon?” I said with a silly smile.

She barked a laugh, “It depends on how long it takes before I become bored with you.”

“Oh really?”

She nodded, “I am sure I can think of interesting ways to tie you up, just to keep our feeding entertaining.”

“Oh! You think you still get to tie me up?”

She just tilted her head to one side and looked at me. I returned her gaze. We kept that up for all of a minute before I laughed and said, “OK, you can tie me up. But it will be much harder now I have wings.”

“Didn’t you know? Our wings are magic. We can make then disappear and appear at will. I will have to teach you how we do it.”

“I’ll need to learn to fly too.” I pointed out.

“Yes! That will be fun to watch. Though I doubt you will be getting much chance to fly. I plan on keeping you in a cage.”

“What, why?”

“To keep you safe from all my sisters,” she giggled, “I am sure they will try to seduce you, or steal you away from me.”

I laughed and looked at her. I could not tell for sure that she was joking.

“Would this cage …be big enough for two?”

“Definitely my beloved!”

In the days that followed the other nymphs left us alone and we entered a period that I thought of as our honeymoon. I had so many things to learn and my mate, my beloved nymph, had great fun teaching me. Dismissing and recalling my wings only took me a few days to master. Flying took much longer. My nymph was so old that she could not recall learning to fly so her instruction was less than helpful. I crashed into quite a few trees before I gained any kind of control.

Even after several weeks my flights were still nothing like the swooping confident movements she could do but I was able to get around. Once she thought me ready she started taking me with her as she toured her domain. We flew to the edges of the Forest and checked on the movements of animals and if there had been any more encroachment by humans.

As we flew, I occasionally saw other nymphs. They never came too close, but they were obviously watching us.

“What are they doing?” I asked, one day, back at the glade.

“They are dreaming. That is what they are doing,” she said, “They are jealous.”

“Are there no satyrs they could be spending time with?”

“The satyrs live to the west,” she explained, “Their numbers have always been few. Nymphs do not normally take mates. Satyrs visit the forest every few decades. That is when nymphs who wish for children seek them out. What we have is unique, thanks to the imprinting and you becoming the first male nymph. The other nymphs have seen something they thought impossible and they want it for themselves.”

“But they can’t have me,” I said, “I am yours.”

“Yes, now and forever. But just to be sure…” and held up a large coil of rope, “Let’s go and spend a few hours helping a tree grow stronger.”

I smiled, “One day I will tie you to that tree,”

She growled for real, “Ha! That is not happening! The other nymphs would get their hands on you before I let you do that, and there is no way they are doing so.”

I smiled innocently, pulled her close for a kiss and said, “Well, my beloved, let’s go sprout some leaves!”

[image: ]

cover.jpeg





OEBPS/image_rsrcWX.jpg





