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THIS BOOK IS A WORK of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locale or organizations is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author except in the case of brief quotation embodied in critical articles and reviews.
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THIS BOOK WAS ORIGINALLY titled Touch of Gypsy Fire. In 2004, when this book released, I was unaware of the negative connotations associated with the term ‘gypsy’. Since then, I have become more aware of such matters.

While I love this story, I don’t want insult a marginalized population that has already suffered far too much harm, so I decided upon another name for the race in this world previously called Gypsies and I’ve retitled the book.

The story has also been heavily revised with 20k worth of new material added.
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TO MY EDITOR PAM, THE Wondrous One.

To my kids, Diva, Guitar Kid & Brat—my world revolves around you two. I love you.

And to my husband, my real life fantasy...I love you.
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Tyriel’s World
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HIGH BARROW

Large province that separates elvish Eivisa from most of the human-populated provinces Zhalia, Nenu and Orn.

Wildlings

Nomadic people of the High Barrow Plains

Averne

The elvish kingdom inside Eivisia, ruled by Tyriel’s father, Prince Lorne.

Eivisia

The High Kingdoms of the People, consists of four separate kingdoms, each ruled by a king or queen who are all distantly related, as the High Kingdoms were founded by a family of four, three brothers and a sister. The sister and youngest brother were twins. The younger brother Dyn and sister Ryn took over the northern and western kingdoms, with Ryn ruling the north because she had magic that blended well in cold provinces (ice, wind) and Dyn taking the western kingdom that would become Averne.

Estate of Hyra

Isolated keep along borderlands between Barrow and Eivisia. Tyriel lived there from the time she was eight until she left when she was thirty.

Nhui

Banshee-like creatures, they prey on the vulnerable. Existing in the twilight world, they manifest easiest in dusk and dawn, but can do so at other times to feed. They siphon off a being’s will to live. They love preying on the fey because their energy is so powerful, but the fae are harder to catch, and know how to fight nhui so they generally wander around small villages, caravans or in areas where there is plague or war.  Not common in larger towns. Spectral creatures, they are tall and thin, with spidery fingers they use to wrap around their victim’s head as they feed.

Jiupsu

Early race of humans who settled in the plains of ancient High Barrow when wild magic still dominated much of the land. A nomadic warrior race, they were the progenitors of the Wildlings now seen in the world.
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Prologue
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A THIN HAZE OF SMOKE hung in the air, rich with the scent of tobacco and ale. 

A sad-faced harpist played away by the campfire, his gaze distant. Voices were solemn, hushed, while outside the rain fell in a heavy downpour.

In one corner, behind a curtain hung solely for that purpose, a serving wench was servicing a handsome lieutenant from the city guard. She had considered herself lucky when he had smiled at her. He was clean, he had always tipped well, and he had kind eyes. When he had whispered in her ear, several other girls had given her very evil looks and as he took her hand and led her to the back of the room, she had merrily waggled her fingers at them behind her back. Occasionally, his grunts and moans could be heard out in the main room.

In another corners, one of the guard and his wench didn’t bother with the curtain; he merely jerked her skirt up and pulled her down on his rigid cock, grunting and groaning his way to a record finish while the girl faked her way along. Neither of them were particularly clean or choosy. He wanted sex. She wanted money.

Ah, the ambience.

In yet another corner, two men sat, backs to the wall, facing the small crowd that lingered, waiting for the rain to let up. A mug of ale sat untouched in front of the swordsman. Though he slouched in his chair, his entire body was tensed, ready. His face, one unusually pretty considering his trade, was grim. Pale blond hair was secured at his nape, revealing one pierced earlobe, a single blue stud glinting there.

He had a thin upper lip, a full, sensual lower one. His long legs were sprawled out and covered from waist to ankle in supple, worn fighting leathers that allowed freedom of movement and light protection.

Across from him sat a gaily-dressed Wildling, his bright shirt the color of the sun the town hadn’t seen in nearly a month. His breeches were red, cut full from the waist down to the knee, where they were tucked into high riding boots.

“Old Lita wanted us to pass the word along. She’d like to see Tyriel, while she’s able. The lady doesn’t have much time left, I fear.” His black eyes—Wildling’s eyes—were somber, sad. Very unusual for a Wildling.

Aryn had been hoping the Wildling had a message from Tyriel, a message, a plea for help, that she had landed her fine ass in trouble, something...but he barely had time to acknowledge the disappointment. His mouth went grim and tight as he closed his eyes. When he opened them, they were dark with concern, fear and rage as he straightened in his chair. Firelight glinted off the deep blue stone in his ear as he leaned forward.

