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Chapter 1
The first tendrils of consciousness seep in slowly, a dull throb pulsing at my temple as awareness gradually returns. Groaning softly, I pry open my heavy eyelids, disoriented by the dimly lit surroundings. My cheek is pressed against something soft yet coarse—hide of some sort, I realize blearily. The scent of woodsmoke and pine needles fills my nostrils, and it's only then that the fragmented memories come crashing back in disjointed flashes.
Screams echoing through our village, the acrid stench of burning flesh as entire homes were engulfed in angry orange flames. My mother's panicked cries, desperately calling out for me and my sister as we were separated in the chaos. Trees reduced to smoldering husks, families trapped inside like caged animals…
I squeeze my eyes shut, my breath catching in my throat as I force the horrific visions away. Vaguely, I recall fleeing—sprinting breathlessly through the woods, the ominous crackle of fire and roar of battle fading into the distance. And then… nothing. Just blackness swallowing me whole.
Steeling myself, I push up onto my elbows, the motion sending a fresh jolt of pain ricocheting through my skull. Instinctively, my wings try to unfurl, stretching out in a defensive posture, but something restricts their movement. A low growl rumbles up from deep within my chest as I arch my neck, grasping futilely at the bindings—what feels like tightly woven willow branches digging into the delicate membranes.
The abrupt sound of the tent flap parting causes my head to whip around, eyes blown wide with alarm. A large, imposing male strides through the entrance, holding a simple wooden bowl in one hand. He grunts lowly upon seeing me awake, unbound hand tightening around the bowl's rim.
"I bound your wings," he rumbles, deep baritone laced with a subtle rasp. "Didn't want you freaking out and trying to fly off in the middle of a war camp."
War camp? My lips peel back from my teeth in a feral snarl as I press myself against the far edge of the cot, eyeing the intruder warily. He doesn't seem particularly fazed by my threatening display, simply watching me with an inscrutable expression.
With a measured pace, he crosses the tent and sets the bowl down on a rough-hewn table beside my makeshift bed. Now that he's closer, I can make out more details—the chiseled angles of his face, angular jaw dusted with a smattering of dark stubble. His eyes, though… one a piercing sapphire, the other an ethereal lavender that seems to glow with an otherworldly luminescence. A Dragonshifter, then. The realization sends a fresh surge of fear coursing through my veins.
He hums, the low vibration oddly contemplative as he turns away from me. For several tense moments, I simply watch him, cataloging each subtle shift and flex of taut muscle beneath sun-bronzed skin as he moves with a predator's lethal grace. When he finally settles onto a stool before the smoldering fire pit, I allow my gaze to flick towards the bowl, curiosity piqued.
Soup, it seems—the rich aroma of herbs and meat wafting tantalizingly towards my nostrils. But why...? Why would a Dragonshifter offer nourishment to a Fae prisoner? My brow furrows deeply as I study the silent male's broad back, the steady rasp of a whetstone against steel filling the weighted silence between us.
Sucking in a sharp breath, I narrow my eyes at the steaming bowl, nostrils flaring slightly as the rich, earthy aroma of the soup taunts my senses. Every instinct screams at me to snatch it up, to let the nourishing warmth soothe the gnawing emptiness in my belly. But I make no move to reach for it, my hand clenched into a tight fist at my side.
It's not the fear of poison that gives me pause—if this male intended me harm, there would be no sense in bringing me back to this war camp, binding my wings and keeping me separated from the other prisoners. No, a deeper sense of revulsion coils in the pit of my stomach at the thought of accepting sustenance from the hands of a Dragonshifter. To do so would be a surrender, an admission of defeat in this twisted game of power.
Is that his aim? To degrade me by forcing me into a position of dependency? My jaw clenches at the idea of becoming this brute's slave, little more than a plaything to be toyed with until he tires of the novelty. Fury simmers in my veins as I tear my glare away from the bowl, shoulders tensing defensively as I cast a furtive glance at my captor.
With cautious movements, I arch my neck, groping blindly at the willow branches cinched around the delicate appendages of my wings. They aren't digging in painfully tight, but the weave is dense and unyielding, no weakness to be exploited no matter how I twist and writhe against the bindings. A frustrated growl rumbles up from deep within my chest as I abandon the futile struggle, dropping my arms to my sides once more.
From the corner of my eye, I study the male's broad back, the steady rasp of a whetstone gliding over the lethal edge of his sword filling the weighted silence. Never before have I been afforded such an intimate view of one of his kind—the undulating ripple of taut muscle beneath bronzed skin, the powerful flex and shift of his frame as he moves with a predator's lethal grace.
During rare scouting missions, I've caught fleeting glimpses of Dragonshifter warbands from a distance—dark, ominous scars marring the lands they traversed, leaving devastation in their wake. But to find myself within arm's reach of one...it should be a death sentence, and yet the male seems utterly unperturbed by my presence.
My scrutiny drifts lower, to the space between his shoulder blades where the mighty appendages should unfurl, and a fresh wave of unease washes over me at their conspicuous absence. Could he be...flightless? The mere thought is enough to send a tremor down my spine. To be grounded, denied the freedom of the skies—it's a fate worse than death for my kind.
Tearing my gaze away, I shift restlessly on the cot, grimacing at the coarse fur tickling my bare thighs. A quick glance confirms that I'm still clad in the shredded remnants of my tunic, the filthy scrap of fabric providing little modesty. Heat crawls up the back of my neck as I hastily tug the hem down, desperately wishing I could wrap my wings around myself like a protective cocoon.
"You can starve yourself if you wish."
The deep rumble of the male's voice shatters the tense silence, his words laced with surprising indifference. I whip my head around, teal eyes narrowing instinctively at the implied challenge.
"But inflicting unnecessary cruelty upon oneself seems rather counterproductive to wanting to live."
The words are spoken softly, an undercurrent of weariness threading through the gravelly timbre that causes the hairs on the nape of my neck to prickle. For several heartbeats, I simply stare at the broad expanse of his back, at the proud cut of those powerful shoulders as he deliberately avoids returning my incredulous gaze.
When he finally turns to face me, I brace myself for the look of contempt, the sneer of derision that should accompany the sight of a Fae beholding him in all his Dragonshifter glory. But there is no hostility burning in those mismatched irises, no smug twist of lips as he regards me with an unnerving blankness. Just… apathy, perhaps even a trace of weariness marring those chiseled features.
A muscle ticks in my jaw as an incredulous snort escapes my lips, the sound dripping with disdain. "As if being a prisoner to such foul, sadistic creatures is any way to live at all," I spit, every syllable laced with venom.
Unexpectedly, the insult seems to roll off the male like water from a duck's back. He doesn't so much as flinch, continuing to meticulously run the whetstone along the gleaming edge of his blade. Several tense heartbeats tick by before he sets the stone aside with a weighted sigh, wiping down the freshly honed steel.
I bristle as he rises to his feet, the scrape of the stool against the hard-packed earth sending an involuntary shudder rippling down my spine. Propping the sword against the stool, he turns to face me, those disconcertingly mismatched irises regarding me with an inscrutable expression.
"You have a funny way of expressing gratitude for having your life saved," he rumbles, deep timbre laced with a subtle rasp that causes the fine hairs on the back of my neck to prickle.
My lips peel back from my teeth in a feral snarl as indignant fury wells up inside me, scorching hot and all-consuming. "Saved?" I hiss, seizing around the bedraggled shreds of my tunic, fingers twisted so tightly in the fabric my knuckles blaze white. "I don't feel very fucking saved! I feel trapped!"
My wings give an abortive flutter, straining futilely against their bindings as I crane my neck towards him. "You have a funny way of saving people—burning their homes and leaving their corpses to feed the scavengers!"
He blinks languidly at the venom pouring from my lips, seemingly unperturbed. A low hum rumbles up from deep within his chest as he nods slowly, almost as if conceding the point. For an endless moment, the only sounds filling the smothering silence are my harsh pants and the sharp crackle of the glowing embers in the fire pit.
Abruptly, he turns on his heel, crossing back over to the crude cot with those predatory, purposeful strides. My breath catches in my throat as he reaches behind him, withdrawing a thin blade from the back of his leather belt—more akin to a paring knife than a true dagger. 
My heart begins to thunder against my ribcage as realization dawns, panic swiftly replacing outrage. Squeezing my eyes shut, I shrink back against the moth-eaten furs, wings thrashing impotently as he reaches the edge of the cot. He says nothing, just watches me impassively as I jerk away from his proximity, smothering whimpers rising unbidden from the back of my throat.
Frantic, I launch myself sideways, scrambling to crawl over the opposite side of the narrow bedding in a desperate bid to put distance between us. My only chance is to reach the tent flap and—
A soft exhalation, almost an amused scoff, precedes the firm grip encircling my calf, anchoring me in place. My wings spasm in their bindings as I instinctively try to kick free, but the male simply… holds me there, immobilizing me without any overt signs of aggression or force.
Gradually, I become aware of my ragged gasps, harsh and staccato against the muffled crackle of the dying fire. The pad of his thumb strokes a soothing line over the delicate skin above my ankle, the caress a stark juxtaposition to the iron band of his fingers keeping me pinned. My chest heaves with each shallow pant as I stare up at him, eyes blown wide, holding utterly still under the scrutiny of those piercing, mismatched irises. 
Unhurried, almost languid, he leans over me, shifting to brace one palm beside my hip as his weight dips the sagging mattress. The tendons in his forearm cord with sinewy strength, a silent but brutal reminder of how easily I could be snapped in two like a twig if he so desired. My breath stutters in my throat at his looming proximity, wings reflexively curling in a feeble attempt to shield my vulnerable body.
But he makes no aggressive moves, simply holding me immobilized with the barest hints of pressure as he drags the blade towards my trembling wings. I squeeze my eyes shut, bracing for the searing agony, the grotesque squelch of slicing flesh and bone as I'm mutilated, neutered of my most prized appendages. 
The sharp snick of severing vines is decidedly… unexpected.
I stiffen, ears pricked towards the metallic rasp as the male carefully slices through the willow branches binding my wings. Relief washes over me in a dizzying wave as the cruel constraints slacken, membranes unfurling in a reflexive stretch, gossamer panels trembling against my back as I draw in a deep, shuddering breath.
"There," he murmurs gruffly, shifting his weight to sit back on his haunches. "Was that really so torturous?"
My gaze snaps open, teal irises blazing with a heady mix of residual fear and simmering indignation as I glower up at him. A derisive scoff falls from my lips as I experimentally flex and extend my wings, reveling in their newfound freedom despite the lingering rawness of the coarse bindings' bite.
"Torturous," I echo, each syllable dripping with contempt as I curl my lip. "For a filthy beast, I suppose that wouldn't quite qualify as torture."
His jaw tenses almost imperceptibly at the barbed taunt, but he doesn't rise to the bait. Instead, he regards me with an unfathomable look, the piercing intensity of his gaze enough to make me want to squirm. A heartbeat later, he simply shakes his head, rising in one sinuous motion to turn and walk away, leaving me sprawled on the cot in bewildered silence.
I draw in a steadying breath, licking my lips nervously as I watch the male busying himself around the tent. His motions are deft yet unhurried as he cleans, sorting items back into their respective travel bags with a practiced efficiency. For a fleeting moment, the thought of slipping past him and making a break for the tent flap crosses my mind. But I quickly dismiss the foolish notion with a derisive huff. How many more of his kind are lurking just beyond that tattered canvas barrier? Fae may be swift and agile in the air, but on foot, we could never hope to outpace a Dragonshifter once they've taken to the skies. I wouldn't even make it twenty paces before their heightened senses picked up my scent and the chase began. 
Pushing aside the futile escape plan, I shift restlessly on the cot, grimacing as the coarse furs abrade my exposed thighs. My cheeks flush hot with humiliation as I tug fruitlessly at the shredded hem of my tunic, wishing I could sink through the ground. Of course, this is the precise scenario that always plays out whenever I forgo my trousers for a night of slumber. Not that I was expecting to be ambushed and captured... but still. Now some Dragonshifter brute has a perfect view of my bare legs, knees parted shamelessly, with nothing but a few scraps of tattered fabric preserving a modicum of modesty.
The heat creeping up the back of my neck intensifies as I notice the male has paused in his ministrations, regarding me with that same infuriatingly inscrutable expression. I bristle beneath the weight of his scrutiny, fingers clenching around the bedraggled fabric as his gaze seems to bore straight through me.
"What the fuck are you looking at?" I blurt out before I can stop myself, chin lifting defiantly as those mismatched irises lock with mine. There's a slight twitch at the corner of his lips—a ghost of a smirk, perhaps?—before he simply gives a measured shake of his head.
With a soft exhalation, almost a quiet scoff, the male turns away, swiping something from atop one of his travel bags and striding back towards the cot. I tense instinctively, muscles coiling as he looms over me, only to blink in surprise when he tosses a bundle of deep blue fabric onto the bedding beside my knees.
"If you're feeling… exposed," he rumbles, tone maddeningly blasé, "You're welcome to wear that instead."
Warily, I reach out to grasp the fabric, sucking in a sharp breath at the plush, buttery texture beneath my fingertips. It's expensive, that much is immediately obvious—not the scratchy, rough-spun material typically accessible to those of my station. No, whichever city craftsman dyed and wove these threads clearly possessed a rare level of skill, each intricately looped stitch shimmering with an almost metallic cobalt sheen.
Reluctantly meeting the male's gaze once more, I give a curt nod of thanks, the simple courtesy feeling like ash on my tongue. But as I begin to shrug the tunic over my shoulders, my wings give an instinctive flutter and I freeze, a frustrated grunt escaping my lips. Eyeing the garment skeptically, I can't help but notice the distinct lack of any openings or slits to accommodate my most prized appendages. If I try to wrestle myself into it, I'll end up trapping the delicate wings beneath the heavy fabric. A nightmarish prospect.
With a sigh, I hold the shirt back out towards the male, shaking my head. "I… can't wear this," I mutter, the words almost pained, hating how it sounds like an admission of weakness.
The Dragonshifter's brow furrows quizzically as he regards the tunic, then me, clearly not understanding the issue. I huff out an exasperated breath, irritated that I have to spell it out. "It has nowhere for my wings to go," I explain slowly, as if speaking to a particularly slow child. "They'll be trapped underneath."
Realization flickers in those eerily luminous irises and the male nods, lips pursing into a contemplative line as he seems to consider my words. Without another word, he takes the tunic back and grabs something else from his pack—a leather satchel, by the looks of it—before closing the distance between us once more with those predatory, purposeful strides.
I tense instinctively as his weight settles on the edge of the sagging cot, watching him through narrowed eyes as he takes up the tunic once more. His back is to me, shielding whatever he's doing from view, but the occasional metallic clink and faint rustle of fabric fills the tense silence. All the while, the delicious, earthy aroma of the soup torments my senses, the gnawing emptiness in my belly growing steadily more pronounced with each passing moment.
Unable to resist any longer, I snatch up the wooden bowl, curling my lip at the thin film already congealing over the surface. But as soon as I tip back the rim and let the rich broth spill over my tongue, my eyes flutter closed in pure bliss. Fuck, why does it taste so godsdamn good? A soft moan of pleasure rumbles up from deep within my chest as the first nourishing sips coat my parched throat, the subtle blend of herbs and fat from the meat practically melting on my tongue.
I glance up, half-expecting a snide taunt or smug look from my captor, only to find him still wholly engrossed in his task. His shoulders are hunched slightly inward as he works, powerful forearms flexing with each deft twist and pull of the needle—
Wait… needle? My brows knit incredulously as I watch him meticulously stitching away at the navy fabric, carefully manipulating the heavy cloth into some new, unknown configuration. But why? Is he… altering the tunic for me? Heat prickles along the back of my neck at the unbidden thought.
So intent am I on puzzling out the male's intent that I don't even realize I've completely drained the bowl until the soft scratch of wood against my thigh jolts me from my reverie. I blink, staring dumbly down at the empty dish cradled in my lap for a heartbeat before glancing back up at the Dragonshifter, unease churning in the pit of my stomach.
I stare at the empty bowl resting in my lap, lips still tingling from the rich, savory broth. Despite my reservations about accepting sustenance from my captor's hands, I can't deny how famished I'd truly been. Each mouthful had been pure bliss coating my parched throat and growling belly.
My gaze flicks back to the Dragonshifter as he works, brows furrowing as I watch the flex and shift of corded muscle beneath bronzed skin with every deft twist of the needle. The rhythmic scrape of metal piercing fabric fills the weighted silence, each minute movement measured and precise.
My lips part, tongue darting out to moisten them as curiosity wars with the lingering tinge of unease in my gut. Why is he altering that garment? And more importantly—why bother at all? It would take far less effort to simply toss me a threadbare rag to cover myself. 
The faint creak of leather has me glancing up, teal eyes widening almost imperceptibly as the male leans down. There's a soft snick of shears severing the final thread before he ties off the stitch with a quick, practiced flourish and sits back on his haunches. For a suspended heartbeat, he simply regards his handiwork with those piercing, mismatched irises before rising in one fluid motion.
Turning away, the Dragonshifter crosses to his satchel, carefully stowing the sewing kit away. His movements are maddeningly unhurried, lacking the typical arrogant swagger common to most of his kind. No, everything about him exudes a predatory sort of grace, each step measured and purposeful like a stalking panther.
Only once his task is complete does he pivot back towards me, clearing his throat softly to regain my rapt attention. The jarring sound has my gaze snapping over to him, pulse quickening beneath the weight of his inscrutable stare. I don't miss the subtle flick of his eyes trailing down my bare legs, a faint smirk tugging at one corner of his lips.
"I've altered the tunic so your wings can extend freely through the back," he explains in that low, rasping timbre. Plucking up the garment from where he'd laid it on the bed, he gives it a little shake, the deep cobalt fabric rippling like liquid sapphire in the flickering firelight.
As I clutch the soiled dish to my chest, my fingers curl instinctively around the hem of my tattered tunic, heat suffusing my cheeks with an unmistakable flush. There's an arrogant quirk to one dark brow as he takes in my defensive posture, those mismatched irises glittering with some unspoken challenge.
"Unless you'd prefer to remain exposed," he rumbles, the gravelly baritone laced with a hint of dark amusement.
A low growl rumbles up from deep within my chest at the blatant taunt, lips peeling back instinctively to bare my teeth in a feral snarl. With measured strides, he moves to set the tunic down on the edge of the cot, those lethal eyes never once leaving my face.
"I'll give you privacy to dress," he continues smoothly, the deep rasp of his voice dripping with insinuation. "But I'd highly suggest staying within this tent, at least for tonight. The others will be… celebrating their victory."
His pause is weighted, pregnant with unspoken meaning that causes a cold chill to shiver down my spine. As if sensing my discomfort, his jaw clenches almost imperceptibly, dual irises taking on a steely sheen. 
There's no mistaking the implied threat lingering beneath that placid exterior—that out there, amongst the victorious Dragonshifter troops, I would be utterly at their mercy. My wings give an instinctive quiver, folding in close against my back as if to shield my vulnerable body.
The male dips his chin once in a decisive nod before turning on his heel. I watch with bated breath as he crosses to the tent's entrance, one hand pushing aside the tattered canvas flap. For a fleeting heartbeat, I'm struck by the sight of his powerful form silhouetted against the glowing dusk, chiseled features thrown into stark relief by the dying amber rays stretching long shadows across the camp.
Then he's gone in a whisk of fabric, leaving me alone and painfully exposed within the stifling confines of the tent as night descends. Part of me screams to seize this chance and make a break for it while my captor's guard is down. But the pragmatic side knows the odds of slipping past an entire warband of Dragonshifters are nonexistent, especially without the ability to take to the skies.
So I simply… sit, cradling the empty bowl to my chest as my pulse thrums a frantic staccato in my ears. I'm not sure how much time passes, the only sounds my harsh, shallow pants and the muted din of some distant revel filtering through the canvas walls. Several times, I instinctively tense at the flicker of firelight or crunch of boots beyond the tent, only for my shoulders to slump in fleeting relief when no threat emerges.
Finally, when the frenzied pounding of my heart has eased to a more measured cadence, I gather my courage and set aside the wooden dish. My fingers tremble only slightly as I hook them beneath the tattered hem of my tunic, sucking in a fortifying breath before tugging the soiled garment up and over my head. The air is pleasantly cool against my flushed skin as I toss the rag aside, my wings giving a reflexive stretch now freed from their confinement.
Hesitantly, I reach for the tunic the Dragonshifter provided, bunching the soft fabric between my palms. Up close, I can better appreciate the intricate weave, the shimmer of delicate metallic threads woven through the deep cobalt that seems to swirl and dance like oil on water.
Running my thumb along the slits he cut into the back panel, I can't help the tiny furrow creasing my brow as confusion and curiosity war within me. Why go through such effort for the sake of a lowly Fae prisoner? He could have easily tossed me a ratty old sack with holes hacked through it to allow my wings freedom. Yet he'd painstakingly altered this costly garment… for me? The thought is disquieting.
My breath catches in my throat as a series of muted shouts and peals of raucous laughter reach my ears, an unwelcome reminder of the dangers lurking beyond these thin canvas walls. Swallowing hard, I quickly shrug into the tunic, the plush fabric enveloping my body in a sumptuous swath of warmth. A relieved sigh slips past my lips as my wings unfurl fully, the cobalt slits parting around the delicate appendages like a second skin.
Sinking back onto the edge of the cot, I run my hands along the soft material, marveling at the simple luxury. A scowling pout tugs at the corners of my lips as a fresh wave of resentment washes over me. The Dragonshifter brutes pillage our lands, slaughtering my kin without mercy, and still they hoard such opulent treasures for themselves while we suffer in squalor and privation. Swine, all of them.