“Kellen, I haven’t seen or heard from Tyriel in nearly a year. We parted ways last winter,” Aryn said, a frown darkening his fair face. His voice was low and rough, with the frustration he still felt over their abrupt parting. In the pit of his stomach, that gnawing doubt that something was very, wrong grew even larger. It had been troubling him for some time and now, he had concrete proof. Tyriel wouldn’t have avoided her family this long. “She had plans to meet up with the family in Bentyl Faire.”

Concern entered Kellen’s eyes as Aryn spoke. Staring at the swordsman, the Wildling shook his head, frowning.

Aryn closed his eyes and rubbed them with his fingers, suddenly feeling unbelievably weary. “She never showed at Bentyl, or any of the other faires, did she?”

“We haven’t seen Tyriel in nearly two years, Aryn, since we saw you both together at the faire in Kenton. Why did you break apart? Everything seemed to be going so well for the both of you.”

With a restless shrug, Aryn said, “That’s what I thought. We had a solid partnership; people asked for us by name, looked for us.” He paused, glancing at his blade, an enchanted sword that had once been such a burden. “It’s...complicated.”

“Complicated,” Kellen said slowly, the look in his eyes saying he wasn’t buying the horseshit Aryn was selling. Nor should he—Wildlings were excellent purveyors of horseshit and Aryn was barely adequate.

Annoyed, Aryn snapped, “Aye. Complicated. I never planned on either of us going our own way. We worked well together. We suited each other.” 

At least until the last day, he thought darkly, grimly remembering that day. She had left one morning after saying things the night before that had knocked him flat off his feet, storming out of the room before he could take it in. And that night—a night that was mostly list to him.

He had Irian to thank for that, he had no doubt. He cursed silently at the sword, a sword that had remained all but silent for many months. 

Bloody hunk of enchanted metal, I ought to throw you in the fires of Itherri Bogs.

Not only had his best friend up and left him, the Soul inside the enchanted sword that had become a companion who had all but ceased talking to him.

If there wasn’t a job that needed doing, Irian was nothing more than a brooding silent presence in the back of Aryn’s mind.

As if summoned by Aryn’s thoughts, the enchanter stirred, a low, husky chuckle escaping him.

It was the most Aryn had heard from Irian in months outside of their work.

“So she just left? Didn’t say anything other than she’d meet up with us in Bentyl?” Kel raised and lowered his ale without drinking, his black eyes serious and concerned. “If Tyriel had said she was going to meet up with us, she would. Something must have happened.”

“I know. That’s my fear, too. Tyriel being who she is, only the Lost Gods only know what sort of trouble she found—or what trouble found her,” Aryn said dryly, using humor to cover his very real fear. “Why don’t you spread the word through the caravan? I’ll ask around and we can meet up in Bentyl. Somebody surely has seen her.”

––––––––
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WHEN THEY MET AT THE Bentyl Faire some weeks later, it was with grim faces. Nobody had seen or heard from Tyriel in months.

Word came winging in from Wildling clans scattered far and wide. Tyriel seemed to have dropped off the face of the world.

If a Wildling hadn’t seen her, then she wasn’t around to be seen.

Clad in somber browns, his fair hair secured in a queue at the nape of his neck, Aryn listened as Kel finished talking. Absently shifting the sword harness he wore, Aryn rose to pace the confines of the small tent. 

“Now what?” he asked.

“You don’t need to concern yourself, Aryn. We’re her family and—”

“Don’t.” He turned on his heel and advanced on the shorter man, backing him up against the wall. In a low threatening growl, he repeated, “Don’t. We were partners for six years; we shed blood together, nearly died saving the other countless times. Anything that concerns Tyriel concerns me. Everything that concerns her concerns me.”

Not bothering to hide his small, pleased smile, Kel relaxed. “I’d hoped you would say that. Something tells me Tyriel is going to need all the help she can get.” Rising, Kel wandered over and picked up his harp, absently strumming a somber tune. “The best thing to do is go back to where you two were when you split, since that seems to be the last time anybody saw her. That would be the first place we ought to try.”

“The first thing we need to do is contact her father,” Aryn contradicted, turning to face the suddenly still Wildling.

“Her father.”

“Can you think of a person better equipped to find her?” he asked dryly.

“Her father.” The forced laughter didn’t quite hide the nerves in his eyes as he ran a hand through his short cap of black curls. He offered, “We could just send him a message through the courier guild.”

“Since when did Wildlings trust the guild?” Aryn asked. “Send one of your own.”

“Right.” Rubbing his sweaty hands down the sides of his saffron trews, Kel tried to figure out if any of his kin would look upon it as an adventure. How many Wildlings got to see the enchanted kingdom?

Thousands, probably, he thought, sighing dramatically. And none lived to tell the tale.

“And maybe we will be lucky. Maybe Tyriel has been with him all this time,” Aryn offered, trying to cheer up the younger man.

Not likely though. The elvish kingdoms would drive her mad within a month. Be her father a prince of the elves or no.

Aryn tossed restlessly, tangled in the rough linen sheets. He’d gone to bed wearing his leathers, ready to leave at a moment’s notice, save for his boots. It was a muggy, humid night and the summer air coming in through the open window barely stirred the air. The sheets clung to him, twining around him like ropes as he fought the scenes playing out inside his head. 

Trapped in dreams, he flung his arm out. “Tyriel.”

Irian, the Soul within his enchanted blade, surged to violent wakefulness with Aryn’s fingers brushed the hilt.

Their souls merged and Irian reached out, pulling on the powerful magic that had let him bind himself to the sword. 

“Come,” Irian said, taking control of the dream and dragging Aryn along with him as he flung himself into the dreamscape.

In a blink, they were somewhere else.

They were with Tyriel.

He could see her.

They could see her.

Gods, what’s happened to her? Aryn thought, hardly able to believe the slumped still figure was the bright laughing woman he had spent six years with.

“She is a prisoner,” Irian said, his voice echoing inside Aryn’s mind. “Someone has taken her and holds her in this hole.”

Aryn didn’t snarl at the arrogant prick for pointing out the obvious. He was too enraged to form words.

A sob shimmered in the air, coming from the woman standing across from them, near the wall of the small cell. She turned toward them, eyes skating dully across the space where they stood without stopping. Her lovely features were covered in bruises, her eyes sunken and dull. 

There was no dancing, vivid light in her eyes.

The sharp blades of her cheekbones, once so stunning, now looked almost violent, as if they’d cut through her skin. The hopelessness that hung around her filled him with impotent rage that only worsened when Irian said, “She’s been raped. Beaten. Likely often.”

Aryn didn’t want to look, but he refused to avoid the horror, wouldn’t turn away from it and forced himself to memorize dried blood, and bruises in varying stages of healing on her thighs, torso, breasts and wrists. Scars showed on her belly and legs.

The rage exploded into a wildfire when she went to move and collapsed, her too-thin legs not supporting her.

Forgetting he was here on in a dream, he lunged.

And several feet from her, he was slammed into a wall, unable to reach her.

“We can’t help her from within a dream, Aryn,” Irian said from behind her. “Wake, Aryn. You must wake.”

Furious even though he knew the enchanter spoke the truth, Aryn shouted out her name.

It was his own voice that woke him.

Hair, face and torso soaked with sweat, Aryn sat up in the bed, his breath sawing in and out as he scrubbed his gritty eyes. A misty form shimmered into view and a large brooding figure started to pace, his eyes glowing red with rage, echoing the red that still shimmered around the blade. 

This was Irian, a long-dead warrior of the plains, a nomadic race that had been the progenitors of the Wildlings, thousands of years gone from the land.

“Tyriel, what happened?” Aryn muttered, shaking his head as Irian prowled the room, swearing in a language no longer spoken.

“Does it matter? We never should have let her leave. I warned you.” Irian continued to pace as Aryn brooded.

“What did you want me to do? Hold her prisoner?” Aryn snapped. The second he said those words, he wanted to yank them back.

Irian whirled to face him. In a blur of speed that made it seem if he disappeared, the warrior crossed to him and caught Aryn by the throat. “You see what’s happened to her now that you didn’t listen to me. Arrogant pup.”

Although Irian’s form looked misty and insubstantial, the hand on Aryn’s throat felt all too real—and the pressure definitely was. But Aryn had fought with this warrior inside his skin. Freeing himself with a violence that spoke of temper, he said, “If you want to waste time fighting, that’s fine with me, you useless hunk of metal. Or we could be smart and start looking for her.”

Irian looked as he wanted to give into the violence he felt. Long dead he might be, but his soul was bound to the blade Aryn carried and he felt the same emotions he’d once felt, emotions familiar to Aryn.

“We find her.” He gave a sharp nod and began to pace, his form flickering in and out as he brooded.

Aryn dropped down on the bed and stared at the floor.

What in the world could have happened between the four weeks between her leaving Ifteril and the Bentyl Faire?