Anger stokes the bitter flames flickering in my chest until a rowdier burst of hoots and howls from beyond the tent causes me to stiffen, wings cinching in protectively around my frame. Inhaling a shuddering breath, I rise from the edge of the cot and begin to pace the cramped confines, bare feet soundless against the hard-packed earth.
Despite the tunic's modest cut, each sinuous twist of my hips has the soft fabric swirling and caressing my curves like a lover's reverent touch. I shiver violently, fingers flexing at my sides as I imagine how it would feel to have this lap of luxury while arching and writhing atop luxurious furs, moans of rapture torn from my lips with each punishing thrust from a virile male…
Heat blossoms across my chest and cheeks at the wanton direction of my thoughts. Squeezing my eyes shut, I shake my head forcefully in an effort to clear my mind, but the visceral fantasy persists like an enticing siren call. Gods, how long has it been since I last took a lover into my bed—let alone savored the electric friction of flesh sliding against flesh in the throes of mindless ecstasy? Far, far too long...
The clink of a glass bottle being set down shatters my lascivious reverie. I start violently, head whipping around only for my shoulders to slump in weary resignation. It seems my brooding captor has returned from wherever he disappeared to earlier.
Those smoldering, mismatched irises bore into mine as if he can read the sinful musings clouding my mind like the Cailleach's fog. Keeping my chin tilted defiantly despite the heat flooding my cheeks, I meet his inscrutable gaze with a challenging look of my own. Let the brute think what he will—I am no blushing virgin to be scandalized by the mere thought of an intimate joining.
He simply arches a thick brow, that ghost of a smirk playing over his lips once more. "Brought you some wine, if you want it," he rumbles, nodding towards the small table beside the cot. "But we've got an early start tomorrow, so I'm getting some shut-eye."
My brow furrows as I glance over at the dusty glass bottle, filled nearly to the brim with a deep crimson liquid that refracts the firelight like a dozen rubies. Wine? What in the seven hells is this male playing at? None of this makes any sense—first the clothes, now alcohol? Is he expecting me to just… let my guard down and make myself at home in his tent?
Shaking my head slightly, I turn my perplexed frown back towards the Dragonshifter, only to find him already striding towards the far corner of the tent. As he reaches up to grasp the heavy canvas partition, I can't help but allow my gaze to linger on the powerful flex and shift of those broad shoulders, the ripple of taut muscle along his forearms.
With a soft rustle, he sweeps the curtain aside, ducking into what I can only assume is some sort of sleeping chamber. Already my cheeks are prickling with fresh humiliation at the mere thought of bedding down right here, in full view of this domineering brute. Sleeping with one eye open, never quite able to let my guard down completely…
A shudder works its way down my spine at the nightmarish prospect. Honestly, not that I have anything to compare it to, but this has got to be the weirdest prisoner experience I've ever heard of, let alone been a part of. I blow out a harsh exhale, raking my fingers back through my tousled curls as I try to make sense of the bizarre situation I've found myself in.
Chapter 2
The steady rhythm of the horse's hooves thudding against the packed earth lulls me into a trance-like state, the world around me blurring into a mesmerizing kaleidoscope of greens and browns. I shift in the saddle, grimacing as the coarse material chafes against my inner thighs, the dull ache that's been building for hours now flaring into a fresh burst of discomfort.
It has to be just after noon, the sun already peaking and beginning its gradual descent towards the horizon. And yet there's no sign of our small convoy slowing, let alone stopping for a rest. Do these warriors never fucking tire? I can't help the irritated huff that slips past my lips as I roll my shoulders, desperate to alleviate some of the tension knotting the taut cords of muscle.
Unexpectedly, I feel the weight of a large hand settling against the juncture of my neck and shoulder, calloused fingers kneading firmly into the bunched flesh. I stiffen instinctively at the contact, throat constricting as I swallow down the surprised whimper that threatens to spill forth.
The male behind me hasn't uttered so much as four very short sentences since we embarked on this infernal journey. Too focused on the path ahead to bother with conversing, apparently. Now, though, that solid frame presses more insistently against my back as he works those clever digits deeper into the knots, his chest radiating a surprising warmth that seeps through the thin fabric of my tunic.
A traitorous shiver dances along my spine, my lungs burning as I hold my breath, afraid to so much as move a muscle lest I inadvertently lean into that forbidden heat. But as the tension gradually bleeds from my shoulders beneath his patient ministrations, I find myself unable to resist craning my neck, peering up at him through my lashes.
He's taller than me by a fair few inches, the breadth of those powerful shoulders dwarfing my petite frame. Yet even glancing up at that harsh jawline dusted with dark stubble, his gaze remains fixed resolutely ahead, seemingly oblivious to my scrutiny. It irks me, that blatant dismissal—as if I'm utterly insignificant, barely worth acknowledging.
I huff out a frustrated breath, a rebellious lock of hair whipping across my face as I whip my head back around to face front once more. If this brute intends to treat me as nothing more than a prisoner, the least he could do is afford me that same bare minimum of courtesy. "If I'm meant to be your slave, shouldn't I at least know what to call you?" My words are laced with a bite of challenge, daring him to correct me.
A low grunt rumbles from the male, the sound almost… amused? I feel the subtle shift of his weight in the saddle, the firm planes of his thighs flexing powerfully as he guides the horse around a particularly gnarled bush. In doing so, his hips inadvertently press more snugly against the base of my spine, the unmistakable ridge of what I can only assume is his cock now nestled firmly in the cleft of my ass.
The unexpected intimacy of that fleeting contact has my breath stuttering in my throat, core clenching with a rush of molten arousal that leaves me dizzy. Sweet Goddess, I should be repulsed—sickened by the thought of a Dragonshifter's flesh pressed to mine. And yet, my pulse kicks up a frantic staccato, heart hammering in my ears like the frenzied beat of raven's wings.
"You're not a slave," the male states plainly, as if it should be obvious. There's no mocking edge to the words, yet I still can't resist rolling my eyes in a contemptuous sneer. "If that wasn't already clear." The final phrase is uttered on the barest hint of a sigh, rough velvet caressing the curvature of my spine with its almost indiscernible warmth.
I open my mouth, a scathing retort already burning on my tongue, but he beats me to the punch. "Rycor," he supplies, the single syllable weighted with a gruff finality that has me clamping my lips into a petulant moue. "But you can call me what you wish."
That knowing undercurrent is back in his gravelly timbre, the low rasp trickling through my veins like a sinuous coil of smoke, soft and insistent yet impossible to dispel. I glance back at him again, studying the hard cut of those chiseled features, searching for any flicker of humor or derision and finding none. Just… detachment. Like he couldn't give any less of a fuck what I think of him.
Huffing out a sharp exhale, I twist back to face ahead, worrying at my bottom lip with my teeth. He hadn't asked for my name, and somehow that fact stings more sharply than I'd expect. A formality reserved only for equals and allies, a gesture of respect he clearly doesn't deem me worthy of extending.
A knot of dread coils in the pit of my stomach as the realization dawns—he doesn't intend to keep me around for long. Is that why he remains so infuriatingly taciturn? Anticipating the moment when he'll cast me aside like so much worthless baggage? My throat constricts at the thought, panic clawing its way up from my core.
"Where are we going?" The words tumble from my lips in a breathless rush before I can think better of it, my palms growing clammy where they grip the worn leather of the saddle. If he plans on disposing of me, I need to be prepared—to have some semblance of a strategy in place for escape.
That solid chest expands with an audible inhale against my back, Rycor's rumbling baritone sounding entirely too close when he finally responds. "The outpost at the western boundary first. Then home." The promise in that final word hangs heavy between us, wreathed in unspoken implications.
I can't resist the derisive snort that slips free, my head shaking in a vehement denial. "Home?" I spit the term like a curse, every muscle in my body tensing until I'm unbearably taut. "Don't act like that word should hold any meaning for me. My home is gone—burned to cinders and ash by your kind."
The image rises unbidden behind my lids, the charred rubble of our comfortable treehouse looming before me in vivid detail. What little remained of the ornate woodwork crumbled and blackened beyond recognition. All of my family's meager possessions now consumed by greedy flames. My throat constricts painfully, bile stinging the back of my tongue as the bitter tang of smoke ghosts over my senses, seemingly clogging my airways.
Where is my mother now? And Lirian, my beautiful, golden-haired sister who was to be married off to some brute of a Fae male in the coming months? Are their corpses even intact enough to grant them a proper burial? Rotting somewhere out there amidst the dense foliage of the forest like so much discarded refuse?
My nose stings sharply with the first warning prick of tears, and I swallow down a wounded sound, blinking rapidly to stave off the impending rush of moisture. This is unacceptable—I will not allow myself such overt vulnerability, not in the presence of this male. A male who could just as easily be the orchestrator of my loved ones' demise.
Yet, as if sensing the maelstrom raging within me, Rycor shifts subtly in the saddle once more, his free hand and forearm abruptly materializing at my side. I track the movement from the corner of my eye, jaw clenched as he holds out a tattered scrap of fabric in offering, those long fingers uncurling in a wordless invitation. A rag, no doubt intended to blot away any errant tears should I prove too weak to maintain my composure.
I blink at the proffered cloth, momentarily stunned by the unexpected gesture. It's such a simple, innocuous thing, and yet the meaning behind it is fraught with something deeper—something I can't quite put my finger on. Why does this infuriatingly reticent brute even care whether I shed tears over the loss of my family? My throat works convulsively as I wrestle with the turmoil roiling in my gut, nails digging half-moons into my palms.
With an inscrutable grunt, I snatch the rag from his grasp, cradling the tattered scrap in my lap as I run shaky thumbs over the threadbare weave. It's coarse against my fingertips yet oddly grounding, a tactile anchor to latch onto amidst the tempest swirling in my mind. And gods, what must this male think of me? Cowering and weeping like a helpless waif when I should be spitting defiance and struggling against my bonds with every ounce of strength.
I inhale a juddering breath, steeling my wavering resolve just as that deep timbre rumbles to life once more. "The Emphaers will have performed rites for the fallen." The words are spoken evenly, carrying neither judgment nor mockery. Just… stating a simple fact. "Even your kin will have been consecrated and their souls guided to the ancestral realm."
My brow furrows at that, tears momentarily forgotten as the unexpected statement ricochets through my addled thoughts. What is he trying to imply? These creatures—these Dragonshifters—aren't exactly known for embracing the delicate nuances of spirituality or ritual. Not like my people, whose every waking breath is permeated with ceremony and profound respect for the ebb and flow of nature's cycles.
I huff out a hollow laugh, the sound as brittle and hollow as shattered glass. "You expect me to find solace in the notion that your kind paid proper reverence to my family's remains?" My fingers worry ceaselessly at the worn fabric in my lap, nails catching on loose threads. "Forgive me if I'm having trouble wrapping my head around the concept of your warriors partaking in sacred rituals."
That low, feral sound that rumbles through his chest doesn't strike me as laughter—not quite. More an instinctual vibration borne of some ancient, primal resonance lurking just beneath the male's civilized veneer. Regardless, the cadence of it caresses over the naked swathes of my exposed flesh like a physical thing, raising gooseflesh in its wake.
"You'd do well to shed your preconceptions of my kind, little Fae." No arrogance or condescension laces those words, just a simple statement of fact delivered in that same rumbling baritone that seems to lap at the very marrow of my bones. "Though I'll admit, my warriors could stand to be a touch more reverent when it comes to sacred rites and customs."
Another telling pause, then, "It falls to the Emphaers—our most devout clerics and magic-wielders—to oversee the proper rituals and burials. No matter the status or allegiance of the deceased."
My lips part on an indrawn breath that leaves me lightheaded, a tremulous shiver tripping its way down my spine. So many conflicting responses war within me, a tangled skein of grief, fury, and… something else. Something that pulses with a strange, alien cadence I can't quite put a name to. 
How can I possibly reconcile the idea of these brutish warriors pausing to render such caring last rites? It seems a jarring juxtaposition—a dichotomy that my mind refuses to process, like oil meeting water.
Fresh moisture wells in my eyes as the mental image of my mother's beautiful face flits through my mind, those kind emerald irises now forever shuttered and lifeless. She deserved a farewell befitting the warm, nurturing soul that she was. And Lirian… gods, I can't bear to imagine what vile desecration her perfect form might have endured.
A ragged sigh slips from between my lips, my thumb unconsciously tracing the coarse weave before me as the silence draws out in a seemingly endless span. "I don't… know what to make of that," I finally admit in a murmur, slanting Rycor a sidelong glance that quickly skitters away. "That capacity for tenderness and ritual seems so… at odds with the brutality your race is known for displaying."
Rycor hums softly in his broad chest, the deep rumble reverberating against my back like the distant roll of thunder. "You're not wrong," he concedes, his gruff timbre settling over me with surprising gentleness. "My kind do lean more towards the brutish ways of war and bloodshed as a means to achieve our ends. But that doesn't mean we're devoid of deeper emotions or the ability to honor the fallen with sacred rites, despite our reputation for savagery."
I nod gently at that, averting my gaze to study my hands where they rest atop the worn leather pommel. Calluses have already begun forming on my palms from the endless days of relentless riding, the skin cracked and raw. Goddess, I can scarcely fathom how Rycor and his soldiers withstand such grueling conditions day in and day out without complaint.
"We won't be on the road much longer," the Dragonshifter declares, as if reading the weariness etched into the taut lines of my body. "The trees should break soon, and the outpost isn't far from there."
A weary sigh slips past my lips at the prospect of finally stopping, even if only for a short respite. The very idea of resting my abraded thighs and easing the ache from my overtaxed muscles is enough to have my shoulders slumping with relief. Although… I can't quite mask the frown that tugs at the corners of my mouth as another thought occurs to me.
"I don't imagine I'll be granted the luxury of bedding down in the same comfortable quarters as the rest of you brutes," I mutter, unable to completely conceal the hint of trepidation lacing my tone. "Am I meant to sleep with the livestock then? Huddled amongst the hay and shit?"
The words are out before I can think better of it, that damnable pride of mine once more refusing to allow me even a shred of obvious vulnerability. As if sensing the sudden prickling of unease rippling through me, Rycor shifts subtly behind me, his broad chest expanding with a deep inhalation.
Then, to my utter shock, that low rumble that vibrates from the male's throat shapes itself into a soft chuckle—the first I've heard anything even vaguely resembling genuine amusement from this stoic, unflappable warrior. The rich timbre of it caresses over the exposed sliver of skin at the nape of my neck, raising delicious little furrows across the sensitive flesh.
"You're awfully dense for a Fae," Rycor murmurs, the words holding no malice, only that same indulgent sort of mirth. "No, little one, you won't be sleeping amidst the stock like some ill-bred savage. You'll have a proper bed, just like the rest of us civilized beings."
I can't quite stifle the tiny huff of indignation that slips free at his teasing jab, the tips of my pointed ears no doubt flushing a vibrant shade of crimson in a telltale sign of my rising embarrassment. Just what I need—yet another male patronizing me as if I'm some ignorant, clueless child.
Still, I can't deny the subtle easing of the knot that had taken up residence in my belly, my shoulders instinctively relaxing back against that solid wall of muscle bracketing me from behind. Rycor's words, however mocking in their delivery, are more reassuring than he likely realizes.
Chapter 3
The modest chamber seems to shrink in around me, the muted colors and simple furnishings stripped bare of any sense of vibrancy or life. Still, I can't deny the faint spark of gratitude that flickers in my chest at not having been relegated to the stables or some dank, root cellar. A low bed tucked against the far wall offers the promise of a decent night's rest, while a narrow table and solitary stool speak to at least a bare minimum of comfort during my enforced stay.
Any relief I might have harbored dissipates as the door creaks open behind me, the telltale scuff of a boot against the flagstones announcing Rycor's arrival. I whirl to face him, fingers instinctively curling into defensive fists at my sides as he leans one broad shoulder lazily against the door frame. Those mismatched eyes of his sweep over me in a lingering perusal, sharp and assessing in a way that has the fine hairs along the nape of my neck prickling.
"Dinner will be brought up shortly," he rumbles, the words a low purr that seems to reverberate through the confined space. A faint smirk tugs at the corner of his sculpted lips as his gaze snares mine with surprising intensity. "But I've some errands to attend to first. Try to… stay out of sight while I'm gone, little Fae. It would be unwise for you to test the boundaries of my hospitality."
I can't quite suppress the indignant frown that furrows my brow at his condescending tone, my chin jutting out in a show of defiance even as those too-bright eyes pin me in place. "Don't worry, beast," I bite out, bristling at the mocking glint in his stare. "I've no desire to linger amongst your kind a moment longer than necessary."
Rycor's smirk blossoms into a full-fledged grin at that, the sharp planes of his face seeming to soften ever-so-slightly in the flickering torchlight. Then, with a shake of his head and a low, rumbling chuckle, he pushes off from the door frame and saunters away, his long strides eating up the distance in a matter of heartbeats. The door falls shut with a dull thud, leaving me alone and scowling amidst the stifling silence.
"Smug bastard," I mutter under my breath, folding my arms across my chest as a tight knot of frustration wells up within me. I spin in a slow, agitated circle, taking in the dreary confines of the chamber that is now to serve as my gilded cage. The naked stone walls seem to press in from all sides, suffocating in their stark austerity and utterly devoid of the vibrant, living energy I've grown so accustomed to.
Everything within this enclosed space speaks of death and decay, from the crudely-hewn furnishings to the acrid tang of smoke and sweat that hangs heavy in the stale air. How could any being, let alone one as formidable as Rycor, stand to be cooped up in such a dismal, lifeless place day after endless day? The very thought makes my insides churn with a visceral sort of revulsion, my wings giving an involuntary shudder at the mere notion.
Whatever. Adapt—that's what I'll have to do until another opportunity for escape presents itself. A heavy sigh gusts from my lungs as I force my shoulders to relax, my restless pacing carrying me across the chamber and through the open doorway into the adjoining space. At least this outer room boasts a bit more in the way of amenities, from the banked hearth in the corner to a broad window that affords a generous view of the star-speckled night sky beyond.
I've barely taken two steps into the dimly-lit chamber when a sharp rap against the outer door has me jolting in surprise, my pulse kicking up a staccato rhythm against my ribs. For a fleeting heartbeat, panic claws its way up my throat, visions of Rycor's bellowing cohorts barging in to spirit me off to some fresh torment dancing through my mind's eye. Then, drawing in a steadying breath, I force the irrational terror aside and cross the room on silent feet.
The oaken slab swings inward with a low groan of protest to reveal... not some hulking brute of a Dragonshifter, but rather a slip of a human female. Her eyes go wide at the sight of me, those delicate features contorting into a mask of shock and dismay as she takes in the telltale points cresting my ears and the iridescent shimmer of my wings in the low light.
"Gods above," she gasps, one hand fluttering to her chest as a curse slips unbidden from her lips. "I... I wasn't expecting…"
I arch a sardonic brow at her, folding my arms across my chest in a unconscious show of defiance as I wait for the inevitable stream of insults or gibbering show of terror. To the female's credit, however, she seems to quickly master herself, sucking in a sharp breath and straightening her narrow shoulders.
"My apologies, mistress," she murmurs, ducking her head in a show of contrition even as her gaze remains fixed firmly on the floorboards. "I was not aware that the Royal General had obtained a new… servant."
Now it's my turn to blink in surprise, her words taking me aback in a way I hadn't anticipated. Servant? Is that truly how these Dragonshifter cretins view me—as some glorified housekeeper or whipping wench? My lip curls in a sneer of disgust, the barb that springs to the tip of my tongue sharp and scathing.
"How unfortunate for you then," I drawl, deliberately allowing my disdain to seep into every syllable. "As I was equally unaware of having agreed to service such a vile, uncouth rabble in the first place."
The female's eyes snap up to meet mine, widening in shock and dawning comprehension as the weight of my implication settles over her. Her mouth works soundlessly for a heartbeat or two before she seems to recover some semblance of her composure, cheeks flushing a dull crimson as she dips into another jerky semblance of a bow.
"O-of course, miss," she stammers, mortification etched into every line of her features. "My sincerest apologies. I'll just… leave this here for you."
With trembling hands, she proffers the tray she'd been clutching, the faint clink and rattle of porcelain and silverware jarring in the stilted silence between us. Eager to be rid of the awkward encounter, I snatch the platter from her grasp with a curt nod, noting the assortment of breads, fruits, and a slab of some unidentifiable meat laid out across its surface.
"Thank you," I bite out, the words clipped and lacking any sort of warmth or sincerity. "You may go."
The girl doesn't need to be told twice. With one final, flustered bob of her head, she whirls on her heel and scurries away, her booted footsteps quickly fading into the distance. Only once the muffled thud of a heavy door banging shut echoes down the corridor do I allow my shoulders to slump, a weary huff of air gusting from my lungs.
Gripping the tray tightly in my hands, I retreat back into the chamber, nudging the solid oak door shut with the toe of one scuffed boot. My gaze sweeps over the meager furnishings, noting the chest tucked against the far wall and the rumpled pile of men's clothing strewn haphazardly across the foot of the bed.
An unbidden smirk tugs at the corners of my lips as an idea begins to take shape. Securing an avenue of escape, or at the very least gathering supplies to aid in such a venture, would be wise. And what better place to start than by thoroughly pillaging the belongings of my captor?