Where could she be? And would he find her in time.

“We will find her, Aryn,” Irian said, his voice fading. The primitive power in the enchanter was vast, but he had to hold it in check or it could overwhelm his bearer. Doing so for a long period, Irian had said, could be taxing.

“We?” Aryn asked, tossing the enchanter a look. “Or you, after taking me over?”

“We. Tyriel is yours, not mine,” Irian said. But his voice was no longer the steady cadence it had been, rather an insubstantial whisper. “After all, my body is long dead.” 

Sadness filled the man’s eyes, and grief.

Irian faded from view, and then a door shut inside Aryn’s mind.

The swordsman knew Irian would respond to nothing else.

Even Aryn’s response that Tyriel didn’t belong to Aryn.

* * * * *
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THE PAIN, NAUSEATING as it was, no longer kept her awake. Lost in a tumbling maze of dreams, the pain lashed at her out of the darkness. Flinching, she shrieked and tried to pull away from it, to hide.

But it merely found her again, and tore at her repeatedly.

When the pain did little to jar her out of her daze, the things came. Wet, spongy beasts from the underworld, crawling over her, invading her, ripping and biting at her helpless form.

The things weren’t real, a construct created by her captor, but she feared them the most.

Her captor fed on that fear and she hated him all the more for it.

Once, she would have battled them, banished them as the illusions she knew them to be.

But there had also been a time when she would have lashed out and destroyed the man responsible.

In despair, she curled in on herself, to wait it out. It would fade. It always did.

And it would come again.

It always did.
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Chapter 1
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Six Years Earlier

GAY, CHEERFUL MUSIC poured from the flute she held to her lips.

Eyes ever watchful, she played on with a scrap of attention on the music while she studied the crowd in front of her. She kept her hood over her head and her eyes low. In a place such as this, nobody thought twice of such things. Many people here were criminals, thieves, trying to hide themselves. They would think the same of her.

The innkeeper was a slovenly thing, Tyriel thought. But he was no worse than the rest in this city. How had it changed so much? It had only been a few years. Or had it? It was easy enough to lose track of time when one had lived so many years, and lived a great number of them alone.

No longer were men expected to take a wench upstairs. Now they simply retreated to the shadowy corners, engaging in oral sex for the most part, holding the wench by the hair or shoulders, tossing her a few coins when he was done. But one or two over the past few hours had actually pushed the woman up against the wall and fucked her right there.

Since the wenches seemed to enjoy the money, and the attention, Tyriel turned a blind eye. And a deaf ear when need be. Pity she couldn’t turn her nose off. The scent of unwashed bodies and copious sex, stale beer, burnt food—she longed for the mountains, the plains, the green of the wood.

Her eyes closed and she briefly thought of home, longed for it—not the wagon trains of the Wildlings, but home—the Four Kingdoms of Eivisa, and the sprawling valleys and towering peaks of Averne, her father’s realm, to walk among the woods and feel the magic of it seeping into her bones, to lie down on the mossy green grass and feel the hard, powerful body of a warrior over her while the magic mingled and their bodies—

Boisterous shouts intruded on her thoughts. She opened her eyes, torn out of her fantasies.

One lout, in particular, was annoying the hell out of her. He had made several lewd comments in her direction the night before, all of which she had brushed off and ignored. But he was already drunk and getting drunker, and the night was still young.

Turning her attention to the rest of the crowd, she dismissed him from her mind and looked for a likely mark with full pockets. The one she found was already nodding happily to her music, a sweet-looking old peddler, prosperous from the looks of it. What in the name of hell he was doing in this dive, she couldn’t understand.

And even as she changed her music to match the emotions she sensed in him, he tossed two silver marks into the open case at her feet.

She nodded at him in thanks, pleased. Those two silver marks would let her leave a few days earlier than planned.

There might be more where those came from. It wasn’t exactly the most honorable way to play, but she was not using magic. Just playing to suit his moods. What he gave was of his own free will.

A few coppers joined the scattered coins but she didn’t even notice as a loud crash, followed by a bellow, echoed through the tavern.

The guard, an overgrown hulk of a man, looked at the spreading patch of wine that soaked the front of his already filthy uniform. The serving boy, no older than nine, stood on weak knees, his face pale, too afraid to even dodge the blow sure to come.

Behind the bar, the innkeeper did nothing, merely filled mug after mug with the disgusting ale. Her flute landed on the ground before the cup fell from the boy’s trembling hands. A growl rumbled low in her throat as she crossed the room quicker than human eyes could follow. Another man was moving, a dark cloaked figure, but Tyriel moved far quicker.

The small boy stared at the guard, so pale as he cowered there, obviously awaiting a blow he knew would come. But the huge fist never landed. She grabbed the boy, shoving him backward before turning to face the guard.

“I doubt anybody is going to notice one more stain on your uniform,” she said softly, her husky voice carrying through the suddenly silent inn as she pushed her hood back.

She’d kept it up out of a need for privacy as much as anything else. Unless she used magic to conceal her appearance, it was hard to hide who—and what—she was. Now, as the hood fell back, the people around them reacted. Whispers and gasps, plus a few curses, rippled around the room, spreading from those closest to them until even those in the farthest reaches, hiding in the dark shadows, were now watching.

She’d confined her dark hair in complicated braids that left the soft point of her ears partially obscured.the ears weren’t the most obvious sign of her heritage, not for those who knew what to look for—that lay in the luminous glow of her topaz eyes, even now holding a warning as she eyed the guard.

A guard who, clearly, was too stupid to see that warning.

“Mind your own business, bitch,” he growled, looming over her, going to knock her aside.

He failed.

When she stood there, immovable as a rock, the guard’s face twisted, growing redder with anger.

“I told you to piss off,” he snarled, placing the flat of his hand on her chest and shoving.

Tyriel, though nearly as tall as he, was reed slender. Had she been human, like the guard, she would have stumbled back onto her tail, likely taking the boy with her.

Unnoticed in the crowd, a patron went still. He’d been halfway to intercept the guard, ready to bloody him if he struck the poor, clumsy child, but the minstrel had moved from the stage where she’d been playing with such relentless cheer, it had almost driven him back out into the dark, cold night.

Now, hand still resting on his blade, he observed as the guard’s hard shove failed to make her moved so much as finger’s width.

Concealed in the shadows of his hood, he watched the woman smiled tauntingly at the guard.

The fool might be half-drunk, but something resembling sense had finally penetrated his ale-addled mind. That, or he noticed the danger lurking in her smile, for he fell back a step to give her a narrow-eyed study.

Nonchalantly, she gathered her braids into a thick tail, using a tie she produced from somewhere to secure the mass at her neck.  All the while, she held the guard’s gaze as that taunting smirk widened.

It couldn’t even be called a challenge, the man thought, watching with growing interest—and amusement. The guard was no threat to her, even had he been sober. He’d counted a solid ten guards in the inn and all ten wouldn’t be a challenge for this woman.

“Elf.”

“Look there, see the ears? Oh, my stars, see her eyes?”

The voices blended into the background as she stepped closer to the guard.

All the blood drained from the man’s face and his next breath came out a high-pitched wheeze.

Inside the confines of his hood, the human, a swordsman known only as Aryn, chuckled. Movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention. He slanted his gaze without moving his head.

It was so quiet, one could hear a bloody mouse fart.

Or the faint clink as a pickpocket made his way around the room, so brazen even the presence of a high-magic user didn’t deter him.

“Shall I continue to mind my own business?” the minstrel asked.

Aryn stayed tuned in on the conversation as he circled the room, keeping to the shadows, as he went about his task.

“Perhaps...perhaps it was my own...my own fault, milady,” the guard stuttered, his booming belligerent voice now a mumble. “Seein’ he jes’ a kid, after all. No harm done.”

“None at all.” An agreeable smile lit the minstrel’s face and her eyes all but glowed, making everybody watching her feel warm, welcome...loved. 

Well, almost everybody. The guard and his cohorts were scared shitless, having barely avoided slaughter.

With a near-audible pop, the tension drained out of the room and the guard turned on his heel to return to his seat.

Aryn, task completed, watched the players in the odd little scene.

As if fearing to attract her notice, the guard’s companions and other various miscreants hurried away from the fae female. Others remained standing, gathered near the minstrel. They didn’t quite surround her and none actually approached. But their awe and interest was visible. For some, it wasn’t just awe or interest, but outright worship.

Aryn wasn’t surprised.  He doubted the minstrel was, not considering how far from her people’s lands. Zhalia, far from the Four Kingdoms, called the enchanted kingdom by the human races, was a superstitious land and had been for generations. 

Magic and its practice wasn’t forbidden in the province, at least not anymore, but outside the larger cities, few used it openly and races inherently magical, like the elves, were nearly on the same level as angels—or, depending on who you asked, demons—and only a mere step below Nominu, or the Nameless One, among some peoples, the deified, sacrificed God recognized in this part of the world.