My path decided, I cross to the heavy oaken trunk and set the tray down on the stone floor beside it. The battered lid creaks in protest as I tug it open, my brows hiking in surprise at the neatly folded garments and various sundries tucked within. How... unexpectedly organized for a supposed savage.
Ignoring the faintly accusatory voice nagging at the back of my mind, I plunge my hands into the container's depths, rifling through the contents with a critical eye. A pair of worn leather vambraces, a serviceable but well-used belt and scabbard, a polishing cloth for blades—all potentially useful, if not exactly ideal, resources for staging an escape attempt.
Biting down on my lower lip, I begin piling the more promising items beside the chest, careful to keep the clinking and rustling to a minimum for fear of drawing unwanted attention. By the time I've finished thoroughly pillaging Rycor's personal belongings, a small but respectable hoard has accumulated at my feet... along with a quiet sense of satisfaction that blooms in my chest.
Let the smug bastard saunter back to find his quarters ransacked and picked over. It'll serve him right for underestimating me—for daring to lock a Lunar Fae behind bars and stone like some mindless beast. I just hope, for his sake, that he takes the insult with more grace than I've come to expect from his kind. After all, there's no telling just what sort of mischief a restless, vengeful creature like myself might get up to if sufficiently provoked.
I stare down at the small collection of pilfered belongings with a critical eye, lips pursing into a tight line as I sort through the meager array of findings. A well-worn tunic, slightly too large but easily mended to fit. A pair of coarse trousers, fraying at the hems yet still serviceable enough for my needs once cinched with that battered leather belt. Not exactly a formidable arsenal, but better than facing the unknown perils beyond these walls stark naked.
Scooping up the rudimentary bundle, I rise to my feet in a single fluid motion, wings twitching irritably against my back. Now for the real prize—a cloak, or anything really, to help conceal these cursed Fae ears of mine. While braving the elements themselves isn't much of a concern, the risk of drawing unwanted attention from patrolling Dragonshifter scouts is one I'd much rather circumvent entirely.
My searching gaze sweeps over the cramped chamber, quickly homing in on the smaller, unassuming trunk tucked beneath the low bed frame. Ah, now that's promising. I drop into an easy crouch and snake one arm beneath the modest bedstead, grunting with exertion as I tug the battered wooden coffer free of its shadowed recess.
Unlike its larger counterpart, this one doesn't bear any obvious marking or ornamentation, the unadorned lid a stark contrast to Rycor's neatly monogrammed belongings. Odd, but perhaps the brute simply prefers to keep certain keepsakes separate from his more practical effects. Probably wise, considering the state of what I managed to pilfer from the main trunk—I wouldn't want my valuables tossed in amongst that chaotic jumble, either.
Shifting my weight back onto my knees, I brace the small chest against my thighs and flick the latch open, holding my breath in anticipation. The lid creaks upward to reveal... not a haphazard assortment of gear and weapons, but rather a soft tumble of velvet and satin. Bolts of rich fabric in muted jewel tones, shimmering faintly in the low light. An ornate silver hand mirror, its polished surface tarnished yet still reflective. Strings of carved ivory beads dripping with tiny, glittering moonstones.
What in the…? My brow furrows as I reach in with both hands, lifting out a particularly fine silk shawl embroidered with flowering vines and delicate lacework. This makes no sense. Why would such a brute as Rycor have such… feminine things? I shove aside the shawl to reveal even more oddities—a stack of leather-bound tomes, their spines creased and faded with age and use. A velvet gown of the deepest emerald, its elaborate folds still perfectly preserved.
I swallow hard past the lump of confusion lodged in my throat, gingerly setting aside the dress as my fingers brush over a slender silver comb. Something about all of this... it feels off, somehow. Melancholy, almost. Like the tarnished mirror, these items are relics of a time long since passed, of fleeting joys and lives interrupted before their prime.
What happened here?
Did Rycor have…? My fingertips trace over the delicate, scrolling patterns etched into the mirror's ornate handle. Did he have a wife, once? Is that whose belongings these are, some poor female's cherished keepsakes plundered and stowed away by her monstrous husband?
Bile burns at the back of my throat, my hands stilling amidst the scattered silks and trinkets as a wave of revulsion rolls through me. How much would the mirror sell for? Thirty pieces? And the dress would fetch at least two or three days worth of meals and lodging but… No. I can't—I won't—violate these sacred things further. As savage and repugnant as I find Rycor, even he doesn't deserve to have his mate's memory desecrated and ransacked in such a callous manner. Not by me, at least. I have my limits.
Heaving a reluctant sigh, I dig deeper into the trunk's dark recesses, soon unearthing a length of plush velvet. A cloak, heavy and luxuriously soft, though now faded and frayed in places. Not my first choice as far as disguises go, but it's better than nothing. I give it an experimental swish, watching as the deep wine-red material flares out around me, easily concealing my petite frame beneath its sweeping folds.
"Perfect," I murmur beneath my breath, the single word seeming unbearably loud in the stifling silence. One by one, I gather up the scattered trinkets and tuck them back into their velvet-lined home, smoothing out the emerald gown and re-folding the silk shawl with reverent care. By the time the lid falls shut with a muffled thunk, not a single item mars the chamber floor, everything resting once more in its proper place.
Everything except that damnable little cloak now pooled around my ankles, of course.
Sucking in a steadying breath, I scoot backward on my knees to make room, then carefully guide the trunk back into its spot beneath the sagging bed frame. Who was she, this long-lost female whose treasures now repose behind an iron-banded lid? What cruel twist of fate ripped her from Rycor's side, leaving nothing but dust and melancholy in her wake?
I shake my head firmly, shoving aside the unwelcome flicker of pity that threatens to take root. None of that really matters—not once I'm leagues away from this dismal keep, its imposing walls and barbarous inhabitants fading into the mists like a half-remembered nightmare. All that matters now is finding a way out while the path remains clear, before Rycor returns to catch me still dawdling like some lovestruck idiot, lost in mawkish sentimentality.
Chapter 4
The setting sun casts long shadows across the rooftops as I pick my way nimbly along the terra cotta shingles. My bare feet are surprisingly steady, the soles calloused from years of navigating the treacherous canopies of my forest home. Still, this environment is foreign—the rigid planes and harsh angles a far cry from the fluid, organic curves I'm accustomed to. There's no give to the clay beneath my toes, no warm embrace of living bark or whisper of swaying branches. Just the cool, unyielding press of glazed ceramic.
With a deftness honed by a lifetime of stealth, I crouch low against the chimney stack, peering down at the teeming streets below. An eclectic assortment of races mills about, their voices a dull roar punctuated by the occasional whicker of a horse or raucous burst of laughter. Humans, shifters, dwarves...even a sprinkling of elves, moving among the townsfolk with an ease that twinges with bitter envy. Those smug, pointy-eared bastards—so similar to my kin, yet afforded a begrudging acceptance by the other races simply for being earthbound. 
My gaze tracks an elven male as he barters languidly with a portly human over a bolt of woven fabric. No glares, no hushed whispers or sidelong looks of disgust. Just a casual exchange between two beings who clearly hold no qualms about the other's presence. A sharp sting lances through my chest, one I instantly recognize as the bitter taste of isolation.
Tearing my gaze from the scene below, I resume my stealthy trek across the rooftops, making a wide berth around any suspicious dips or valleys that could conceal potential threats. Despite the crowded streets, not a single soul seems to sense my presence up here. These people who surround themselves with walls and barriers, fenced in by their own narrow perceptions—the skies hold no peril to them. They simply don't bother looking up.
Up ahead, the weathered sign for a tavern swings lazily on its arm, a battered wooden carving depicting a snarling dragon. I pause at the edge, leaning out just enough to peer down at the entrance where soldiers and townsfolk filter in and out in a steady stream.
Fuck yes. Exactly what I need: ale.
Checking one last time for potential witnesses, I scurry back from the roof's edge and crawl along the shingles towards the alley. Lowering myself onto a stack of crates overflowing with produce, I suck in a sharp breath as it wobbles beneath me, momentarily clinging to the roof before dropping down with a thud. One deft hop later and I'm on solid ground again, slipping through the shadowy mouth of the alley with the hood pulled low to conceal my distinctive features.
Just keep the ears covered and your fucking mouth shut, and hopefully no one will be any the wiser.
I eye the tavern entrance, waiting for the opportune moment to melt into the next group heading inside. As the door swings open to admit a rowdy clutch of human males, I make my move—hurrying along in their oblivious wake to slip through the threshold unnoticed. The second that blast of stale air and raucous noise hits me, I veer sharply to the left, sinking gratefully into the inky shadows that pool in the corner.
"Keep it down over there!" A gruff voice barks out, and I tense instinctively before realizing it's merely the barkeep snarling at a pack of brutish dwarves clustered around one of the rickety tables. "Or I'll have ye tossed out on yer arses, don't think I won't!"
Despite the man's stern words, the dwarves merely chortle uproariously and continue gulping from their frothy tankards, utterly unfazed by the half-hearted threat. Unconcerned, I let my gaze drift appraisingly around the dimly lit interior, taking stock of the other patrons nursing their drinks in sullen silence or raucous groups clinking mugs together.
Human, elf, dwarf... even what looks like a ragged troupe of goblinoids huddled by the fire, stuffing their grotesque maws with charred meat on skewers. The sight twists my lips into a revolted sneer—those scavenging fucks would sooner gut you and feast on your innards than ask any questions. Best to steer well clear of that particular corner.
Instead, I let my gaze drift to the raucous clutch of dwarves clustered around one of the rickety tables, bellowing and slamming their tankards with flagrant disregard for the barkeep's cursory warnings. Now there's a prime opportunity just waiting to be seized.
Keeping low, I slink through the shadows, circling in from behind their table with my hood pulled forward to obscure my face. The raucous gales of laughter are deafening up close—more than enough to cover the telltale jingle of purses or scrape of ceramic against wood. I flick my tongue over chapped lips, fingers twitching with pent-up nerves as I hover mere paces from my mark.
One gnarled figure abruptly lurches to his feet, slamming his frothing mug on the table with enough force to slosh ale over the rim. "That's the spirit, ya mangy shitebeards!" he roars, the brash words punctuated by a resounding belch that seems to rattle the very rafters overhead. "Whoever finishes their cup first gets first go at Helga's sweet quim when we make port!"
While the rest of the troupe erupts into a chorus of riotous cheers and guffaws, I swallow hard, rolling my eyes at the predictable crudity. Honestly, what is it with these groundlings and their fetish for human women? As if they could ever hope to satisfy one.
But enough ruminating—my window of opportunity is rapidly closing.
Gritting my teeth, I creep closer, sinking into a crouch behind the brute who'd spoken. At this range, the reek of stale sweat and fermented barley is damn near overpowering, clawing its way down the back of my throat with every shallow inhalation. It takes every ounce of self-control not to gag.
But this close, his drawstring purse is practically dangling before my eyes like a tantalizing prize. One quick tug, and it'll drop right into my waiting palm with nary a sound. I just need to time it right…
"Well, come on then!" my mark bellows, slamming his empty flagon on the table once more. "Last one to drain their cup is goin' home to shag their own cousin!"
A chorus of uproarious laughter rings out in response—my opening.
Seizing the moment, I dart forward and hook my finger through the dangling loop of twine, plucking the purse from his belt with a deft flick of my wrist. Before the dwarf can begin refilling his cup or cause me to hesitate, I tuck the prize into the folds of my cloak, readying myself to slink back into the shadows and put some distance between us.
Of course, that's when a loose board has to squeak loudly beneath my heel, the piercing creak shattering the din of raucous laughter. My heart leaps into my throat as momentum sends me staggering, bare feet scrambling for purchase that isn't there. In the next lurching instant, I'm tumbling backward, my shoulder slamming into the unforgiving edge of an abandoned chair.
The force of impact drives the breath from my lungs in a strangled wheeze, stars exploding across my vision as searing pain lances through me. Gasping, I squirm, desperate to escape whatever repercussions may be coming my way—
Only to freeze stock-still at the looming silence that's settled over the rowdy band.   
Throat constricting with dread, I slowly lift my chin, squinting against the hazy torchlight. Every single bearded face is turned toward me, expressions ranging from outright bafflement to simmering rage. One by one, their gazes drop to the telltale lump of coin nestled in the folds of my cloak, putting two and two together.
Shit.
Panic surging through me, I tear my stinging gaze from their accusatory glares and scramble frantically for the exit, the balls of my feet skidding over the beer-slicked floor as I try to keep my balance. A chorus of enraged roars splits the air, the thud of heavy boots and scrape of overturned furniture echoing from behind.
"Thief!"
"Grab 'er, ye daft cunts!"
Heart thundering wildly, I weave a desperate path through the maze of tables and onlookers, using every ounce of litheness and agility to elude my pursuers. One ham-like fist sails perilously close, rustling the fabric of my cloak in its wake. But I duck and twist, slipping beneath a wobbling table and leaving it to crash down in a discordant clatter behind me
With the exit looming ahead—blessedly unguarded—I summon a final burst of speed, hurtling toward the promise of open air like a hunted deer. Just a few more strides… almost there…
The resounding crash of splintering wood explodes right beside my head as a projectile detonates against the doorframe mere inches away. Flinching violently, I let out an involuntary shriek, veering sharply and cannoning straight into a solid mass of muscle and leather.
An iron grip snags my forearm in a crushing vise, abruptly wrenching me off balance and whirling me around to face whatever fresh threat has barred my path. Terror consumes me, every survival instinct screaming at me to either fight or flee or—
The plea withers on my lips as I finally meet the mismatched gaze of my captor.
Those piercing eyes, one a vibrant sapphire that smolders like banked embers while the other blazes a vivid lavender, bore into me with an intensity that steals the breath from my lungs. I instinctively balk, twisting against his unbreakable hold as visceral panic claws at my insides.
"Lemme go, you prick-licking bastard!" I snarl, baring my teeth in a feral sneer as I thrash with renewed vigor.
Rycor merely sighs, that infuriatingly placid expression never wavering as he hauls me bodily back toward the raucous interior of the tavern. Despite my valiant efforts to dig my heels in, he simply tightens that iron-clad grasp and drags me along like a petulant child, my bare feet scrabbling uselessly against the warped floorboards.
"Just hold still," he mutters in that low, gravelly timbre that grates against my frayed nerves like coarse burlap. "You're only making this more difficult."
With a deft twist, he snags my other bicep, trapping me fully within the vise of those thick, corded forearms as he propels us through the haze of pipe smoke and raucous din. I crane my neck, craning to peer over the swell of his broad shoulder in search of an escape route, but all I glimpse are gnarled fists gripping splintered chair legs and a cluster of familiar, bearded faces glaring daggers in our direction.
Oh, for fuck's sake.
As we draw closer, the dwarves' gruff roars of outrage falter into stunned silence, their furry brows vanishing beneath the brims of their battered helms. Even the most brazen of the loutish pack seems to shrink beneath Rycor's towering presence as he looms over them, his massive frame utterly dwarfing their stocky forms.
"Give it back," Rycor growls down at me, those mismatched orbs burning with a simmering intensity that sends fissures of apprehension lancing through my gut.
My bravado resurfaces with a scoff, jutting out my chin in a show of defiance despite the iron bands constricting my upper arms. "Have no bloody clue what you're on about."
He merely rolls his eyes at the patent lie, shaking his head with a weary sort of resignation. Before I can blink, his free hand dips into the folds of my cloak, emerging with that telltale bulge of purloined coin.
Fury surges through me like an inferno, searing heat flooding my cheeks in a furious crimson blush. How dare this… this fucking oaf manhandle me like some recalcitrant child caught with its fingers in the sweet jar? With a savage huff, I wrench my arm from his grasp, fixing him with my most scathing glower as I cross my arms over my chest.
He doesn't so much as flinch, those piercing irises coolly appraising me for the span of several heated heartbeats. Then, with an almost casual air, he proffers the drawstring purse toward the dwarf whose outraged shouts first drew my gaze.
"I must sincerely apologize for my servant's abhorrent behavior," Rycor rumbles, the words laced with a thread of dark promise that instantly douses my indignant bluster. "She's still new to our… customs, and clearly requires further training."
The dwarf snorts derisively, snatching the pouch from Rycor's grasp and weighing it thoughtfully in his gnarled palm. With a sneer of contempt, he tucks it into the front of his grimy jerkin and lifts his bearded chin, those mud-brown eyes smoldering with naked hostility.
"Aye, better get yer bleedin' bitch under control, eh?" he spits, punctuating the vile taunt with a contemptuous glob of spittle that lands mere inches from my feet. "Or I'll be hackin' off those insect wings and them ugly fae ears next time I lay eyes on 'er!"
The words slice through me like a physical blow, unleashing a maelstrom of emotions that war with one another for dominance—rage and indignation intermingle with a sliver of abject terror that leaves me trembling. But before I can so much as part my lips, every scathing retort withers on my tongue.
Because in the space of a single, stuttering heartbeat, Rycor… changes.
It's subtle at first, a mere flicker of those twin-hued irises—a darkening of the sapphire that bleeds into a shade of lush cerulean while the lavender ignites to a vivid violet. Then the pupils elongate vertically into slitted reptilian ovals, the edges sharpening to razored points framed by a faint corona of kaleidoscopic color.
My breath hitches in my throat, an instinctive terror gripping me with icy tendrils as I bear witness to his fearsome dragon lineage manifesting in all its primal glory. Rycor's features seem to contort before my very eyes, those striking eyes sinking deeper into their sockets while his flattened nose flares in a display of open menace.
When he inhales, it's with a rasping hiss that reveals the barest hint of fang peeking past his full lips. And as he leans in, placing his face mere inches from the suddenly diminutive dwarf, those new bestial teeth glisten with a distinctly predatory luster in the sullen torchlight.
"I'd take that apology with grace, little man," Rycor growls in a voice utterly devoid of any semblance of humanity—a sound that raises every hair along my nape and sets my pulse to a frantic, staccato pounding. "And if I ever hear whispers of a dwarf cutting off wings… I'll come looking for you first."
A tense, charged silence stretches between them, the weight of that dark promise seeming to sap the very air from the tavern. Rycor holds the dwarf pinned beneath the weight of that basilisk stare, unblinking, until the smaller being finally averts his eyes with a grudging nod and a virulent curse spat venomously through clenched teeth.
With one last dismissive sneer, the dwarven troupe slinks away to cluster at their original table, the din of raucous laughter and clinking mugs noticeably subdued.
Rycor straightens, nostrils flaring as he drags in a long, measured breath, visibly restraining that preternatural fury simmering just beneath the surface. Only once those blazing irises have faded to their usual hues does he turn that piercing gaze on me, studying me with an almost clinical detachment that makes me want to squirm.
"This wasn't quite what I meant when I instructed you to stay out of sight," he murmurs at last, each word clipped and precise and devoid of any inflection.
I can only blink at him, a deep frown furrowing my brow as I process those curt words. Had he...known? Of course he'd known I would try to sneak out, hadn't he? The entire reason I'd been given that threadbare tent and measly rations was to discourage me from attempting to flee, surely? He couldn't possibly be so daft as to truly expect blind obedience from me.
Could he?
A soft snort ghosts past his lips, the faintest of smirks tugging at one corner of that harsh mouth. "No, Nightshade. I'm not so foolish as to believe you'd stay cooped up like an obedient little bird on a perch."
My jaw drops in stunned disbelief, words utterly failing me as I gape at him in slack-jawed bewilderment. What in all the fucking hells? I hadn't voiced any of that out loud, had I? No, I'm positive my internal musings remained unspoken—yet he'd still somehow plucked the exact thoughts from the muddled recesses of my addled brain with infuriating accuracy.
How is that even—
"Come," he interrupts my increasingly flustered mental spiral, laying a broad palm against the small of my back in a shockingly casual gesture. There's no threat or coercion to the light touch, merely a subtle, guiding pressure as he steers me toward the door and the chill night air beyond.
Thoroughly rattled, I can only numbly allow him to herd me along those twisting cobblestone streets, his solid presence a looming force just within my peripheral vision. The alleyways seem to blur into a shadowy maze, the muted din of drunken song and clinking pewter fading to a dull, distant roar. It's only once we've rounded a corner that dead-ends in a dilapidated, weather-worn barracks that he finally breaks that charged silence.
"Did you enjoy your little jaunt among the rooftops?" 
I blink sluggishly at the non-sequitur, his tone so infuriatingly...mild. Like he's merely inquiring about the weather forecast rather than addressing my brazen defiance and subsequent capture. Curling my lip in a sneer of derision, I tilt my chin, squaring my shoulders in a show of feigned bravado.
"Like you'd give two tugs of a bullhog's cock what I think," I snap, unable to quite mask the sullen bitterness that colors my tone.
Because truthfully? What I'd glimpsed up there had seemed so...lifeless. Devoid of the vibrant energy and lush arboreal beauty that permeated every crevice of the forests I'd once called home. Up there on those rigid planes of ceramic, each tile as cold and unforgiving as the next, I'd felt utterly bereft—isolated in a way that plucked at the hidden threads of loneliness woven through my psyche with an aching poignancy.
Swallowing hard, I force down the burgeoning lump in my throat, blinking rapidly against the unwelcome sting of unshed tears. Absolutely not—I'll be damned if I show such blatant weakness before him. Before anyone.
Something flickers in those mismatched depths, a glimmer of… understanding? Sympathy? No, surely not the latter—not from one of his kind. My pride simply won't allow me to dwell on such a ludicrous possibility.
Yet, when I finally part my lips to respond, the low rasp that emerges is softer than I'd intended, stripped of the usual undercurrent of sarcastic bite. "It just… didn't feel right. Like everything was dead or dying around me."