As she returned to the corner where she’d been playing for much of the night, Aryn watched as she tugged her hood back up. Her hand hovered over her chest but she didn’t rub the area where the guard had shoved her. She might be stronger than two or three average humans, but he suspected the guard’s attempt to knock her back had hurt.

The moment lasted barely a heartbeat before she lowered her hand and her facial muscles didn’t change. That, too, was unsurprising. He’d seen no sign she had any companion and it didn’t take more than a few days or weeks of lone travel in this world to figure out that it was best to never show if a hint of weakness.

She bypassed the low stool where she’d sat to play, closer to him now. Unable to hold back the curiosity now, he spoke. “Interesting reaction there. Does that happen everywhere you go?”
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Chapter 2
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TYRIEL WAS IRRITATED now—and tired. 

Also, very hungry. She’d planned on staying at this inn for a few days, but likely needed to reconsider that decision. Not in the mood to play word games, or any much of anything, she looked toward the speaker and found herself staring into a pair of blue eyes—very beautiful blue eyes.

The shadows cast by his hood would make it hard for a human to notice that fact. But elves weren’t human. According to her father, a fae lord who had lived for more than two thousand years before he fell in love with Tyriel’s Wildling mother, both of them had often debated about whether Wildlings were, in fact, still human themselves. 

Wildlings had lived for millennia in areas where the wild magic had flowed freely, refusing to flee to human villages and cities, hiding by tall stone walls with iron gates where they bedded down at night and prayed no magic creature would find their beds. 

Wild magic had a...curious effect on people after a time. After generations of living in areas rife with wild magic, Tyriel wouldn’t be surprised to learn the Wildlings weren’t human anymore.

Like her deceased mother, she had her own suspicions on the subject, leaning toward the likelihood that the Wildlings had veered from simple humans to something more complex several centuries back.

Tyriel certainly wasn’t human.

Her vision had always been keen, keener than any she knew from either fae or Wildling lineage. She appreciated it yet again as she took in the blue irises, a nose that had been broken at least once, but set with rather admirable skill, and a mouth almost ridiculously pretty for a man.

Well, hello, lovely man.

His brows rose and she reminded herself—he asked a question, silly chit.

“It happens often enough that I’m used to it.” She considered that a moment before adding, “Mostly.”

“Used to grown men nearly piss themselves when they see you while others look at you as if they can’t decide if they want worship you or hide before you notice them? Used to them sighing in rapt devotion all over a smile from you?”

“All of that.” She winked at him. “The fae eat babies at breakfast, didn’t you know? Mere humans should know better than to anger us. That’s why they sigh—it’s not devotion. It’s relief.”

“Babies for breakfast.” He chuckled as he pushed his hood back. “All the elves I’ve ever known were vegetarian.”

Now able to see him completely, she had to wonder at some of her fae cousins who never left Eivisia, convinced they’d never find a lover or mate among the mortal races.

How wrong they were.

This man’s face could have been carved from alabaster—should be, forever captured by an artist’s hands so future generations could gaze upon the elegant perfection, the only imperfection that slight crook in his nose.

Just how did he know that little fact about the People? 

“Are you going to give me away? Let them know how meek and cowardly we really are?”

“I didn’t say a thing about meek or cowardly.” Gesturing to the seat at his side, he said, “I’m impressed, though. Even as drunk as he was, I didn’t expect him to show much in the way of common sense. Zhalia’s not a bad province, all in all, but this particular town? You rarely seen a guard back down from anything short of a fair fight.”

“It wouldn’t have been fair. I could have taken down a man like him when I was barely old enough to pick up a sword.”

He grinned at her. “Well, there is that. I imagine you already noticed the other guards in here. It was still a risk, confronting him.”

“Hardly.” She sniffed. “Zhalians are notoriously superstitious—it will take generations for their distrust of the magickers in this world to fade, even though it was the People who aided them when they finally decided to overthrow their oppressive rule. They still believe that we lurk around in the shadow world, waiting for people to displease us so we can haul them away to harvest our mines for us.”

“I doubt you’d let anybody not of fae blood into your mines,” the swordsman said. “Not as protective as you lot are of your treasures. Speaking of which...”

He tossed something at her feet.

Tyriel heard the clink of coins and narrowed her eyes. “What’s this?”

“Your coin.” His eyes slid past hers before moving to the inn’s entrance. 

Her sensitive ears caught the sound of movement, even above the normal noise—furtive and fast, somebody fleeing. Sighing, she scooped up the coin purse and glanced at the cap she’d put down to collect any money that might come her way while she played. “Pickpocket?”

“Aye. Can’t decide if he was stupid or bold as brass, stealing from you once he knew who you were.”

“Bit of both, most likely.” She opened the coin purse and transferred the funds from it into hers, then tossed the emptied bag to the swordsman. “If you haven’t eaten tonight, I’ll buy your meal to thank you for your trouble.”

“I’ve eaten. But I won’t say no to company as I finish my ale, since it seems you’re done playing.”

Tyriel glanced around. “Oh, I’m done.”

Once they were at a table, closer to the door and far from the guards, the swordsman lifted a tall, pewter mug in her direction. “To interesting nights.”

She inclined her head, watching as he drank before shifting her attention back out over the crowd. She’d been in this inn before, had rented a room in the inn on her last trip through. 

The town hadn’t been like this.

“Can I buy you one?”

“I’ll pass.” She glanced at him a serving wench put another mug on the table in front of him. She shuddered in distaste, remembering the one taste she had taken earlier. He took another drink, licked foam from his lower lip. Her belly tightened as she imagined echoing that movement herself, licking his lower lip. For that pleasure, she might even torture herself with the taste of shitty ale, if she could taste him. 

But there was no sign of interest in his eyes. At all.

There goes my pride, Tyriel thought.

“You seem to know quite a bit about the kin,” Tyriel said after declining the offer of ale. “How is that?”

He flashed her a grin. “I get around.”

“That knowledge doesn’t. At least not easily.” She ran the tip of her finger idly over a scar in the worn table’s surface.  “You’ve already mentioned two things about the People that some of my family might consider worth killing over.”

“Some... but not you?”

The blue of his eyes didn’t darken the way a fae male’s would, but Tyriel felt his interest sharpen all the same. She told herself she should get and walk away from this intriguing man now. 

Right now. 

“Call me...undecided.”

“Very, Lady Undecided. Tell me, did your eyes truly glow earlier? I’d swear they did, but I’m not entirely certain if I saw what I think I saw or if it’s another myth about the fae told to scare bad little human boys.”

Tyriel laughed.

Around them, a brief lull in the conversation fell, eyes drifting their way and lingering on her before conversation slowly resumed.

“Be good, little boy, or the elves will sneak into your room like a monster and snatch you from your bed?” she said, a smile on her face as she looked him over.

“Just so. And...you have not answered.”

“What do you think?” When he merely arched a pale gold brow at her, she sighed. “Swordsman, you might have pried certain secrets from a fae or two along the road but that doesn’t mean I’ll tell you more.”

“Fair enough. You know, you saved that boy from a sound beating.” His eyes drifted over to the guard who sat staring sullenly into his wine. “The guard will forget by morning, but that wouldn’t help the boy. He would have been hurt badly enough to not work for a day or two. If he can’t do his job here, he would likely be sold.”

“Sold.” She spat the word, bile coating her throat. She looked around the inn’s public room and shook her head. “Slaves. That’s one of the reasons I head out this week. There was a time when slavery wasn’t lawful here. I didn’t believe it when I was first told some fool lord had pushed for it to be legalized. Barely out from under an oppressive rule a century and already the monied and privileged seek to oppress those beneath them.”

Her eyes drifted over to where the serving boy hurried back and forth between the kitchen and the tables. Often, he cast grateful eyes her way as he carefully avoided the area around the surly guard. A handsome child, if you could overlook the overly long, tangled hair and obvious malnourishment.

More than one patron had overlooked. 

Body slaves were bad enough. Forcing a child into that role was unthinkable. And it wouldn’t be long before the innkeeper did just that. Tyriel had noticed the appraising looks the innkeeper gave the boy when a particular customer would stare at him overly long.

“I’ve only been here a month myself. Hired on for a job. Once the contract is up, I’m northbound.” Sympathy darkened his eyes as he watched the boy.

Yes, a handsome child.

At his back, his sword seemed to weigh down heavily on him for just a moment. Automatically, he shifted the harness as he turned his eyes back to the elf. “I’m Aryn. May I ask your name?”

“Tyriel,” she murmured, dragging her eyes from the child and studying the outrageously beautiful man in front of her. Over the morass of scents in the inn, she could smell him, and he smelled delicious...warm, male, clean. The sword strapped to his back was harnessed across what looked to be a lusciously powerful chest.

The sword...it drew her eye, flashing far more brightly in the dim light than it should have. The carving in the pommel was scrolled and marked, letters—familiar, they seemed to move and twist, and call—

Tyriel shook her head slightly as Aryn shifted his shoulders once more. The movement distracted her, drawing her attention away from the sword’s hilt and pommel, and back to him.