It's the closest I can bring myself to acknowledging that profound sense of hollowness that had festered within, spreading like a cankerous miasma through my veins. The utter and complete alienation from my roots, my heritage, all I'd ever known…
"Of course." Rycor's deep rumble shatters my increasingly maudlin reverie, that rich baritone gentling to something dangerously adjacent to compassion. "This city is a foul place, not meant for people such as yourself."
I stiffen at the unexpected qualifier, dragging my bewildered gaze up to meet his impassive stare. People? He'd called me… people? Not vermin or rats or some dehumanizing slur, but people—as if granting me the basest inkling of respect typically reserved for… well, people.
It's such a simple courtesy, one I'd long since abandoned any hope of ever receiving from other races. Yet it scores through me with the acuity of a dagger's caress, whittling away another minuscule sliver of towering disdain and derision I've carefully cultivated over the years.
I blink rapidly against the abrupt resurgence of burning moisture, squaring my jaw to keep my lower lip from trembling like that of a sniveling child. But the sheer novelty of such blatant acknowledgment, regardless of how insignificant, leaves me utterly disarmed in a way I'm wholly unprepared to process.
So I say nothing, merely following the silent prompting of that broad palm against my back as he ushers me into the dilapidated interior of the barracks and whatever fresh nightmares the coming days might harbor.
Chapter 5
The crackling flames in the hearth cast flickering shadows that dance across the rough-hewn walls of the dimly lit chamber, bathing everything in an almost dream-like ambiance. Legs folded beneath me, I perch on the edge of the low bed, fingers idly plucking at a loose thread on the hem of the tunic draped across my lap.
My gaze lifts, drawn inexorably to the male seated before the fire, his powerful frame momentarily silhouetted against the glowing embers. Rycor. That single, guttural name tastes like ashes on my tongue as unbidden flashes of memory rip through my consciousness—twisted visions of smoke and slaughter, the horrific wails of the dying echoing endlessly in the dark recesses of my mind.
With a shudder, I wrench myself from the torrent of nightmares, desperate to cling to the grounding solidity of the present. Those calloused hands deftly ply a bone needle through the worn fabric of his gambeson, the split seam slowly knitting itself back together with each deft stitch. An odd little quirk tugs at the corner of my lips as I watch. Who knew a brutish Warrior like him would have a touch so skilled with needle and thread?
"What?" The single, gravelly word rumbles past his lips, mismatched eyes flickering up to pin me with his piercing stare. I can't quite suppress the frown that furrows my brow, wrinkling my nose as I huff out an irritated exhale and roll my eyes toward the ceiling.
"Nothing," I mutter, swinging one foot out in a lazy pendulum as I slouch back onto my elbows, spine protesting the awkward angle. Still, I refuse to be the one to break the oppressive silence blanketing the room, chin jutting out stubbornly as I turn my head away from him once more.
A soft sigh drifts across the chamber, Rycor's hands falling motionless into his lap. "I can hear your thoughts," he murmurs, twisting on the stool to face me more fully as my gaze snaps back to him in startled surprise. "You're wondering why I'd bother with mundane tasks like stitching and mending."
I blink owlishly, mouth opening and closing as I struggle to find my voice. He can… what? That's not possible. Dragonshifters may be formidable creatures, massive and deadly with their razor talons and scorching flames—but mind-reading? That's a skill reserved solely for the magic-wielding Fae.
No sooner has the thought flickered through my mind than a low groan rumbles up from the depth of Rycor's broad chest. Abandoning his small pile of sewing supplies, he rises in one sinuous motion, each flex of toned muscle rippling fluidly beneath bronzed skin like liquid mercury. I can't tear my eyes away, heat blossoming low in my belly as I shamelessly drink in the sight of his sensual strength.
"Stop that," I growl, scowling fiercely even as my cheeks flush with a telltale rosy stain. If he truly can sift through my thoughts like an open book, then he'd know how utterly foul my mind has been of late—the endless stream of scenarios that flit through the shadowy crevices of my imagination, each one more sordid than the last. Just the thought of him stumbling upon those forbidden fantasies has the tips of my pointed ears burning with mortification.
"I don't know how," he rumbles, voice a low rasp that ghosts across my skin and makes my core clench with liquid want. Settling onto the mattress beside me, he pins me with an intent look, those contrasting irises boring into me with unsettling intensity. "Not with you, at least. Your thoughts are so fucking loud in my head that even when you're sleeping, I hear them raging like a goddamn tempest. I can't escape them, can't shut out the nightmares that haunt you."
Swallowing hard, I finally tear my gaze away from his hypnotizing stare, focusing instead on my hands clasped tightly in my lap. The skin there looks almost sallow against the rich cobalt of my tunic, the fabric that had initially felt like pure luxury now stiff and travel-worn. Just like me.
"Then why?" My voice emerges as little more than a hoarse whisper, fractured and brittle as a dying leaf upon the wind. "Why even bother saving me? You should have just let the others finish what they started, at least then I'd be with my family and…"
Trailing off, I shake my head sharply, biting down on my lower lip to stifle the sob that threatens to claw its way up from my chest. It's too much—the crushing weight of grief and fear, the bone-deep ache of loss that still feels so raw, so visceral. If he can truly see it all, then he would know of the horrors I witnessed, of the slaughter and bloodshed that ripped my family from this world far too soon. Death would have been a mercy compared to the psychological torment of seeing those atrocities replayed endlessly behind my eyes.
Rycor's features contort briefly, a flicker of some unidentifiable emotion passing across those chiseled planes before his expression smooths back into an impassive mask. When he speaks again, his voice is carefully devoid of inflection, yet with a raspy undercurrent that makes me shiver.
"When you hit your head, your mind flooded itself with chemicals, thinking you were dying." Rycor's words slice through my thoughts like a blade, each syllable weighted and gruff. "It tried to purge every last thought and memory you've ever had, dumping it all into the aether where I could see everything—fears, nightmares, the things you love…" He trails off, jaw tightening incrementally as he swallows hard and turns his face away, unable to meet my wide-eyed stare. "I know you inside and out, nightling. Every triumph, every heartbreak, every shred of darkness and light that makes you who you are. I've glimpsed it all."
I blink slowly, feeling my lips curl in a derisive sneer as the weight of Rycor's words truly sink in. "Well, isn't that just fucking fantastic," I drawl, unable to keep the biting sarcasm from lacing my tone as I roll my eyes dramatically. "So you've had a front row seat to every single trauma, every agonizing moment of torment that's been rattling around in my skull like some twisted sideshow."
My fingers curl into tight fists, nails biting crescents into my palms as a sudden surge of rage pulses through me, sharp and scorching. The thought of this brute trespassing so deeply into the sacred confines of my mind, violating all of my most private, vulnerable moments—it's sickening, an utter desecration that has me seething with impotent fury.
"Forgive me if I don't exactly feel honored by your fucking glimpse," I snarl, rounding on Rycor with eyes blazing mutinous fire. I can feel the delicate control I've been clinging to fraying rapidly, any semblance of ladylike propriety abandoned in the face of this galling violation. "Do you have any concept of how invasive that is? Or did you just bask in the perverse voyeurism of it all, savoring my darkest shames and most wretched nightmares like some depraved peep show?"
Chest heaving, I rake an agitated hand back through my tousled curls, the silken strands snagging against my calloused fingertips. Gods, the visceral revulsion churning in the pit of my stomach is enough to make me physically ill—and all because of this male's utter disregard for my privacy, my innermost sanctum laid bare without even the slightest shred of consent.
A low growl rumbles in Rycor's chest, snapping my attention back to the hard line of his jaw, the way it tightens incrementally as he works it back and forth. When he finally drags his gaze up to meet mine, there's an edge to those uncanny irises, a flint of something dark and feral glittering in their mercurial depths.
"You think I fucking enjoyed that?" he bites out, one dark brow arching in clear challenge. That voice, rich and smoky as an aged whiskey, washes over me in waves, setting my nerve-endings tingling with something that feels entirely too close to reluctant arousal. "Having your goddamn brain puke its contents directly into mine? Getting a fucking front row seat to all your most intimate secrets whether I wanted it or not?"
He shakes his head sharply, nostrils flaring as his full lips peel back in a snarl that exposes the merest hint of wicked fang. "You're right, nightling—it's a gross fucking violation, one that makes me nauseous just thinking about it. Do you honestly think I relish glimpsing the horrors you've faced? The way your loved ones were so violently ripped away from you in a storm of blood and fire?"
A shudder wracks his hulking frame and he blinks rapidly, dragging in a ragged breath that seems to rattle in his broad chest. When those eyes bore into me once more, their intensity is scorching, burning with a raw, wounded sort of anguish that steals the breath from my lungs.
"I felt every ounce of that anguish as keenly as if it were my own," he says, voice now little more than a guttural rasp scraping up from that muscular throat. "Your grief, your rage, your confusion—it was a fucking battering ram against my skull, blistering and raw and utterly inescapable. So forgive me if I don't seem appropriately fucking thrilled with the honor of being granted such an intimate glimpse into your personal hell."
Well. I certainly wasn't expecting that.
Rycor's brow furrows, those improbable irises flashing dangerously as a muscle ticks in his sharp jawline. "Believe me, nightling, it wasn't exactly a fun experience having your demented thoughts and memories bombarding my mind."
"Demented?" The word slices through me like a serrated blade, raw indignation flaring hot and bright in my chest. "How dare you—"
Surging to my feet, I cut myself off with a harsh shake of my head, fingers clenching into trembling fists at my sides. This insufferable male has no right to judge the torment seared into the fabric of my very soul.
"I'm going to bed," I announce coldly, squaring my shoulders as I turn on my heel and stalk toward the small antechamber adjoining the main room.
Rycor doesn't respond, remaining silent and impassive as the grave. Part of me seethes at the indignity of being so callously dismissed, while another perverse sliver finds a strange sort of relief in it. At least I won't have to suffer through any more of his scathing criticisms or scorn-laden observations for now.
Gritting my teeth, I lash out with one booted foot, kicking the door shut behind me with a resounding bang that reverberates through the cramped chamber. It's a childish outlet for the seething tempest of rage coiled like an agitated viper in my core, but in this moment, I simply can't bring myself to care.
The realization that not even the innermost sanctum of my mind is safe from violation settles over me like a dense, suffocating fog as I sink down onto the narrow bed. My chest feels painfully constricted, each shallow inhale like trying to draw breath through a mesh of rusted chainmail. Rolling onto my side, I curl inward on myself, pulling the scratchy blanket up and over my head in a vain effort to shut out the twisted thoughts swirling endlessly.
Sleep won't come easily tonight, of that I'm certain. Every time I drift close to the blissful oblivion of slumber, haunting visions of charred corpses and leering, inhuman maws dripping with ichor will lurch from the shadows to drag me screaming back into wakefulness. Perhaps that's simply my penance, my eternal damnation—to never again know the sweet respite of restful slumber, forever tormented by the blood-curdling nightmares night after night.
Chapter 6
The endless expanse of rolling meadows stretches out before us, vibrant wildflowers swaying in the gentle breeze like a kaleidoscope of vivid brushstrokes. Yet even their dazzling array of colors seems muted to my weary gaze, the scenery reduced to little more than a hazy backdrop as we trudge onward. With a ragged groan, I sag back against the solid wall of Rycor's chest, my shoulders slumping in exaggerated dramatics.
"Must we ride for all of bloody eternity?" I grate out, thighs already smarting from hours spent in the saddle. "Surely these accursed fields have an end in sight?"
A low sigh ghosts over the nape of my neck, the barest whisper of exhaled breath stirring the wispy tendrils of hair escaping my disheveled braid. I can practically envision the faint crease marring that harsh brow of his as Rycor shifts minutely behind me, no doubt preparing to lift his arm and knead at the relentless throb building behind his eyes. The same headache I've been single-handedly orchestrating with my incessant complaints for the last few miles.
Which is precisely why I choose that moment to let loose an impetuous flick of my wings, the delicate fae appendages fanning out with a soft rustle before snapping closed once more. It's a petulant, childish move, I'll admit—but then, there's something about this infuriatingly stoic male that never fails to awaken the most willfully defiant streak in me. As if I'm reverting to those rebellious adolescent years when earning my parents' ire was a worthwhile pastime.
A low grunt rumbles against the curve of my shoulder blade, the sound laced with faint exasperation. "If I indulged your petty tantrums, it would only embolden such infantile behavior," he rumbles, each word a low purr that skates along my sensitized skin with unexpected intimacy.
Immediately, I'm leaning my head back to glower up at him, my lips pursing into a disgruntled moue as I take in the sight of Rycor from this strange, upside-down vantage point. Thick ebony lashes frame those uncanny irises, mismatched hues swirling with an inscrutable intensity that still manages to steal the breath from my lungs whenever I'm the focus of that piercing stare.
"It's hardly fair that you can pluck every insipid thought from my mind as you see fit," I counter, fighting the urge to stick out my tongue in open petulance. Honestly, where does he get off scolding me like some misbehaving fledgling? I'm no trembling, hapless maiden content to simper and flutter her lashes at this male's every gruff command. "While you remain an utterly impenetrable fortress, walled off from my every attempt to… to return the favor, as it were."
Those sculpted lips twitch ever so slightly at my choice of words, a glimmer of something dark and wicked flickering to life in the depths of those wild, inhuman irises. My breath stalls in my throat as that infinitesimal movement somehow manages to draw my focus, leaving me utterly transfixed.  
Rycor snorts softly at that, the hint of a sardonic smirk tugging at one corner of that harsh, uncompromising mouth as he slants me an inscrutable look. "Perhaps it's for the best that you aren't privy to the innermost depths of my psyche, nightling," he rumbles, the words a low purr that makes the fine hairs along my nape prickle with that strange, indefinable frisson. "I hardly think you'd find the contents quite as… palatable as you're imagining."
Scowling, I cross my arms over my chest, the heavy weights of my breasts squashing together beneath the snug bodice of my riding tunic. With a huff, I let my head raise forward once more, the lean muscles of my shoulders pressing into the solid planes of his pectorals as I settle back against Rycor's broad form.
"Oh, I'm sure it would at least even the playing field a bit," I counter mulishly, slipping further into a defiant slouch that has my hips canting forward to nestle more firmly against the pommel. "As it stands, you've got an incredibly unfair advantage with your little telepathic parlor tricks."
An amused hum reverberates through Rycor's chest, the rumbling timbre sending subtle vibrations skittering across my sensitized nerves. "I wasn't aware we were playing some grand game, nightling," he murmurs, a thread of wry amusement lacing that gruff baritone.
Groaning, I let my hands fall away from their crossed position, fingers dangling over the destrier's withers to tangle gently in that coarse, sweat-dampened mane. "Oh, don't play dumb," I drone, my tone laced with scathing sarcasm as I feel a muscle in my jaw tick in mounting exasperation. "You know exactly what I mean."
A low chuckle trickles from Rycor's throat, the vibrations thrumming against my back as he dips his chin in a fractional nod. "Aye, I suppose I do," he concedes with infuriating nonchalance. "Though the only one who believes this is some grand, esoteric game in need of solving is you." His voice is low, a lazy purr that somehow still manages to ensnare every particle of my focus. "I've seen inside your head, remember?" Another one of those sinful curves twists his lips, baring the slightest hint of pearly white fang. "Every twisted, depraved thought that flickers across that chaotic mind of yours is accessible to me."
A scowl knits my brow as my fingers instinctively tighten in the inky strands I've been absently winding between them, my lips parting to unleash a blistering retort. Only to bite down viciously on the words poised on the tip of my tongue as a distinct image flares to lurid life in the forefront of my mind—that of myself straddling his hips, pressing a feather pillow to his face and smothering the—
"Now, now," Rycor chides, though his tone is threaded through with dark amusement. "That's hardly a fitting headspace for such polite company."
Heat floods my cheeks as my jaw snaps closed with an audible click, my teeth grinding together painfully. Spirits preserve me, but how does one even begin to go about strangling their kidnapper? Because if that's not an option, I may have no other recourse than to simply hurl myself off this wretched beast and beg for a swift, merciful end to this madness.
"Get," I grind out from between clenched teeth, "a fucking handle on that invasive shit. Or I swear on all the gods, that leash you've got me on won't be nearly tight enough if I have to spend the next bloody century tied to your insufferable ass without even a scrap of privacy."
I grit my teeth as Rycor's deep chuckle rumbles against my back, the sound laced with dark amusement even as his grip tightens deliberately on my hip. A shiver races down my spine at the subtle reminder of just how easily this insufferable brute could overpower me if he so chose. Not that he needs any extra incentive, seeing as I'm already utterly at his mercy, bound by invisible shackles forged from his unnatural powers.
"They aren’t shackles, little Fae," he rasps, the gruff timbre of that feral baritone caressing the sensitive whorls of my ears as he leans in close. I stiffen instinctively, every fiber of my being rebelling against his casual disregard for propriety and personal space. Although, if I'm being honest, there's a darker thrill that zips down my spine at the intimate rasp of his words, the barest ghost of his exhales skating like a physical caress along the exposed curve of my throat.
With a subtle shift of his hips, he nudges his mount into a lazy gallop, the easy rocking gait sending my nerves alight in an entirely different manner. My knuckles whiten on twin fistfuls of coarse, inky mane as I grit my teeth against the jarring motions, my heart stuttering erratically in my chest. It's not that I'm afraid of the massive destrier cradled between my thighs, but rather the act of riding itself that fills me with no small measure of unease.
Until now, the pace set by Rycor's grim company has been little more than a leisurely amble, punctuated by the occasional sedate trot that still allowed my nerves to settle after the initial bone-jarring impact of settling into the saddle. I've grown more accustomed to swaying motions over the endless days spent in transit, lulled into a strange, detached acceptance of their inevitability.
But this… This ground-eating, all-consuming gallop sends the world whipping past in a dizzying blur of smears and indistinct blotches. My stomach lurches in sick protest, the vertigo making my head spin with each jarring bounce in the stirrup-less saddle. Heat prickles along the back of my neck as I swallow convulsively, forcing myself to keep my eyes trained ahead rather than squeezing them tightly shut against the wave of nausea.
The cloying tang of smoke and sweat clings to the humid air, no doubt wafting up from the lines of foot soldiers splitting to either side as Rycor urges his mount past them. Wagons creak and groan in protest as their burdens shift, heavy wooden spokes creaking beneath the massive draft horses strapped between the traces and harnessed for the grueling task of hauling supplies. The procession stretches out before us, an endless caravan of horrors that has my heart lodging somewhere in the vicinity of my throat.
A low whine threatens to break past my tightly clenched jaws at the relentless onslaught of vertigo, but I manage to strangle it back at the last moment. Just barely. My nails bite crescent moons into my palms as I grip the horse's mane with everything I have, anchoring myself against the violent swaying. Spirits preserve me, but even my wings feel as if they're going to shake right off my back from the intensity of this jarring gallop.
Then, just as abruptly as it began, Rycor shifts his weight subtly and tugs back on the reins, his destrier responding to the silent commands with a smooth transition back into a sedate walk. The world continues to spin for several disorienting heartbeats even after we've slowed to a halt, but I keep my eyes squeezed tightly shut against the lingering queasiness until the sensation finally passes.
Only then do I dare crack one eye open, blinking slowly as I try to shake off the lingering dizziness clouding my senses. My heart is still rabbiting madly in my chest, the thunder of its frantic cadence echoing in my ears as my gaze slowly focuses on the sprawling sight laid out before us.
"Sweet Goddess," I murmur, my voice a breathless rasp of awe as I take in the sheer enormity of it all.
A glittering city sprawls across the grassy plains, rising up in a staggering array of gleaming spires and towering bulwarks. Pristine white marble and pale stone practically glow in the hazy sunlight, blinding to my unaccustomed eyes after so many weeks spent squinting against the harshness of the open road. Graceful minarets and arching bridges soar overhead, delicate architectural masterpieces that fill me with grudging admiration in spite of my loathing for their creators.
Beyond those imposing outer walls, I can glimpse the shadowed outlines of cavernous buildings and bustling thoroughfares, a city humming with vibrant life and industry. Nothing at all like the sleepy, backwater hamlet I once called home, where a dozen or so families clustered in the midst of the living forest.
This fortified keep is clearly built to withstand sieges, that much is obvious at a glance. And given the bristling array of guards patrolling the ramparts, it would take one hell of an invading force to even make a dent in their defenses. I shudder at the thought, the sour sting of bile fresh on the back of my tongue as my gaze skitters away, drawn to the ominous slashes of smoke staining the horizon like grim banners unfurling across an ashen sky.
"We're not going in there, are we?" I ask, slanting Rycor a sidelong glance over the curve of one shoulder. Not that I have any say in the matter, I remind myself grimly. I'm nothing more than a prisoner here, a spoil of war being carted back to the victor's lair.
My captor tips his head to the side with a low, throaty chuckle, the rumbling exhale ghosting over the nape of my sweat-dampened neck. I suppress a full-body shudder at the unexpected intimacy, rage warring with bone-deep relief that at least it isn't his tongue trailing in that hot, moist wake. "For the moment, yes," he muses, his voice pitched low to be heard over the piercing wind whipping past us. "I need to report in to the Council before seeing to your accommodations, but you won't be staying within the citadel walls."
I scowl as Rycor's words sink in, my brow furrowing into a disgruntled glower. Great, so I'm to be dragged along as nothing more than some glorified serving wench, forced to pass out treats and top off goblets while he and his kin convene for Goddess knows how many tedious hours. The very notion fills me with a simmering dread, my stomach clenching at the prospect of being paraded about like a captured curiosity on display.
Rycor seems to sense the shift in my demeanor, those uncanny eyes of his sweeping over me with an inscrutable intensity. A low chuckle rumbles through his chest, the vibrations thrumming against my back in a strangely reassuring cadence. "Peace, nightling," he murmurs, his lips brushing against the delicate shell of my ear with each word. "Your presence won't be required for such dull proceedings."
There's a subtle tilt to his tone, something almost… playful buried beneath that gruff baritone. As if he finds some deeply buried amusement in my annoyance over the situation. I bristle instinctively at the notion, my lips pursing as I subtly shift away from the intimate heat of his body plastered along my back. Not that I have much opportunity for escape, cradled as I am between those tree trunk thighs and the swaying expanse of destrier's broad withers.
With a jarring nudge of those muscular flanks, Rycor urges his mount into a languid trot that sets my teeth grinding together with every jolting impact. We abandon the trailing warband, peeling away in silence to skirt the milling crowd clustered along the road leading up to the citadel's main gatehouse. The rhythmic clop of iron-shod hooves transitions from packed dirt to cobblestone with a jarring clatter, and I grip the horse's mane in a tight fist as my thighs tense instinctively.
Rows of looming ramparts bracket us on either side, casting deep, gaping shadows that swallow the road as we press ever deeper into the city's fortifications. My breath hitches in my throat as we pass beneath the first true set of gates, the towering maw gaping open to reveal another layered series of defenses and curtain walls beyond. It feels as though we're descending into the very maw of some colossal, insatiable beast, its gargantuan jaws poised to snap shut and trap us within its slavering gullet.
A violent shudder wracks my slender frame, the movement involuntary and unstoppable as every instinct I possess rebels against the suffocating press of stone hemming me in. I'm a creature of the primordial forests, accustomed to open skies and the caress of a warm breeze threading through the canopy far above. Being compressed within these oppressive, airless confines makes my lungs feel as if they're being crushed in a tight vise, the vice steadily tightening until it threatens to snap my ribs like brittle twigs.
Without conscious thought, I find myself pressing back against Rycor's chest with a low whimper, subconsciously seeking the shelter of his bulk in the absence of any other refuge. My wings splay outward in an abortive attempt to unfurl and carry me aloft, only to snap closed with an agitated rustle when my primaries impact the looming archway overhead. Despair coils through me like a noxious miasma, leaving me trembling and utterly wracked by an overwhelming sense of helplessness that chokes off my very breath.
A low shushing sound resonates against the nape of my neck, warm and rumbling as Rycor dips his head to nuzzle reassuringly into the tangled disarray of my hair. The arm looped around my ribs tightens incrementally, that broad palm kneading into the slight swell of my hip and upper thigh in slow, soothing circles.
"No harm will come to you here, little raven," he murmurs, each word a low purr that seems to vibrate through to the marrow of my bones. "I give you my word."
As oaths go, it's hardly the most compelling or reassuring sentiment. After all, what's the word of a warrior truly worth in the midst of an age-old blood feud? Yet, in spite of my better judgement, I find my shoulders instinctively relaxing back into the cradle of that solid frame as Rycor's presence washes over me like a balm.
My lashes flutter as I inhale a steadying breath, allowing the preternatural warmth radiating from his body to seep beneath my skin and soothe the wild tremors wracking my limbs. There's an earthy, virile tang to his scent—a heady blend of leather and smoke, sweat and sunbaked stone that should, by all rights, be repulsive. Instead, it suffuses me with a strange sense of tranquility, as if I'm finally succumbing to the inevitable pull of some cosmic lullaby.
When I finally dare crack my eyes open once more, the towering archway overhead is already receding in our wake, giving way to a bustling city street lined with stalls and storefronts on either side. The change is so abrupt, so jarring, that it leaves me blinking slowly in stunned bewilderment as I drink in the vibrant, almost festive atmosphere pulsing around us.
Throngs of people jostle and mill about, some hurrying to and fro with baskets of wares or trailing strings of livestock, while others cluster in tight-knit posses that clog the narrow thoroughfares like so many immovable stones. I can't help but stare, my gaze drifting from stall to stall as vendors energetically hawk their wares—from glittering strings of beads and bolts of shimmering silk, to the heady aromas of spices and succulent roasts turning on greased spits over crackling fires.
It's utterly overwhelming, this riot of sights and sounds and scents assaulting my senses from every conceivable angle. More than once, I find myself instinctively craning my neck to track the tinkling, warbling song of some exotic, unfamiliar creature nestled in the eaves overhead. Only to blink in surprise at the realization that it's merely the high, piping voices of children at play darting between the forest of adult legs thronging the marketplace.
As we slog our way deeper into the heart of the city, I can't help but notice the subtle shift in those faces turned our way. Where before they'd been a mask of indifference, curiosity, or even open friendliness, now every visage contorts into an ugly sneer of disdain and barely-repressed hatred. I feel my ears flattening back against my skull as I shrink reflexively beneath their withering glares, the tiny appendages melding with my tangled mane of hair as if to shield them from view.
"Filthy half-breed whore," a portly male spits, his words laced with venom as he catches sight of my decidedly inhuman wings and tapered ears.
A low, feral growl rumbles through Rycor's chest, the sound utterly primal and menacing as his arm snakes around my waist to draw me more tightly against the solid bulwark of his torso. His chin dips, those uncanny, mismatched irises blazing with an intensity that's almost feral as his gaze sweeps scathingly over the gathered onlookers.
"Keep your tongues behind your teeth unless you mean to lose them," he snarls, each word a scorching rasp that crackles with lethal promise. All around us, the atmosphere grows heavily charged, tension thickening the air until it feels as if the entire marketplace is suspended in a breathless hush. 
It's as if everyone present can sense the unspoken threat brimming just beneath that granite facade, the coiled power within those rippling slabs of sculpted muscle standing poised to unleash sheer, unmitigated carnage at the slightest provocation. Rycor is a force of nature himself, a predator among lesser beasts who would do well not to tempt his wrath with foolish provocations.
Thankfully, the remainder of our journey passes without further incident, although an oppressive pall seems to blanket the bustling throngs as we wind our way deeper into the city's heart. Not that I take much notice, far too preoccupied with marveling at my surroundings to spare any thought for the simmering hostility buzzing just beneath the surface.
It's only as we reach the towering edifice of an austere, slate-bricked manor house looming at the end of a secluded lane that my attention snaps back into focus. I suck in a sharp breath, my wings flaring outward in an instinctive display meant to convey aggression. Or perhaps to make myself appear larger and more intimidating than I am in reality.
The manor stretches out before us like some looming monstrosity, the yawning span of its grounds encompassed by an imposing outer wall with towers strategically placed at each corner. For all intents and purposes, it's a damn fortress unto itself—a veritable stronghold of security that will no doubt serve as my new prison once we've passed through those wrought-iron gates.
"No," I hiss, squirming against Rycor's implacable hold as he guides his mount closer to the fortified entrance. "I won't let you do this, you bastard." My struggles intensify, my wings beating the air in a frantic tattoo as panic seizes me in its merciless grip. "If you think you can just lock me away in some dank, stale box and be done with it, then you've lost your bloody mind!"
A low hum resonates through Rycor's chest, the sound a deep rumble of amusement that only serves to fuel my indignation. His arm tightens fractionally around my ribs, not enough to truly restrict my movements, but a subtle reminder of the immense strength coiled in those deceptively lean muscles.
"Peace, nightling," he murmurs, his lips brushing against the delicate whorls of my ear with each word, his breath a hot caress that stirs the fine tendrils escaping my braid. "This is simply where I'll be leaving you for the time being. Once I've returned from addressing the Council, you'll be moved to more suitable accommodations."
A muscle ticks in my jaw as I grit my teeth, glaring daggers at the towering edifices looming all around us. These oppressive stone walls seem primed to swallow me whole, the very notion suffocating me with a tidal wave of claustrophobic dread. Still, what choice do I have but to submit, bound as I am by the invisible shackles of Rycor's unnatural power?
With a crisp snap of the reins, Rycor guides his mount into the expansive courtyard, the destrier's iron-shod hooves clattering over the cobblestones with every ground-eating stride. Ahead, a cluster of stables and outbuildings huddle against the far curtain wall, a flurry of activity as grooms and stable hands dart to and fro with bales of hay and steaming buckets of fresh oats.
As we draw nearer, I catch the rich scents of well-trodden straw, leather tack, and the heady musk of horses, and my stomach clenches with a fresh surge of nausea. Before I can so much as blink, one of the smaller figures detaches itself from the throng, a gangly lad clad in little more than a rough-spun tunic and britches. He trots toward us, sandaled feet kicking up little puffs of dust with each nimble stride, a lead rope clutched loosely in one hand.
Rycor reins his mount to an abrupt halt, the muscles of the massive destrier quivering beneath us as he tosses his head and snorts. My abdominal muscles clench instinctively at the jarring stop, wings fanning outward to steady myself as Rycor swings down from the saddle in one fluid motion. I barely have time to draw a shuddering breath before he's reaching up to grasp my hips, his fingers digging into the soft give of my flesh as he lifts me bodily from the mount. With seemingly effortless grace, Rycor swings me down to the cobblestones, depositing me on unsteady feet before the stable lad's wide, stunned gaze.
My knees wobble treacherously as the ground suddenly shifts beneath me, making my head spin. I sway drunkenly, my wings unfurling to aid my balance as I blink against the disorienting vertigo. By the time my senses have recalibrated enough to track Rycor's movements, the stable boy has already taken the dangling reins, standing at rapt attention before the imposing draft horse.
Rycor gives the lad a curt nod, the muscle in his jaw flexing as his gaze cuts to me. For one endless heartbeat, we simply stare at each other, a myriad of unspoken words seeming to pass between us in that weighted silence. Then, as abruptly as it came, the moment shatters as he turns his attention back to the gangly adolescent awaiting his orders.
"Take the fae to the kitchens and introduce her to Mistress Zerva," he rumbles, the words clipped and authoritative as his gaze bores into the lad. "See that she's given food, fresh clothes, and a place to rest while I attend to other matters."
With a jerky nod, the boy releases his grip on the dangling lead, letting Rycor steer the massive animal around with a flick of those powerful shoulders. My nostrils flare as I watch him settle back into the saddle, powerless to do anything but stand there with my arms crossed over my chest as he gathers the reins. There's a fleeting pause, as if he's considering saying something further, those heterochromatic eyes sweeping over me with an unreadable intensity. Then, with a subtle shift of his hips, he's urging the destrier into a brisk canter, the powerful hindquarters bunching before he launches them across the courtyard in a blur of thundering hooves.
I blink, shaking my head as I snort out an irritated breath, my wings giving an agitated rustle that stirs the dangling strands of hair escaping my braid. Great, and who knows how long he'll be gone. For all I know, this little errand could wind up stretching into days upon endless days, forcing me to languish at the mercy of these brutal savages with no end in sight.
My jaw clenches as I turn to face the stable boy once more, crossing my arms beneath my breasts as I meet his gaze head-on with a defiant tilt of my chin. He can't be much more than a gangly adolescent himself, all knobby joints and coltish limbs that speak of a recent growth spurt. His chestnut waves fall into guileless hazel eyes, full lips parting in a hesitant, dimpled smile that does little to set me at ease.
"This way, miss," he murmurs, bobbing his head in a quick, jerky gesture as he turns on his heel.
I snort, rolling my eyes as I reluctantly fall into stride behind him, my boots scuffing over the cobbles with each reluctant footfall. The sweet, earthy scent of fresh hay and horse sweat blends with the tang of smoke and roasting meat, a heady, pervasive aroma that has my nose wrinkling instinctively. I keep my chin angled stubbornly forward, refusing to allow my gaze to stray beyond the lanky line of the lad's back as he weaves between the milling stablehands.
This may be a mere temporary waystation on whatever nightmarish journey Rycor has planned, but it doesn't mean I'm simply going to roll over and accept their insidious "hospitality" without a fight. I'm no helpless little songbird to be caged and primped for their amusement. Even if I have to tear apart this crumbling, ancient deathtrap brick by bloody brick, I will find a way out of here and back into the sweet embrace of the living forests.
One way or another.
Chapter 7
The rhythmic clop of iron-shod hooves echoes dully against the stately stone walls, each measured stride carrying us further away from the bustling citadel and its glittering spires. I lean back against Rycor's solid warmth, allowing the gentle sway of the saddle to lull me into a light doze as the scenery blurs past in a kaleidoscope of muted greens and grays.
It isn't until the looming silhouette of the mountains begins to dominate the horizon that my lashes finally flutter open, my teal gaze sweeping over the manicured grounds unfolding before us. An elegant manor rises from the midst of artfully sculpted gardens and verdant lawns, all sharp angles and soaring spires that bespeak the same artisans responsible for the city's towering edifices.
Yet, where the citadel radiated a cold, foreboding aura that sent icy tendrils of dread licking along my spine, this estate seems somehow… softer. Alive in a way the stone grandeur of the walled streets could never replicate. As if in silent agreement, my wings give an instinctive rustle, the delicate membranes stretching in anticipation.
The moment is fleeting, however, broken as Rycor guides his mount toward the stables with a subtle shift of his hips. I tense reflexively as the massive beast slows to a halt, every muscle fiber coiled tight in preparation for whatever fresh ordeal awaits. Without preamble, Rycor swings down from the saddle in one sinuous movement, his boots scuffing against the hard-packed earth as he lands in a controlled crouch.
My breath catches in my throat as his hands abruptly encircle my waist, the corded muscles in his forearms rippling as he hauls me off the horse's back with seeming ease. For one weightless heartbeat, I'm suspended in midair, every nerve ending afire with his proximity, his masculine scent swirling dizzyingly around me in an intoxicating blend of forest loam and well-worn leather.
Then, just as quickly, the spell shatters as he deposits me onto my feet with a gentle bump, my boots hitting the dirt with a muted thud. I sway off-balance, fighting to regain my ground legs, my gaze cutting upward to find him focused on the gleaming black flank next to us. One broad palm smoothes over the curve of the animal's powerful neck in a surprisingly tender caress before he turns and beckons a nearby stable hand over with an economical jerk of his chin.
"See him settled and groomed," he rumbles, those heterochromatic eyes boring into the hapless boy until he gives a mute nod of acquiescence. Satisfied, Rycor turns his attention back to me, his intense stare raking over my features in an unabashed study that has heat prickling across my cheeks despite my best efforts. "Follow me."
The curt command sends a fresh surge of defiance licking through my veins, my chin lifting in a reflexive display of obstinance even as I reluctantly trail after his retreating form. This time, however, I allow my gaze to wander as we cross the manicured grounds, drinking in the sculpted shrubberies and geometric flower beds with a sense of wary appreciation.
Towering two—no, three main stories above us, the manor itself seems almost organic in its elegance, the stonework carved into sweeping archways and intricate friezes with a level of artistry that makes my breath catch in my throat. Spires and turrets soar toward the cloudless sky, their edges festooned with gargoyles whose snarling features belie the structure's airy grace. It's as though the very stone itself holds secrets waiting to be unlocked, each crevice and handcarved embellishment a silent siren song coaxing me to unravel the estate's mysteries layer by layer.
I'm so intent on mapping every curve and parapet that it takes me several stumbling strides to realize Rycor has paused before the yawning main entrance, his expression unreadable as he waits for me to catch up. The flush of heat returns to my cheeks at the realization that I've allowed myself to become so thoroughly distracted, hurriedly tucking my wings in tight against my spine as I slip through the ornate double doors in his wake.
The foyer stretches out before us in a dizzying panorama of polished marble and glittering chandeliers, their countless crystal pendants sending kaleidoscopic fractals of light dancing over every surface. To the left, two sweeping staircases curve upward, the handrails gleaming like spun gold beneath a steady stream of sunlight filtering through the lofty window above.
To my right, the foyer branches into what looks like a long corridor, the floors awash in shifting patterns as we pass a series of arched entryways. And there, at the far end of that hallway, stands a lone figure in immaculate livery. Even from this distance, I can make out the sharp angles of his patrician features and the practiced severity of his stance as he waits, serene and implacable as a statue.
Rycor's attention, however, remains focused solely on me as he shrugs out of his traveling cloak and turns to offer it to the steely-eyed footman. "You may choose any chamber you wish within the main household," he states in an offhand rumble, mismatched eyes sweeping over me in a languid perusal. "The north wing, however, is strictly for guests. There's also a conservatory located in the rear of the manor, should you require… space and fresher air."
With that cryptic non-explanation hanging in the air between us, he pivots on his heel and strides away without a backwards glance, disappearing through one of the dimly-lit archways and leaving me gaping after his retreating figure like some slack-jawed yokel. I blink dazedly, his words not quite registering through the disorienting haze clouding my thoughts as my gaze skitters over the marble busts and elaborately carved settees arranged with cold precision throughout the space.
A slight furrow manifests between my brows as the implication of his words finally sinks in, the dim awareness that I've just essentially been handed free rein over who-knows-how-many priceless chambers laden with untold treasures sending my pulse skittering into a staccato cadence. That's it? No rules, no restrictions, no ominous warnings about what will befall me should I dare to stray beyond whatever boundaries he chooses to erect?
My lips purse in a disgruntled moue, eyes narrowing to study the footman's bland expression as he waits with the sort of impeccable poise that speaks of years of training. Just like that, Rycor has gone and deposited me here like an unwanted burden, leaving me to wander aimlessly in his wake with absolutely zero context as to what's expected of me during my "stay". His blatant dismissal stings more fiercely than I might've anticipated, my pride smarting over being treated like little more than an ill-behaved cur to be dropped off and promptly forgotten about.
An unpleasant shiver ghosts down my spine and I shift my weight from one foot to the other, feathers ruffling restlessly as a hollow sort of silence closes in around me. I hadn't noticed it at first, too caught up in the dizzying maelstrom of sights and sounds to register the distinct lack of… biological life that permeates the estate's every nook and alcove. To an outlander born and bred amongst the eternal thrum of the living forests, the stark stillness is as jarring as a blow—the absence of buzzing insects, rustling leaves, and birdsong like a muted weight pressing down upon my shoulders.
Drawing in a steadying breath, I turn my gaze toward the spiral staircases winding upward toward the upper floors, their ornate balusters limned in gleaming gold and polished so finely my own reflection winks back at me. There must be hundreds of chambers scattered throughout all of those levels, each room a maze of secrets and curiosities just waiting to be explored, their mysteries peeled back one tantalizing layer at a time.
A bubble of giddy exhilaration expands in my chest at the prospect, wings giving an excited flutter before I wrestle back my composure. No, those shadowy halls and velvet-draped boudoirs will have to wait for another time. For now, the more pressing goal is to familiarize myself with this manor's layout, to suss out every nook and cranny that might serve as a potential escape route before I drive myself half-mad pacing these empty hallways like a caged predator.
Turning on my heel, I angle away from the broad, curving staircases toward the opposite hall, my strides steady despite the subtle wobble of my knees. The polished floors seem to stretch on endlessly, the dark hardwood interspersed with plush hand-loomed carpets scattered here and there along the marble dados. Ahead, a series of arched doorways beckon, their frames festooned with carved vines and cherubic faces that seem almost alive in the wavering candlelight.
My steps falter as I draw nearer, a sudden flare of unease twisting in my gut as I peer through the nearest portal into what appears to be a small sitting room. Richly toned brocades upholster the furniture in shades of crimson and forest green, their deep hues muted and blending seamlessly with the wood-paneled walls. Everything here seems to exist in myriad nuances of gray and black, the only light filtering through the bay windows at the far end casting harsh, angular shadows that seem to leap and twist with every subtle movement.
Shoving aside the fresh tendril of apprehension that threatens to unfurl within me, I edge forward through the doorway, boots sinking into the plush carpet weave with every cautious stride. There's a smell to this space, one that speaks of stale air and the sourness of disuse, the corners layered in fine films of dust drifting like ghostly phantoms in the waning beams of daylight.
For one brief, disorienting instant, I'm transported back to that moment in the outpost—unearthing the remnants of some long-forgotten female's life from a crumbling wooden trunk, each scuffed bauble and scrap of faded silk an unwitting glimpse into the grief and sorrow of loss. How many other such relics lie gathering dust throughout this estate, tucked away in shadowy nooks like so many forgotten ghosts-in-waiting? A shudder ripples through me at the prospect, wings instinctively furling tight against my back as I hastily backpedal from the oppressive stillness of that room and its gloomy, shrouded furnishings.
No, not that way. Somehow, I have the sense that those chambers would only serve to swallow me whole, the airless solitude slowly leaching away what little brightness remains in me until there's nothing left but a hollow husk to greet oblivion. Instead, I turn my attention toward the opposite end of the hallway, angling my steps toward the arched alcove framed by a pair of looming marble statues—faceless sentinels with stern expressions carved into their granite masks.
As I draw nearer, a tendril of something cool and fresh seems to beckon to me, a whisper of green vitality amidst the mausoleam's hush. There, just beyond those arches, lies the estate's beating heart.
The conservatory.
I push through the arched doorway, the heavy wooden panels swinging open with a protesting creak to admit a waft of humid, vegetation-scented air. Instantly, my senses are flooded with vibrant life—from the earthy aroma of loamy soil to the kaleidoscopic riot of flora bursting in every direction.
Blinking against the sudden onslaught, I drink in the sight greedily, my gaze roving over the verdant canopy soaring above in a breathtaking vaulted ceiling of emerald boughs. The latticed beams crisscrossing overhead filter the late afternoon sunlight into a dreamlike dappled pattern that dances across stone pathways winding between lush fern beds and meandering streams.