His shoulders were wide and strong, arms were long, lean and muscled under the clean cotton of his shirt. The sleeves of that shirt were rolled up to his elbows, revealing muscled forearms, thick wrists, long-fingered hands with wide palms. And his scent—

It was maddening, how good he smelled.

A small hand appeared on the swordsman’s shoulder. Turning her eyes upward, Tyriel watched as one of the serving girls lowered her lips to speak quietly into his ear. 

Tyriel tuned the words out, although she could have listened in—and was tempted.

She already knew what was likely to be said and when Aryn gave the woman a slow smile and short nod, Tyriel felt an unwelcome twist in her belly—envy.

How odd. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt envy.

The girl, well, woman had large breasts, a narrow waist, and full hips. Exceptionally clean, which was unusual in a dive like this. Her gaze landed on the brand marking the young woman’s wrist and the pieces fell into place. It was the shape of a quarter-moon—the girl was an indentured servant. She could work off her five years here, or be bought by a willing party and work off the time with another. Once her debt was paid, that quarter moon would be filled in and people would know she was no longer obligated by some law or another to work off whatever sentence had been placed on her slim shoulders.

So young, Tyriel thought. So, so young.

Had the mark been an ‘X,’ it would have meant she was a slave and she’d never know freedom, not unless something extraordinary happened.

An ‘X’ encircled meant a body slave, basically a body whored out at her master’s pleasure, with no choice in his or her bed partners, or any say in where he or she bedded that partner. Tyriel had seen body slaves who knelt in alleyways in broad daylight to service or be mounted.

Judging by the look in her eyes, this girl likely sought a new keeper.

Tyriel recognized the satisfaction in the serving girl’s eyes as she strolled away, hips swaying subtly beneath the plain blue wool of her skirt. 

Ah, well, Tyriel thought, too bad.

Damn it all.

* * * * *
[image: image]


ARYN THE SWORDSMAN at least had the decency to take his tumble upstairs. The girl was clean and soft and sweet-smelling—looking for a way to a better life.

Aryn couldn’t, and wasn’t interested in, offering that, but a soft female beside him for the night wasn’t a bad thing. He’d leave some extra money with her so she could stash it. Most indentured servants skimmed a little money here and there, hoping to earn enough to buy their freedom a year or two sooner.

Barely clearing the door, he turned and grabbed her, pinning her against the wall and lifting her skirt to close his hands over naked hips. 

“Why, you naughty thing, no undergarments.” He shifted his hands to her butt as he nibbled his way down her neck.

She hadn’t accepted another man’s favor all night, or the past three, waiting for this one. He was clean, he was handsome, and he had kind eyes. Since she did have some say in whom she spread her thighs for, she had waited and watched him.

With a smile, she pulled her linen shift up and over her head, freeing the large breasts that had teased and taunted Aryn half the night. “Not a thing, sirrah,” she replied. “I was hopin’ you’d like some company after all. And I wanted nothin’ in y’way.”

It had been nearly four months since Aryn had been around a woman clean enough that he didn’t fear some scourging dick rot if he bedded her.

His need for a woman was powerful. Without another thought in his mind, he freed his cock, then lifted her and drove into her, the soft, silky fist of her sex closing tightly over him. 

“Sweet little thing.”

She gasped at the penetration, wet and soft, an eager moan falling from her lips as he lowered his head to catch a nipple between his teeth. He surged inside her, gripping the full, round curve of her ass.

Aryn held back until he felt the orgasm rippling through her, and then he rammed into her repeatedly, until his own climax broke free.

He then took her to the bed and guided her head down until she could wrap her pretty mouth around his cock, groaning with delight as she set to the task with obvious, unfaked pleasure. Her round, firm ass stayed high in the air as she worked him. Aryn cupped one soft white globe, massaging the flesh while his other hand wrapped in her loose hair. Occasionally, because that pretty butt just seemed to want it, he would give it a sharp little smack with the flat of his hand.

Her soft curls tossed over her shoulder, she stared at him through her lashes. Pulling away to swab the head of his penis with her tongue, she paused momentarily to grin at him. Going back to her task, she moved down to suckle and nibble on his sac before taking him into her mouth again. Moving slowly down the thick, rounded head, she took as much of him into her mouth as she could, falling into a slow steady rhythm that soon had Aryn lifting his hips to her caress and moaning.

The ruddy flesh of his cock gleamed wet as
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