Moisture beads along the glass panes in a fine, glistening sheen, and I realize this conservatory is less an indoor garden and more a self-contained wilderness, every inch a delicate simulation of the primordial woodland I once called home.
Something within me unwinds at the sight, a knot of tension easing from between my shoulders as I take an involuntary step forward onto the crushed gravel path. A familiar, wild energy hums all around, so palpable I can practically taste the verdant power on my tongue with each indrawn breath. My wings give an instinctive ruffle, the delicate appendages responding to the electric thrum suffusing the air, and I can't quite stifle the breathless laugh that bubbles up from my chest.
Heedless of the mud and leaf litter clinging to the hems of my skirts, I kneel to unfasten the soft leather boots from my calves, kicking them carelessly aside before regaining my feet. The soles of my feet meet the cool, springy caress of a thick moss carpet, and a full-body shiver ripples through me at the utterly grounding sensation.
Flexing my toes to revel in the sinuous slide of moss against bare skin, I extend my wings in a languid stretch, the intricate panels flexing and flaring with each minute adjustment. Then, with a powerful downstroke, I launch myself into the canopy above, the dense network of branches swaying and creaking in protest beneath my weight as I glide from trunk to trunk.
Finally, I alight atop a gnarled oak limb, crouched in a controlled crouch as I allow my gaze to sweep over the conservatory's verdant expanse. From this vantage point, the entire space stretches out before me in a panorama of meticulously cultivated splendor, the winding paths and artfully arranged flowerbeds clashing against the untamed wilderness of towering trees and hulking boulders draped in velveteen moss.
Behind me, wrought iron trellises drip with clinging vines and curtains of ivy, while dead ahead, a broad swathe of meadow opens up around the burbling heart of a spring-fed stream. The gentle rush of flowing water teases at my ears, beckoning me forward like a siren's call, and I don't bother fighting the instinctive urge that propels me into the air once more.
My wings cup the humid air in a steady cadence, carrying me out over the verdant canopy until I'm hovering just above the grassy glade. Below, a crystalline pool glimmers like liquid diamond, its still surface marred only by the steady plink of the waterfall cascading over a series of moss-slick boulders. The ceaseless spray fills the air with an invigorating mist that settles in glistening droplets over every exposed surface, lending an ethereal, enchanted quality to the secluded alcove.
Angling into a lazy spiral, I drift lower, my toes skimming the dewy fronds of towering ferns clustered around the stream's banks. Then, with a gentle flare of my wings to bleed off momentum, I alight feather-light on a flat-topped boulder nestled in the shallows, droplets instantly beading along the delicate webbing fanning out around me.
The constant gurgle of the waterfall fills my senses, almost hypnotic in its cadence as I settle onto the rock and draw my knees up to my chest. My wings drape forward to pool around my folded legs, the moisture-slicked membranes seeming to glisten with an inner radiance in the mottled shade of the canopy.
An odd sense of peace unfurls within my chest, gradually dissipating the restless prickling that's plagued me from the moment Rycor's heavy oak door thudded closed behind him. Out here, surrounded by this verdant slice of wilderness, it's almost possible to forget the gilded cage awaiting me on the other side of that archway—the lavish prison masquerading behind a facade of sprawling grounds and ivy-draped turrets.
Almost, but not quite.
A flicker of bitter resentment licks through me, tempering the tranquility blossoming in my core. No matter how artfully curated this little oasis might be, it's still just another layer of artifice, an intricately woven tapestry designed to placate and deceive. Just like the sumptuous bedchamber and luxurious wardrobe gifted to me. Just another elaborate cage, its bars fashioned from silken comforts and delicate chains rather than harsh iron and unforgiving stone.
My fingers curl inward, nails scoring pale crescents into the soft flesh of my palms as my jaw clenches hard enough for the muscles to cord and throb. Gods, how I despise being treated like some untamed pet to be bribed and coddled into submission with trinkets and comfortable trappings! As if a few well-appointed chambers and the illusion of free reign is somehow enough to make me forget my circumstances. To make me forget what I am.
A dark, bitter chuckle rasps past my lips, the hollow sound swallowed up by the rush of the falls. What a naive fool Rycor must think me, dangling such obvious enticements before my eyes in the hopes I'll docilely curl up like some overfed housecat and purr my gratitude at his magnanimity. If anything, each sumptuous offering only serves to stoke the embers of my defiance into a raging inferno, every lavish thread and intricately carved bauble a mocking reminder of exactly how little freedom I now possess.
Chapter 8
The flickering glow dances ahead, creeping along the stone walls in teasing glimpses that beckon me forward. Each heavy oak door lining the hallway remains firmly shut, their carved scrollwork panels an impenetrable barrier to whatever opulent chambers lay beyond. Until the final set of double doors at the end of the corridor—left slightly ajar, the warm light spilling through the narrow gap like an unspoken invitation.
Despite myself, my step falters, curiosity warring with the distinct sense that I'm venturing somewhere uninvited, trespassing on ground not meant for me. The weight of the manor seems to press in all around, the intricately frescoed vaulted ceiling arching high overhead in an unbroken expanse of gilded splendor. Each indrawn breath seems to echo in the vast, cavernous space, every scuff of my boots on the polished marble tiles magnified tenfold in the oppressive silence.
Wetting my lips, I strain to catch any sound that might betray what lays beyond the cracked doorway. At first, there's nothing but the liquid crackle of flames licking hungrily at fresh-stacked logs, the susurrant whisper of a draft ghosting along the corridor.  But then—a faint, rhythmic lap and churn of water carried on that draft, barely audible over the white noise of the blaze. Almost as if...a bathing chamber?
My brow furrows, mouth going suddenly dry as my mind leaps to the obvious, logical conclusion. A private suite. Rycor's private chambers.  
A dull, heated flush suffuses my cheeks at the mere thought, the muscles low in my abdomen clenching in a visceral reflex. This is madness, a voice in the back of my mind supplies with urgent reason. I should turn around immediately, retreat back down the shadowed hallway and put as much distance between myself and this place as possible.
Smart. Sensible.
Then again, since when have I ever been accused of being particularly sensible?
Before I can talk myself out of it, I find my feet propelling me those last few paces toward the entryway, the rough linen of my skirts swishing against my calves. A lifetime of honing my skills to silent, feline grace has my motions utterly soundless as I slip past the heavy oak panels, using the solid barrier as cover while I allow my gaze to sweep over the lavish bedchamber.  
Plush Xiachen wool rugs, their intricate weavings depicting stylized scenes of battle and epic hunts, span the inlaid marble floors in rich jewel tones. A roaring blaze crackles cheerfully in the oversized hearth centered on the far wall, casting the room's gilded furnishings in a warm, buttery glow. 
But it's the smaller archway tucked into one alcove that immediately catches my eye, the sound of gently sloshing water now audible over the crunch of fresh logs being consumed by the flames. There's no mistaking it—this adjoining space must serve as Rycor's private bathing chamber, the air thick with humid, fragrant steam.
Swallowing hard, I scan the main bedchamber once more, searching for any sign of movement, any hint of the male who undoubtedly lays claim to this opulent suite.  When I find none, I inch forward once more, boots silent against the dense rugs underfoot as I creep toward the shadowy nook of a capacious armoire tucked back against one wall. 
The heavy, ornately carved wood throws deep shadows, the perfect hiding spot from which to observe the archway leading to the bathing chamber. Foolish, perhaps, but by gods if something doesn't have me rooted to this spot, my heart pounding out a frantic rhythm against my ribcage. This is rank idiocy, sheer madness, and yet...I cannot bring myself to turn away. Not yet.  
I've barely settled into a crouch in the nook's sheltering shadows when the archway is suddenly obscured by a tall figure stepping through, the torchlight from the main room casting his silhouette in sharp relief. My breath stills in my lungs at the familiar contours of those broad shoulders tapering to a trim waist, the thick, sinewy cords of muscle rippling beneath bronzed skin as he moves into the bedchamber.
Rycor. 
As if in slow motion, my eyes travel the length of him, dragging over every exposed inch of powerful, sculpted perfection now on full display. A damp towel hangs loosely about his hips in the only concession to modesty, the terrycloth pilled and clinging in places where glistening rivulets of water trickle enticingly over flexed pectorals and the deep vees of his abdominals. Tiny beads roll down the defined planes and ridges, collecting into stray droplets that streak silver paths over his skin in the flickering firelight.
My mouth abruptly feels as dry as Xiachen's endless dunes, my tongue thick and useless as I drink in every tantalizing glimpse with ravenous eyes. Sweet merciful gods, the sight of him is enough to make my knees go watery, a dizzying rush of heated lust licking along my veins to pool in a liquid ache between my thighs.
One of those broad, callused hands lifts to rake idly through the damp, tousled strands tumbling across his brow, the simple action enough to set every inch of his torso rippling in a hypnotic flex. My gaze traces a bead's torturous path, following its lazy descent over the ridges of his abdomen, the sharp vee of his hips, before being drawn inexorably lower, and—oh.
I rake my gaze hungrily over Rycor's chiseled form, greedily drinking in every tantalizing inch as the towel slips free to pool at his feet. A shuddering gasp parts my lips, the knot of simmering desire in my core tightening to an almost painful ache as my eyes lock onto the thick, rigid length jutting from the thatch of dark curls nestled at his groin.
Sweet merciful gods. Even at rest, he's…
Swallowing thickly, I can't quite stifle the instinctive squeeze of my thighs, a feeble attempt to alleviate the throbbing ache now pulsing insistently between my legs. My gaze rakes over every ridge, every subtle flare of his cock in open appreciation, drinking in the tantalizing details with rapt fascination. Because there, streaking that impressive girth in haphazard patterns, are distinct traces of his Dragonshifter heritage—faint, raised scales that glisten like burnished metal in the firelight's wavering glow.
A harsh, shuddering breath rasps past my parted lips, desire searing through me like a wildfire stoked by that utterly captivating sight. Somehow, the mere idea of that thick, ridged length sheathed inside me, stretching me wide around the textured girth, sets my inner muscles fluttering with needy spasms. The ache in my core crests higher, until every indrawn breath fans the flames of my lust into an near-inferno.
Goddess, I want that cock. I want to feel every ridge, every glorious inch of him buried to the hilt, filling me so utterly that there's no separating where he ends and I begin. The thought alone is enough to have a fresh gush of slick arousal trickling between my thighs, the damp evidence of just how wantonly I'm craving the brutish male now so tantalizing near.
A low rumble suddenly echoes through the chamber, the rich baritone sending another shockwave of liquid heat lashing through my veins. Rycor's head cocks ever so slightly, those fathomless, mismatched irises seeming to bore directly into the private alcove where I've concealed myself.
Sweet mercy, he can hear me.
Panic flares bright and hot in my chest, crowding out even the searing lust thrumming through my core. Reflexively, I clamp down on our mental link, throwing up every shield and barrier I can muster in a desperate bid to block Rycor out. But it's too little, too late; the way his lips quirk in a knowing smirk tells me all I need to know.
He heard. He heard every last filthy thought, every lurid fantasy playing out behind my eyes. And from the decidedly predatory gleam now glinting in those feral irises, I can already tell that this insufferable brute isn't about to let me off easy for the sheer depravity I've just subjected him to.
Swallowing hard, I straighten from my crouch, meeting that heated stare head-on as I force myself to shed the cloak of shadows concealing me. There's no point in hiding any longer, not when I've so thoroughly given myself away already. If I'm going down, may as well do so with my head held high and my dignity—what little shreds of it remain—intact.
"Don't," I start, wincing at the way my voice cracks over that single syllable. Clearing my throat, I try again, layering my tone with as much stern command as I can muster beneath the relentless flare of arousal still simmering low in my belly. "Don't you dare say a word, Rycor. Just… Just pretend you didn't hear any of that." Because the alternative—acknowledging the depths of desire I clearly harbor for this infuriatingly attractive male out loud—is simply too mortifying to bear.
Of course, the arrogant prick's only response is another low, rumbling chuckle, the sound seeming to vibrate through every inch of my suddenly oversensitized flesh. As if he finds the very notion of granting my request laughable in the extreme. One dark brow arches in a clear challenge, those fathomless eyes glittering with unconcealed amusement.
"And rob myself of the satisfaction of knowing just how thoroughly I've ensnared that lascivious little mind of yours?" His tone is deep and rich, like warm, melted chocolate swirling sinfully over my senses. "I think not, nightling."
A delicious heat blooms across my cheeks at Rycor's words, the tips of my ears no doubt flushing a brilliant shade of crimson that betrays just how thoroughly his taunting barb has struck home. Lips pressed into a tight line, I stubbornly refuse to meet that smoldering gaze, eyes darting wildly around the opulent bedchamber in a desperate bid to land anywhere but on that tantalizing expanse of bare skin and rigid male perfection.
"Is this something you make a habit of?" Rycor rumbles, his voice a sinful purr that seems to vibrate straight through me, sending molten tendrils of arousal licking up my spine. "Spying on males in their private chambers like some filthy little voyeur?"
The blush deepens in an instant, creeping in a heated tide up the slender column of my neck to stain my cheeks a brilliant crimson. Sweet gods, how is it possible for a mere handful of words to utterly undo me like this, stoking the flames of my mortification until I feel fit to simply combust on the spot?
"N-No," I manage to choke out, my voice emerging as little more than a strangled rasp. "No, I've never—this was… entirely unintentional."
A low, rumbling chuckle answers my desperate protest, the rich sound seeming to roll over me in a physical caress as Rycor takes a slow, measured step in my direction. My breath stutters in my lungs at the sudden proximity, my entire body coiling with frisson of equal parts trepidation and pure, liquid need.
"Is that so?" he murmurs, amusement lacing each languid syllable as he reaches out one large, calloused hand.
My senses instantly narrow in on every minute detail—the flex of corded forearm muscles rippling beneath bronzed skin, the subtle flare of his nostrils as he inhales a deep lungful of air, the weight of his gaze holding me utterly pinned and immobile. Rycor's fingertips ghost a featherlight trail along the arch of my cheekbone, every point of contact leaving a searing brand in its wake that has my heart doing a frantic tattoo against my ribcage.
"Because you're quite lovely all flushed like this," he rumbles, the words a low, sensual growl that sends white-hot licks of desire lashing through my core. "Rosy and breathless, like a virgin stumbling upon her very first taste of carnal depravity."
That broad palm drifts lower to tuck an errant curl behind the delicate point of my ear, thumb grazing along the flushed, feverish skin in a lingering caress that has me swallowing hard. My lips part instinctively on a shuddering indrawn breath, my tongue darting out to wet them as Rycor's fingertips ghost featherlight patterns against the sensitive whorls.
Merciful gods, I'm already well past the point of no return, my body fairly humming with a desperate ache that seems to intensify with every heated sweep of his touch, every rumbling endearment that spills from those full lips. The heat now coursing through my veins isn't merely a flickering flame but a raging inferno that licks higher with each passing second that Rycor maintains this unbearable proximity.
Something must show on my face—perhaps the way my pupils dilate until barely any of that striking violet remains, or the subtle catch of my breath, or the way I instinctively lean into his touch, chasing that delicious sensation of rough calluses against my sensitized skin. Because suddenly, Rycor's smirk takes on a decidedly predatory edge, the expression sharpening in the flickering torchlight as those uncanny irises blaze with a dark, smoldering promise.
It takes every ounce of stubborn pride left in me to peel myself away from the searing brand of his touch. With a mutinous scowl and a haughty sniff, I give an imperious swat of my hand to bat his wandering fingers aside, relishing the brief flicker of surprise that ghosts across those chiseled features at my rebuff.
"You shouldn't say such things," I manage through gritted teeth, my tone laced with as much censure as I can muster. "Especially not about your staff."
There's a brief beat of silence as Rycor blinks slowly, those twin flames of sky and amethyst swirling with a riot of conflicting emotions. When he finally speaks, all traces of that sinful, gravelly amusement have vanished, his words clipped and precise.
"You are not staff, nightling," he states in a tone that brooks no argument. "Nor are you a slave or servant girl to be leered at in such a manner."
Giving a terse shake of his head, he pivots on one heel and stalks across the chamber, every line of that powerful frame practically vibrating with an undercurrent of leashed tension. I watch, rooted to the spot and utterly transfixed, as he plucks a loose linen tunic from the carved trunk at the end of the bed, shrugging into the garment with a few deft tugs.
The movement pulls the fabric taut across those broad shoulders and down the rigid plane of his back, emphasizing every sinewy cord and ripple of defined musculature in stark relief. Unbidden, my gaze drifts lower to focus on the flexing contours of his backside, shamelessly tracing the way the linen drapes and clings in the most tantalizing of ways.
A tiny, helpless sound lodges in the back of my throat, somewhere between a whimper and a moan of pure, visceral longing. I'm not certain whether Rycor hears it over the crunch and hiss of logs being steadily devoured by the blazing hearth. I'm honestly not even sure that I care at this point—because sweet merciful gods, I want that male with a ferocity that leaves me utterly breathless.
Chewing on my lower lip, I force my gaze away from the utterly sinful sight Rycor presents, dropping it to stare resolutely at my feet instead. It's safer that way, less likely to lead me down yet another winding trail of filthy, lascivious imaginings that he's all too privy to thanks to this stupid one-way bond.
A heavy silence hangs in the air, thick and charged, the weight of a thousand unspoken words crowding the space between us. Finally, I manage to dredge up enough courage to break it, voicing the question that's been swirling in an endless loop through my mind for the past week.
"If I'm not staff, or a slave," I start, keeping my tone carefully measured and even. "Then what am I, exactly? What is it you want from me, Rycor?"
The question seems to strike a nerve, if his sharp exhalation and the terse set of his jaw are any indication. Pivoting on one heel to face me once more, he fixes me with the full, inscrutable weight of that penetrating stare.
"What I want?" His lips twist in a bitter mockery of a smirk as he gives a disdainful snort. "I do not want anything from you, nightling. In case you've failed to notice, I don't exactly keep a full retinue of staff at my disposal."
He's not wrong, I realize, with a start of surprise washing over me at the realization. Now that he mentions it, I haven't seen a single servant or attendant beyond the stablehand and footman who escorted us through the manor's lower courtyard upon our arrival. And even they seemed… different somehow, not entirely mortal despite their apparently human guise.
"Then why?" I press, arching one brow in a silent challenge as I lift my chin defiantly. "Why save me, spirit me away from the only life I've ever known, only to… what? Leave me to rattle around this oversized mausoleum all on my own with naught but my own thoughts to occupy me?"
Rycor's expression shutters at my barbed words, the simmering embers there hardening into something steely and implacable. Those rugged features smooth into a mask of icy detachment, the brief glimpses of simmering desire and undisguised want from mere moments ago utterly extinguished. Like watching a rapidly setting sun being swallowed by the horizon's dark and endless void, leaving only endless, fathomless night in its wake.
Rycor's expression hardens, all hints of amusement and desire vanishing as his features settle into an icy mask of detachment. He regards me for a tense moment, those uncanny eyes swirling with an indecipherable storm of emotions.
"Peace, nightling," he rumbles at last, the deep timbre of his voice reverberating through me in a physical caress. "You'll want for nothing here, if that brings any relief to your worries." With a careless shrug of those broad shoulders, he continues. "You're free to come and go about the grounds as you please. But to venture beyond what is legally mine would be…" His gaze shifts, brow furrowing as he searches for the right phrasing. "A death sentence, in these territories."
I blink slowly as the weight of his words settles over me, the implications sinking in like lead weights in the pit of my stomach. While technically no longer a prisoner, it seems I've merely traded one form of captivity for another—this time with gilded bars instead of iron manacles to bind me.
A bitter taste coats my tongue as I consider how little has truly changed, despite the opulent trappings of my new circumstances. Still, at least here I'll be afforded small freedoms. Minute comforts that were utterly absent from my previous existence. It's more than I could have hoped for, given the grim alternatives hinted at in Rycor's cryptic phrasing.
Summoning what precious little gratitude I can muster, I nod once in acknowledgment. "I appreciate the… relative autonomy, at least," I murmur, my voice sounding hollow and unconvincing even to my own ears.
Rycor seems to sense the undercurrent of reservation in my tone. Those watchful eyes narrow infinitesimally as he scrutinizes me through the swaying tendrils of damp hair tumbling across his brow. Clearly, my clumsy attempt at feigning acceptance of this new reality has fallen woefully short of convincing.
"That still doesn't answer my question, though," I press after a taut stretch of silence, arching one challenging brow. "About what it is you want from me. What am I doing here, Rycor? I'm getting rather tired of you beating around the issue and dodging the heart of the matter."
The words seem to strike a nerve, if the way his jaw tightens is any indication. With two measured strides, he crosses the space between us to loom over me, eyes blazing with an intensity that has the hair along the nape of my neck prickling in warning. I refuse to so much as flinch, holding that smoldering glare with every ounce of stubborn defiance I can muster.
"For now," he growls after a long, drawn-out pause, "you'd do well to consider yourself a… guest." He enunciates the word with careful precision, as if tasting the unfamiliar shape of it on his tongue. "With certain privileges and allowances, perhaps, but nothing more and nothing less than that."
A scoff tears free of my throat before I can think better of it. "Oh for fuck's sake," I snap, my already fraying patience worn utterly thin by his willful evasiveness. Crossing my arms over my chest in a huff, I scowl up at him through the tangled veil of my lashes. "I'm not going to settle for that pitiful excuse again, Rycor. No more deflecting, no more half-answers and thinly veiled implications. I want the damn truth for once—all of it, straight from your lips and not twisted up in riddles!"
His lips twitch at that, a muscle feathering along the sharp line of his jaw as if he's biting back the urge to snarl. But rather than give voice to whatever scathing retort is clearly simmering just behind that unruffled facade, he simply inhales a long, steadying breath. I watch, utterly transfixed, as his chest expands with the motion, holding that lungful of air for a beat before blowing it out in a harsh exhalation.
When he opens his eyes once more, they've shifted, gone predatory and inhuman—the irises fracturing into narrow, reptilian slits that pierce straight through me with their searing intensity. My breath catches, the muscles in my abdomen clenching with an instinctive flare of adrenaline. This close, I can make out the subtlest hints of scarlet threaded through the violet depths, the merest flecks of crimson fanning out in fractal whorls from the pinprick black of his pupils.
Then, just as abruptly as the transformation occurred, it's over. Rycor's lids slide shut as he pinches the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger, and when he blinks them open once more, they're merely… eyes. Achingly beautiful, yes, in that breathtaking way. But entirely, mundanely human in appearance once more.
"There's no sense in digging up old graves," he growls at last, his tone low and gravelly. "Just be grateful it was me that got to you before one of the other Generals did. You'd likely not even be drawing breath at this very moment if I hadn't stepped in to claim you as my… war spoils."
The words twist something painful in my chest, unwinding a knot of tangled emotions I can't even begin to parse. Horror, revulsion, indignation, relief—they all swirl together in an incoherent, jumbled mass that lodges in my throat. Sweet gods, so it's true then, the rumors and gossamer-thin whispers about the Imperiants' most elite forces and the sheer, unconscionable brutality they're capable of.  
If Rycor hadn't… if I'd ended up in the clutches of another, less merciful captor… bile burns acrid at the back of my tongue as the realization crystallizes into an undeniable truth. Swallowing hard, I force myself to meet his inscrutable stare head-on, my expression carefully blank.
"Then it seems I owe you my gratitude," I murmur, the words tasting like ashes on my tongue. "For sparing me a far worse fate."
As much as I might rail against the circumstances that brought me here, I can't deny the reality he's presented. In these unforgiving lands, his stronghold is likely the only place affording even a modicum of safety for one such as me.
Rycor hums softly in acknowledgment, one large hand raking distractedly through those tousled ebony locks as silence stretches between us once more. I shift uncomfortably from foot to foot, the weight of his piercing stare pinning me in place as effectively as any physical restraints. There's an intensity to those fathomless eyes that raises the fine hairs along the nape of my neck, a silent promise of untold power simmering just beneath the surface.
"You should return to your chambers," he breaks the stillness at last, the low rumble of his voice seeming to reverberate through me like the toll of a great bell. "It wouldn't be proper for you to linger overlong in my private quarters this late."
I give a terse nod, gritting my teeth against the sudden flare of frustration kindling in my chest. Of course he's not going to elaborate or offer any further insight—when has this insufferable brute ever deigned to treat me with anything resembling transparency? Sweet merciful gods, the desire to shake some answers out of him is damn near overwhelming.
As if sensing the turn of my thoughts, Rycor snorts softly, those full lips twisting in a faint smirk of undisguised amusement. "You can scowl and seethe all you wish, nightling," he rumbles, mismatched irises glinting knowingly. "It doesn't change the fact that this is your reality now, whether you like it or not."
I huff out an exasperated breath, rolling my eyes heavenward at his words. "Yes, thank you for that particularly insightful pearl of wisdom," I bite out sarcastically, shooting him a glare that could flay flesh from bone. "As if I fucking need the reminder."
Shaking my head, I decide to cut my losses, resigned to the fact that no amount of persistence will wring any actual answers from the infuriatingly reticent male tonight. "Fine, you win," I mutter, already pivoting on my heel to make my way toward the slightly ajar door where the night-kissed corridor lies beyond. "Good night, Rycor."
"Nightshade," that rich, smoky baritone halts me in my tracks, each syllable rolling languidly off his tongue like warm, melted chocolate. Against my better judgment, I turn to find him regarding me with an oddly pensive expression, those striking features seeming to shift and shutter behind some emotion I can't quite place. For the briefest of moments, it's almost as if he's not even seeing me at all, those uncanny irises growing hooded and distant.
If I didn't know any better, I might even think there was a hint of melancholy lurking there in the faint downward tilt to the corners of his lush mouth and the weary lines etched into that striking visage.
Rycor's tongue darts out, trailing a slow, sensual path over his lower lip as if he's warring with himself over what to say. My gaze zeroes in on the simple act, utterly transfixed as I watch the soft, glistening flesh disappear behind those sharp, masculine edges for a torturous heartbeat. Then, just as abruptly, the moment breaks, that heavy-lidded stare refocusing on me with startling intensity.
"Your breakfast can be served in whichever room you wish come morning," he murmurs, the words so low they're practically subvocal. "Or…"
He trails off, something inscrutable flickering behind that shuttered expression. For one wild, irrational heartbeat, I'm convinced he's about to order me to take my meals in the kitchens with the rest of the servants from now on—a subtle but clear way of reinforcing my supposed status as little more than a favored pet in this gilded cage of his.
But then, just as suddenly as it arose, that expectation is dashed by the deep rumble of Rycor's next words.
"Or you are welcome to join me for the morning meal. If you wish."
My breath stills, hanging suspended somewhere between my lungs and parted lips as the realization settles over me in a warm rush. Did… Did Rycor, the ruthless Dragonshifter who's spoken barely a handful of words to me in the week since we became unlikely companions just…
No—I must have misheard him. But a cautious peek confirms the slight furrow now creasing Rycor's brow, the subtle clench of his jaw, as if he's braced for rejection.
As if he actually hopes I'll accept his invitation.
"I…" My voice emerges as little more than a breathless rasp, a sudden swell of inexplicable nerves lodging somewhere in my throat. "Yes, I… I think I would enjoy that."
The tension bleeds from Rycor's frame on a long, low exhalation, the corner of his mouth tugging faintly upward in a hint of what might become an actual smile. Dark lashes dip in a slow blink of acknowledgment before he gives a distracted nod.
"The evening to you, then, nightling," he murmurs, folding his arms across that broad, sculpted chest.
Returning the gesture, I offer a tiny dip of my head before slipping past the heavy oak door, the stillness of the empty corridor swallowing me into its embrace. But not before catching one final glimpse of Rycor's hooded stare fixed intently on my retreating figure, that unreadable expression a jumble of warring emotions I can't begin to decipher.
Chapter 9
The simple mirror before me offers nothing more than a muted reflection—a pale, drawn visage framed by tumbling waves of storm-tossed obsidian, teal eyes staring back in silent appraisal. I smooth my palms down the soft fabric draping my frame, the thin material clinging to every subtle curve in a way that should seem indecent but, somehow, remains the very essence of understated elegance. Layered asymmetric panels cinch at the narrow span of my waist, the hems swaying enticingly with even the faintest shift of my weight from one bare foot to the other.
With a subtle flutter, my wings unfurl in a stretching span of iridescent night, the delicate membranes shimmering like spun starlight in the early morning glow. Even now, after so many cycles orbiting this verdant world, the sight of those ethereal appendages still manages to steal my breath, a stark reminder of just how alien I truly am on these shores. An exotic curiosity at best—a dangerous threat at worst.
Somehow, the dress only serves to accentuate that striking otherness, the sleek charcoal panels draping over the elegant sweep of my collarbones leaving my back completely bare to accommodate the unfurled expanse. Every seam, every intricate detail seems expressly tailored to my frame down to the very last exacting measurement.
But how…?
The realization has my brows knitting together in a perplexed frown, my gaze sweeping sideways to take in the row of identical confections hanging in the open armoire beside the tarnished looking glass. At least two dozen of them, every last swathe of gossamer silk and organza practically vibrating with an understated affluence I've never brushed up against before. And, despite the subtle variances in cut, color, and opulent materials, a common thread seems to unite them all—a series of tantalizing peeps, plunging necklines, and rakishly thigh-high slits leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination.
My breath escapes in a shuddering rush, chest rising and falling with each indrawn gasp. There's no questioning it—someone took the time to have these exquisite pieces commissioned solely with me, or someone like me, in mind. Whether to act as some perverse form of sophisticated bondage or an ill-conceived gesture of largesse, I don't know. What I do know is that a small, deeply-buried kernel of my psyche finds itself oddly… affected by the notion.
Which is equal parts terrifying and intriguing as the seven hells.
Drawing in a steadying breath, I let the subtle fluttering of anticipation and trepidation war beneath my ribs, refusing to allow my frazzled nerves to get the better of me. This is no different than any other morning since that brutal altercation in the woods—I've simply swapped out one gilded cage for another, with Rycor acting as both warden and reluctant host in this secluded citadel of his. There's no reason to be nervous…
… is there?
Shaking my head sharply, I turn away from my distorted reflection and the unanswered questions it poses, making my way towards the heavy oak door with shoulders squared and chin angled defiantly upwards. Now or never, as the saying goes.
I emerge into the dim-lit expanse of the corridor, the subtly sloping ceilings lending it a vaguely oppressive, crypt-like ambiance that has the fine hairs at the nape of my neck prickling to attention. Glancing to my left then right, I frown, straining to recall the direction we traversed upon our arrival that first evening. Rolling my shoulders in an absent shrug, I start off down the hall at random, figuring I can simply retrace my footsteps if the path proves incorrect.
The steady cadence of my bare soles slapping against the cool stone serves as the only accompaniment, the eerie stillness hanging heavy and expectant in the stale air all around me. A shiver skitters its way along my spine as I pass room after room, the heavy oak doors firmly shut against any glimpse of the sumptuous chambers lying in wait beyond. For all I know, I could be the sole living soul inhabiting this echoing, tomb-like expanse, wandering its endless, twisting halls like a wraith doomed to haunt its shadowed recesses for all eternity.
By the time I finally catch a tantalizing glimpse of sunlight spilling invitingly through an archway up ahead, my pulse is thundering an erratic staccato against my ribs. I clutch at the simple shift in a bid to still my wildly thumping heart, my jaw clenched against the embarrassing urge to call out like some lost, frightened child. Mercifully, it's only a few more steps before I find myself standing in the open expanse of a wide foyer, the polished marble gleaming like liquid gold beneath the glow of a dazzlingly ornate chandelier overhead.
Pivoting slowly, I take in the handful of doorways arranged in an intimate crescent around the central vestibule, my brow furrowing as I try to place my bearings. It takes a disorienting beat for the heavy scent of roasting meats and baking bread to register, that rich, tempting aroma seeming to beckon me towards the archway to my immediate right. Drawing in a steadying breath, I square my shoulders and make my way across the smooth tiles, catching a glimpse of a long table stretched out in the dining chamber beyond.
The sight of Rycor already seated at the far end of it has my step faltering, those powerful shoulders bunching beneath the simple linen tunic stretching taut across his broad back. A steaming mug is clutched in one bronzed hand while the other idly flips through a sheaf of neatly bound parchment, his ferociously intense study of the documents making it all too easy to announce my presence with a subtle clearing of my throat.
Still, the way those striking eyes flick up at the soft disturbance sets off an instantaneous flutter somewhere low in my belly, an unexpected warmth creeping up the back of my neck. There's something achingly primal about being pinned beneath that weighted stare, those uncanny irises seeming to strip away every layer in a single sweeping appraisal. For one electrifying heartbeat, I feel utterly, deliciously naked before him, all of my vulnerabilities and inadequacies laid bare in a silent challenge.
Then, just as abruptly, that impression is shattered as Rycor breaks from his reverie, shoving his chair back with a low screech of wood over stone as he rises in a single, fluid motion.
"You look..." His voice emerges in a low, rumbling rasp thick with something I can't quite place—surprise, maybe, or faint approval? "Beautiful. The dress, it… it suits you."
The simple compliment has my stomach clenching, those damnable butterflies taking up roost somewhere behind my naval once more. Still, I can't quite suppress the pleased curl at the corners of my lips, something warm and unfamiliar unfurling deep in my chest at his honest praise. Lifting my chin with a flicker of newfound confidence, I start towards the table with a subtle sway to my hips, my steps slow and deliberately measured as I drink in the subtle hitch in Rycor's expression.
But I don't stop where his gallant display seems to indicate, brushing past the chair he's swept out for me until I reach the plush highbacked seat to his right. With a smirk, I swing one leg over the curved armrest, smoothing my hands over the gossamer skirts as I settle onto the polished wood with a pointed arch of one brow.
His almost affronted expression is utterly priceless, brows knitting together over eyes blown wide with what looks like sheer surprise before the tiniest twitch tugs at the corner of his sensuous mouth. Without a word, Rycor shakes his head in a subtle show of wry amusement before retaking his own seat, his palm cupping that steaming mug once more as his smoldering gaze tracks my every lithe shift and rustle.
Challenge issued. Challenge accepted.
My brow arches at the subtle twitch toying with the corner of Rycor's lush mouth, the faintest hint of challenge glimmering behind those eerily luminous irises. The tension simmering between us is palpable, thrumming like the lowest bassline beneath my skin as we silently square off from our respective perches.
At least, that's how it feels from my end.
The impassive mask clicks back into place with a subtle shake of the male's head as Rycor turns his focus to the documents fanned out before him once more. My gaze tracks the motion, lingering on the broad expanse of his shoulders bunching beneath that fitted tunic before dropping to where one bronzed hand curves around the steaming ceramic mug.
Coffee, my nose helpfully supplies. The rich, earthy aroma seeps into my senses with each delicate curl of fragrant steam, mingling with the mouthwatering scents wafting in from the kitchen to create an utterly intoxicating blend that sets my empty stomach rumbling in earnest.
Still, Rycor seems utterly unconcerned by my blatant staring, his attention decidedly elsewhere as I watch a slight furrow etch itself between those winged brows. The taut line of his jaw tightens incrementally, the subtle flex of muscle along the sculpted column of his throat rippling in a way that can't help but captivate me.
What is he thinking about so intently?
Huffing out a breath, I tear my gaze away to sweep over the extravagant spread laid out along the length of the polished table. Sweet Hecate's tits, there's enough food here to appease even the most ravenous army. Platters piled high with fluffy scrambled eggs, thick slabs of crispy bacon, and golden piles of sausage links all but groan under their own weight. A veritable mountain range of pastries and scones are artfully arranged beside heaping bowls of fresh fruit, the succulent berries glistening like a million tiny rubies amidst the plump wedges of melon and pear.
My mouth waters at the sight, stomach clenching in renewed pangs of hunger that have me surreptitiously pressing a hand to the hollow span beneath my ribs. Now that the initial shock of returning to find this entire fucking keep decked out with more finery than the royal palace has begun to fade, the lack of sustenance is starting to eat at me in earnest.
"The fruits are farther down," Rycor's low rumble startles me from my reverie, my gaze snapping towards that impassive profile instinctively. "That's why I opted for the chair closer to what I thought you'd prefer."
Oh…
I blink once, my lips parting around a retort that never quite manages to find its way out. Instead, I shut them with an audible click, swallowing down my indignation as the tips of my ears begin to smolder with a flush of embarrassment. So much for the grand, haughty gestures then.
Clearing my throat, I make a show of pushing back from the table with the scrape of the thick wooden legs against stone. Rycor doesn't so much as flick a glance my way as I gather up the thick porcelain plate in front me, studiously moving to take up a new position opposite the bank of laden pedestals and pitchers brimming with all manner of fruits and pastries.
For a few beats, I simply take it all in with a helpless shake of my head, at an utter loss for where to even begin. So many different shapes, colors and textures are laid out before me, an utterly dizzying array that leaves me wondering just how far the Dragonshifters have traveled to amass such an exquisite collection.
Like… Is that an actual orange?
Unable to curb my curiosity, I snatch up the plump orb and raise it to my nose, inhaling the bright, citrusy tang with a faint frown creasing my brow. One of my thumbnails digs into the thick dimpled rind as I give it an experimental roll between my palms, savoring the weight and slightly leathery texture against my skin.
The rich baritone of Rycor's chuckle reaches me across the distance, a sound that manages to be both gruff and pleasant at the same time. Glancing up, I catch the subtle curve at the corner of the male's mouth before my frown deepens into an outright scowl, a petulant retort slipping past my lips.
"Oh, shove off, will you?"
Rycor merely holds up one hand in a placating gesture, his eyes creasing with an open sort of mirth that's at odds with his usual dour countenance. "I mean no offense, little one. I was simply finding enjoyment in watching your reactions, the wonder you seem to take in these small pleasures. It's… endearingly sweet."
I snort at that, rolling my eyes with an exaggerated sweep even as my cheeks grow warmer beneath his unblinking scrutiny. "Yeah well, it's not like any of this is commonplace for me, is it? You seem determined to surround me with all manner of extravagances and then act perplexed when I'm not immediately prepared to accept them at face value."
Those sculpted lips thin into a tight line at my snippish tone, a muscle ticking in the rigid line of his jaw. But the flare of temper is brief, smothered beneath that impassive countenance once more before he dips his chin in silent acknowledgment.
For a few beats, I simply watch him, waiting for some sort of rebuttal or deflection to that thinly veiled accusation. When none comes, I set my chin with a decisive nod before plucking the plate up from the table once more. Carefully selecting a handful of the more familiar-looking fruits, I make my way back towards the plush chair at Rycor's right, rearranging my skirts before settling onto the padded cushion with a rustle.
Selecting the orange first, I set to work with my thumbnail scoring the thick peel, deft motions gradually revealing the fleshy fruit within. The tangy scent grows stronger with each fresh tear, a mouthwatering blend of tart and earthy sweetness that has my stomach rumbling in anticipation.
My gaze lifts from the tangerine segments arranged neatly on my plate, a curious frown tugging at my brow as I study Rycor's stoic profile. There's an air of melancholy clinging to the male, a subtle tension in the rigid line of his shoulders and the way his stare seems to drift right through the parchments laid out before him.
"So…" I drawl, unable to resist prompting the obvious line of questioning hovering between us like a vast, winged shadow. "Care to explain why you have an entire armoire filled with dresses designed for someone with wings?"
Rycor stills at the sound of my voice, the mug partway to those sensuous lips as he shoots me a sidelong glance. Is that a fleeting grimace tightening the corners of his eyes, a brief flicker of unease disturbing that unshakeable calm? It's gone in a heartbeat, smothered beneath a mask of indifference as the male follows through on the motion, taking a slow, measured sip before easing the ceramic back onto the table with a dull thunk.
"You aren't the first of your kind to have graced these halls," he rumbles at last, mismatched eyes holding mine in a silent challenge. "Nor were those vestments intended solely for your enjoyment."
A shiver ghosts along my nape at the implications lying thick behind those clipped words, my stomach clenching with a confusing swirl of emotions. Jealousy? Curiosity? The urge to press him for more details wars with a bone-deep instinct to simply let the matter lie, to leave those particular ghosts undisturbed and slumbering.
In the end, the need to know wins out over any sense of tact or self-preservation.
I've never been terribly good at minding my own business.
Popping another segment of the tangerine into my mouth, I chew slowly as I watch the subtle war of expressions playing out over Rycor's rugged features. For once, the male doesn't seem quite so adept at keeping his thoughts and emotions under wraps, the faint tightening around the corners of his eyes unable to fully mask the faraway, distant quality of his stare.
Melancholy.
That strange, pervasive air of sadness seems to cling to him like a shroud, draping over every subtle twitch and flicker as though the mere mention of those clothes has stirred up long-buried memories. Painful ones, perhaps. Or something he'd simply rather have left undisturbed.
Some deeply buried instinct has me chewing with renewed leisure, my gaze fixed on the steady rise and fall of that powerful chest as I wait for him to shrug off this morose turn. Every swallow seems like a small victory, the tang of citrus flooding my senses to counter the weighty tension knotting the air around us. Despite his apparent distraction, there's still an undeniable… intensity simmering in those ethereal depths, something hungry and primal that has my skin prickling beneath the weight of that weighted stare.
I can't resist the urge to prolong the moment, to savor each delicate slide of tongue over flesh as I lick the clinging droplets of juice from my fingertips one by one. When I finally raise my gaze, my cheeks feel flushed with a subtle warmth, my lips still glistening from the succulent treat.
Rycor's eyes are locked onto me with that same singular focus, lingering on the motion with an intensity that feels almost carnal despite the utter lack of lust clouding those vivid irises. No, what I see glimmering in their iridescent depths is far more bittersweet, twisted up with echoes of grief and loss that resonate so deeply I feel something low in my chest clench in an echo of that emotion.
Just what—who—did you lose to leave you so haunted by their ghost, Rycor?
The question hovers on the tip of my tongue, simmering in the back of my thoughts as I swallow through the sudden lump of emotions lodged in my throat. Even now, some deeply ingrained instinct seems to bristle at prodding too deeply into the obvious wound, no matter how desperately curiosity gnaws at my composure.
"She…" I start, my own voice emerging as a faint rasp that has me pausing to clear my throat. "She liked oranges, then? This… other Fae?"
The words feel so inadequate against the sudden weight of tension simmering between us, so achingly clumsy in the face of that barely concealed anguish. Still, it's enough to seemingly jar Rycor from his lapse, the male blinking rapidly as if just now rejoining the present once more.
"Liliana," he murmurs, something tightening across that stern facade as his palm flattens over the cool ceramic of the mug settled before him. "Her name was Liliana, and yes… oranges were among her favorites."
I nod slowly, somehow afraid that speaking too suddenly or too loudly might shatter this frail moment of confidence between us. Already, I can feel that peculiar tension starting to bleed away, the tangible weight of past sorrows easing its grip on Rycor's broad shoulders with each passing heartbeat. Those brilliantly chromatic eyes slide away from mine, drifting down to where his thumb absently traces along the curve of the simple mug, and I can't escape the sense that he's withdrawing into himself once more, sealing away those tantalizing glimpses behind an impenetrable wall of stoicism.
"She must have been quite… memorable, for you to still remember her so vividly," I murmur after a lengthy stretch of silence, unable to resist that gentle nudge. Whether it's the sudden shift in tone or the implication of my words, something about that statement strikes a chord, the subtle flinch rippling through those formidable shoulders making it clear I've prodded too deeply into exposed nerves once more.
"She was my wife, in a way," comes the eventual reply, a wealth of unvoiced sentiment sharpening the gravelly rasp of those two simple words. "One seldom forgets the most profound losses in their lives, no matter how many ages pass…"
A profound silence hangs between us, the weight of Rycor's sorrow almost palpable in the stale air. My appetite plummets like a stone, the succulent slices of orange now lying heavy and unappetizing on my plate. Swallowing thickly, I stare down at my hands folded in my lap, suddenly at a loss for words.
"Rycor…" I begin, hating the tremulous note that slips into my voice unbidden. "What… what happened to her?"
The words are barely above a whisper, but the effect is instantaneous. Rycor shoves his chair back with a grating screech, the heavy oak legs scraping across the polished marble with jarring force. My head snaps up, eyes wide as I take in the taut lines of his body, every sinewy muscle coiled with a tension that borders on something feral.
He rakes a hand through his tousled locks, fingers clenching into a fist at the nape of his neck as he stares unseeingly at some point over my shoulder. "I—uh… I have business that requires my attention within the citadel for the remainder of the day," he growls, the words emerging clipped and tight. "If you require anything, the staff tend to congregate in the kitchens. You're free to seek them out for whatever you may need."
My mouth opens, another question burning on the tip of my tongue, but Rycor is already turning on his heel and striding from the chamber. The heavy oak panel trembles on its hinges as it slams shut in his wake, the thunderous boom echoing like a shockwave through the cavernous space.
It's the first time I've seen the male so openly enraged, his usual unflappable calm fracturing like a shattered mirror. But was it truly anger that contorted those ruggedly handsome features? Or simply the raw lashing out of a grief he's kept bottled for far too long?
I exhale a shaky breath, running my palm along the sleek fabric draped over my thigh. Fucking great. As usual, I couldn't just let the matter lie, prodding and poking at barely scabbed wounds until they ruptured anew.
Glancing towards the plate and its vibrant array of citrus pieces, I feel a sudden swell of nausea clench in the pit of my stomach. With a grimace, I abandon the remnants of my breakfast and rise fluidly to my feet, the whisper-soft caress of silk against my calves doing little to settle my addled nerves.
There's no sense in lingering here, reliving that scene over and over within the suffocating confines of my thoughts. No, what I need is a distraction, a way to clear my head and refocus my mind before seeking out Rycor again.
Squaring my shoulders, I turn on my heel and stride towards the archway leading back out into the ornate foyer, ignoring the plaintive grumbling of my empty belly. Maybe a bit of aimless exploration will help settle my tumultuous emotions, give me a chance to process this latest misstep in relative solitude.
Or maybe I'll just wind up stumbling across some other dark secret tucked away behind one of these heavy oaken doors.
The thought sends a shiver rippling down my spine, equal parts dread and morbid fascination coiling tight in my core. A glutton for punishment, as ever.
Chapter 10
The night cloaks the conservatory in a soft embrace, moonlight filtering down through the arched glass ceiling to cast everything in a pale, ethereal glow. I perch upon a sturdy branch nestled amongst the verdant fronds of some exotic climbing vine, my bare feet hooked around the gnarled limb as I stare up at the diamond-bright tapestry of stars winking down from the heavens above.
It's peaceful here, the only sounds the occasional flutter of wings from the brightly-plumed birds roosting amongst the twisted boughs, and the gentle splash of water from the waterfall in the center of the chamber. Yet, no matter how tranquil my surroundings, my thoughts remain a tangled, chaotic whirlwind of unanswered questions and conflicting emotions.
I can't stop thinking about Rycor's wife—the raw, soul-deep anguish that contorted his features at the mere mention of her name. The way his eyes seemed to shutter, his entire frame going rigid with some dark, unspoken grief. How quickly that simmering turmoil found an explosive outlet, his usual unflappable calm fracturing like a delicate porcelain mask as he stormed from the dining hall, leaving me gaping in his wake.
Huffing out a frustrated breath, I straighten on my perch, the feathery fringe of my wings fluttering restlessly as I stare up at the gleaming silver disk of the moon. As if the celestial body could offer up answers to the myriad of questions swirling through my mind like a relentless, stinging sandstorm. I know better than that, of course—if I want elucidation, I'll need to seek it out for myself.
Slithering from the branch, I let my wings catch the air, cushioning my descent until my feet alight with barely a whisper against the polished stone walkway. I make my way towards the archway leading back into the estate proper, slipping through the shadowed halls with the same silent grace that's kept me alive through countless cycles of running and hiding.
Door after door flashes by in a procession of ornate oak and gleaming brass, until finally I find myself hovering before the one I seek. It hangs slightly ajar, the flickering glow of hearth light spilling out in an inviting slant across the floor. Lowering myself back down, I settle my weight on the balls of my feet, suddenly wary of crossing whatever tenuous boundary seems to linger in the empty corridor.
You can do this, I chide myself sternly, squaring my shoulders as I reach out to push the door wider with the very tips of my fingers. It swings open with nary a creak, and I find myself staring across the plush expanse of Rycor's bedchamber.
The male himself lounges against a tidy mound of pillows scattered across the ridiculously oversized mattress, one knee cocked as he peers over the rims of a pair of sleek reading glasses perched on the bridge of his nose. A leather-bound tome rests cradled in his lap, his free hand lifting to adjust the spectacles as his gaze slides over to me with a slight furrow marring his brow.
"You've developed a disconcerting habit of wandering where you aren't wanted, nightling," he rumbles, his voice rough from either sleep or that ever-present melancholy, I can't tell which.
Schooling my features, I meet his dark stare levelly, stepping fully into the chamber to allow the door to drift shut behind me with a whisper of well-oiled hinges. "Perhaps if you were more forthcoming about the mysteries surrounding us both, I wouldn't feel so compelled to go sniffing about on my own," I counter, my tone mild despite the blatant challenge.
Rycor exhales a weary sigh, stripping off the spectacles to toss them carelessly aside before snapping the book shut with a dull thump. "And what, pray tell, compels you to honor me with your presence this eve?" he asks dryly. "More pointed and obtrusive inquiry into my personal affairs?"
I pause at the foot of the towering bedframe, my hands clasped loosely at the small of my back as I regard him steadily. "I want to know about your wife," I say at length. "About what happened to her, why the mere mention of her name seems to provoke such…" I hesitate, searching for the right phrasing, "... profound grief."
A muscle ticks in Rycor's taut jaw, his lips pressing into a flat line as he holds my gaze for a long, tense moment. Finally, he exhales a low sigh, closing the book with a soft thump before setting it aside on the coverlet.
"That's hardly any of your concern," he rumbles, his tone carrying a subtle edge of warning.
I arch a challenging brow, refusing to be cowed so easily. "I beg to differ. Considering I find myself imprisoned here with you against my will, I'd say I have every right to know exactly what kind of male you are—and what became of the wife you so clearly mourn."
Rycor grinds his jaw roughly, turning his head to stare into the crackling hearth for a few beats. When he looks back at me, there's a weariness shadowing his mismatched eyes, the lavender one dull and hooded.
"Very well," he mutters at last, gesturing toward the foot of the bed with one hand. "If you're so determined to pry into matters that don't concern you, then have a seat at least. This story won't be a brief one."
Sucking in a steadying breath, I nod once before circling around to the side of the massive bed. I eye the intimidating expanse of plush coverings for a moment, then gather my courage and hoist myself up onto the edge, keeping a polite distance from where Rycor reclines against the pillows.
"What exactly do you wish to know?" he asks once I'm settled, pinning me with a level stare.
I wet my lips, considering my reply carefully. "Tell me about her," I say at last. "What was she like?"
Something flickers in the depths of Rycor's eyes—a ghost of sorrow, quickly smothered. He shifts, muscled arms crossing over the broad expanse of his chest as he seems to gather his thoughts.
"Liliana was… vibrant. Radiant," he murmurs, the husky timbre of his voice taking on the faintest rasp of emotion. "A Lunar fae, like yourself. Always chasing moonbeams and stardust, with a laugh that could brighten the bleakest of nights."
A soft, reminiscent smile curves the hard line of his mouth for the barest of instants before fading, and he pauses to study my face with an inscrutable look. Almost as if searching for any traces of my own Lunar heritage in my delicate fae features.
"She was a wild thing, my Liliana," he continues quietly, "forever flitting about like one of her beloved hummingbirds, always finding new joys to revel in. Whenever I returned from the battlefield or handling affairs for the King, she'd be waiting to greet me with some new treasure or oddity she'd found wandering the grounds—a moonflower that had bloomed overnight, or a tiny fledgling bird that had tumbled from its nest."
He exhales a faint huff, somewhere between a chuckle and a sigh. "She built this very conservatory, you know. Begged me for moons on end until I finally relented and had it constructed, so she could have someplace to keep all her strange, wondrous creatures close at hand. I'd bring back exotic plants from my travels, ones I knew she'd never seen before, and watch as her eyes would light up with childlike glee over each new specimen."
Rycor shakes his head then, the melancholy taking over his expression once more as he lapses into silence. I take a moment to absorb everything he's told me, imagining the vibrantly alive female he described—so different from my own harsh, colorless existence spent constantly on the run. Radiant, he called her, and I can almost picture it—Liliana's Lunar fae beauty magnified by the force of her wild, joyous spirit as she danced amidst blooming moonflowers and trailing vines, basking in the ethereal glow of twilight.
My heart clenches painfully at the thought of such light and laughter being cruelly extinguished. I want to ask what happened, to know the cause of her demise, but… something in Rycor's shadowed gaze gives me pause, makes me second-guess prodding at wounds that still seem so raw after untold years.
So instead, I remain silent, waiting to see if Rycor will continue his tale unprompted. The decision seems to weigh heavily on him for several long, fraught moments before he finally inhales a deep, bracing breath.
"You're wondering what became of her," he states, not quite a question. At my hesitant nod, he exhales a low rumble, gaze dropping to the coverlet between us.
"Liliana was…" His throat works for a moment, as if struggling to force out the words. "She was taken from me. Murdered."
The stark confession hangs heavy in the air, a sickening knot twisting in the pit of my stomach. Murdered. My stomach churns with the weight of Rycor's confession, the words ringing in my ears like the ominous toll of a funeral knell. Murdered…
I recoil inwardly from the implication, the very notion sending a shudder of revulsion rippling through me. Who could commit such a vile, heinous act against someone as radiant and free-spirited as Liliana seemed to be? The idea of her light being so cruelly snuffed out by violence makes bile burn the back of my throat.
Sucking in a shaky breath, I tilt my chin to study Rycor from beneath lowered lashes, taking in the taut lines of strain etched into his rugged features. He shifts almost imperceptibly, his throat working in a heavy swallow before he continues in that low, gruff rasp.
"It was years ago, during one of the prolonged conflicts along the southern borders," he murmurs, his gaze fixed on some indistinct point across the chamber. "I was away for far longer than anticipated, overseeing the campaigns in the King's stead. When I finally made my way back home…"
His jaw tightens, the cords of muscle standing out starkly along the column of his neck, and my heart clenches in anticipation of whatever fresh horror is to come.
"I found her…" His voice catches, the words emerging in a guttural growl of pained anguish, "... Liliana, and several members of the household staff, all butchered and discarded in the rear courtyard like so much offal. Their wings and ears had been severed, their bodies left to rot beneath the elements as some twisted trophy for whatever depraved savages had committed the atrocity."
A strangled whine bubbles up from my chest at the gruesome imagery, the vivid details painting a horrific mental tableau that has me sucking in shallow gasps of air. Sweet gods, how… how could anyone do something like that to her? To anyone, really.
Rycor swallows thickly, his usually pale skin gone sallow in the flickering firelight. His hand rises, raking jerkily through the mussed strands of his dark hair in an uncharacteristically agitated gesture. But his eyes, those mismatched depths remain shielded—the storm of emotions raging behind that anguished lavender gaze concealed behind impassive shutters as he wrestles for composure.
I realize I'm gripping the brocade coverlet in a white-knuckled clutch, having unconsciously leaned forward until my folded legs are braced mere inches from Rycor's. The familiar cloying scent of smoke and charred parchment ghosts over my senses, setting my teeth on edge with the phantom tang of burnt offerings left strewn on a sacrificial altar.
My stomach pitches violently, bile clawing its way up my throat, and I barely manage to swallow it back down. What does one even say to something like that? The mere notion of Liliana—a female of ethereal, untamed joy if Rycor's tales are to be believed—greeting such a savagely brutal demise is utterly unfathomable.
No words of sympathy or condolence could ever hope to stitch a wound like that back together.
So I remain silent, gaze dropping to study the tightly woven fibers beneath my hands as I focus on simply breathing through the nausea clawing at my gut. In and out, slow and measured, until the worst of the churning, roiling queasiness abates into a dull, insistent throb.
I chance a surreptitious glance up at Rycor from beneath my lashes, only to find him scrutinizing me with an intensity that sends a shiver tripping down my spine. He works his jaw briefly, those extraordinary eyes raking over the delicate curves and hollows of my features with a weighted stare.
"You resemble her, you know," he remarks, his tone low and rough with lingering vestiges of turmoil. "At least in passing."
A startled furrow creases my brow, and my gaze darts reflexively to the looking glass mounted on the wall. I study my own wan reflection taking up residence in the silvered surface—the pale, heart-shaped visage framed by a riot of midnight waves, my teal eyes glimmering like twin pools of liquid jade beneath the elegant sweep of dark lashes.
Only now do I glimpse the similarities he must be referencing—the slight uptilt to my curved nose, the defined contours of my high cheekbones. Perhaps even the vivid jewel-tone of my irises, or the delicate point to the tips of my ears just peeking through the tangled riot of my hair. All the undeniable hallmarks of a daughter of the Lunar Court.
Just like Liliana.
My fingertips lift of their own volition, tracing the shimmering lavender willow-petal pattern embroidered across the bodice of my gauzy dressing gown. A silvery gown that leaves little to the imagination, floating and gauzy yet deceptively modest. One of the many lovely frocks Rycor seems determined to drape me in, whether I protest their frivolity or not.
A ragged exhalation slips past my lips, the realization settling like a weighted sheath over my shoulders. Is that all I am to this male? Some sort of twisted surrogate to ease the sting of his lingering grief?
My gaze lifts once more, dragging over the taut angles and carved planes of Rycor's features with newfound inspection. "Is that why you're keeping me here?" I murmur at last, unable to keep the faint lilt of uncertainty from tingeing my tone. "As some form of… living ghost to haunt you?"
The muscle in Rycor's jaw ticks once, twice, but otherwise he remains utterly motionless. Utterly impassive, as always, even in the face of my probing query. When he doesn't immediately reply, I venture a tentative shuffle closer on the mattress until I'm near enough that the musk of candle smoke and leather clings to my every indrawn breath.
"Is this your self-imposed punishment, then?" I persist, searching the shuttered depths of his eyes. "Never allowing yourself to let her go, wallowing in the agonies of the past because you weren't here to protect her when she needed you most?"
A muscle feathers in his cheek, his head dipping in the barest hint of a nod. "Something like that, I suppose," he rumbles, surprising me with the willingness of his admission.
I frown faintly, worrying my bottom lip between my teeth as I digest this fresh revelation about the enigmatic male. Tilting my head, I regard him with renewed scrutiny from beneath my lashes. "Why does it have to be penance, though? Why not a second chance instead?"
Whatever response I might have anticipated, the soft, rueful chuckle that slips past Rycor's lips certainly isn't it. He shakes his head slowly, gaze meeting mine with a dusky glimmer.
"You have a romantic's heart beating beneath that prickly husk of yours, nightling," he drawls, a thread of wry amusement lacing his tone. "In case you've forgotten, my presence in your life is that of captor and jailer, nothing more. Any foolish notions beyond that are just the lurid wanderings of your overactive imagination."
My lips purse in a mulish scowl at his pointed dig. Inhaling a bracing breath through flared nostrils, I inch closer still until my hip brushes against the solid contours of Rycor's thigh through his sleep pants.
"Who's to say what we are or aren't?" I challenge, leaning in until the fiery coronas of our breaths intermingle in the scant space separating us. "I've never put much stock in foolish notions or fanciful what-ifs, but I've also learned not to discard any possibilities out of hand."
Rycor arches a brow at me—an elegant, disdainful arc despite the undeniable spark of intrigue now smoldering in those mercurial depths. "Is that so?" he rumbles, the sudden lack of distance allowing me to feel the rich timbre resonate in my very bones. "And just what myriad of… possibilities are you entertaining here, nightling?"
A dusky flush steals across my cheeks at his blunt query, a visceral reminder of my involuntary physical responses to this male's presence. But rather than sputtering in maidenly outrage or ducking my head in sudden maidenly demureness, I tilt my chin in defiance.
"Take your pick," I breathe, meeting his weighted stare with an insolent glimmer of challenge. "Captor and concubine, perhaps? Or maybe a battle of attrition—you wearing me down inch by stubborn inch until I surrender my… autonomy to you of my own free will."
The muscle in Rycor's jaw ticks again, harder this time, but his expression remains inscrutable. Infuriatingly so. I wet my lips deliberately, unable to resist the impulse to prod the slumbering dragon prodding the bars of its gilded cage.
"Or even something as banal as jailer and prisoner developing an… affinity for one another in their shared captivity," I all but purr, allowing my gaze to dip boldly to the lush curve of his sensual mouth.
Rycor's nostrils flare, his chest expanding on a deep, rattling inhale before he finally leans in. The ghost of his lips grazes the delicate shell of my ear, his heated exhalation stirring the fine tendrils framing my face when he murmurs, "You'd do well to remember your place. Lest you invite fates far crueler than you seem capable of imagining."
A delicious tremor races down my spine, my lashes fluttering in response to the dark, visceral promise woven through the low, gravelly cadence of his words. Every instinct within me should be recoiling from such an overt, blatant threat—from the sudden, predatory menace that seems to coil around us like an oppressive, near-tangible miasma.
Yet, instead of retreating, I can only press closer to the scorching heat that rolls off Rycor's powerful form in intoxicating waves. My thighs part in a silent invitation, making space for his hips to settle flush against mine while I tip my head back and allow my eyes to drift shut of their own accord.
"I'm not afraid of you," I breathe, bracing my weight on my palms so I can arch my torso into his solid frame. The thin barrier of my negligee does little to conceal the abrupt peaked thrust of my nipples, straining against the sheer fabric, or mute the searing lash of delirious pleasure that licks through my core at feeling every ridge and swell of his physique aligned with mine.
Rycor stills beneath me, his breath stalling in his lungs before emerging in a hoarse, ragged exhalation that ghosts over the sensitive column of my throat. When he speaks, his voice has taken on a husky rasp—rough and grating like shards of gravel in a tumbler.
"Then you're a fool."
Chapter 11
The rasp of Rycor's gravelly timbre washes over me in a sensual caress, igniting sparks that ricochet through my veins like molten wildfire. Before I can muster any semblance of a retort, his palm rises to cup the delicate angle of my jaw, those long fingers curling with exquisite possessiveness as he tugs me forward.
Our lips collide in a heated clash of wanton need, all searing licks of tongue and nipping teeth as he swallows my whimper of surprise. Gone is the refined veneer of patience, of the ever-restrained control the powerful male typically mantles himself in. No, this is pure, unbridled hunger—rapacious in its intensity.
A rough groan rumbles up from the depths of his chest, the vibrations scalding the sensitive flesh of my parted lips as Rycor's palm skates down in a blazing path. His fingers splay wide, the calloused pads branding my flesh as he exerts a delicious pressure against the slender column of my throat. Not constricting, not yet, but the implicit threat has my core clenching in molten waves of aching need.
"Rycor…" I whimper breathlessly when his questing mouth finally releases mine, my head lolling back in blatant submission as I gaze up at him through a heavy-lidded, lust-drunk haze. My wandering hands burrow into the inky strands tumbling across his brow, reveling in the silken glide against my palms.
The intensity of his gaze sears me to my very marrow—mismatched irises flaring with banked embers of scintillating blue and smoldering amethyst. Power and dominion blaze within those mercurial depths, an intoxicating force that drags me down into a whirling vortex of its own gravity.
Rycor's free hand rises to tease the whisper-thin strap of my negligee off one bare shoulder, baring the swollen peaks of my breasts to the fire-kissed air. A ragged groan spills from his parted lips at the sight, russet lashes lowering heavily as he dips his head to trace the delicate curve of my collarbone with the tip of his tongue. My nails score his nape in silent entreaty, my hips undulating in a blatant plea for friction against the rigid proof of his arousal now pinning me in place.
The male doesn't acknowledge my silent pleas—at least, not yet. Instead, Rycor lavishes his wicked mouth across the slopes of my chest, his calloused palm lifting to mold the generous swell of one breast in a possessive clasp. I writhe against him, impatience and lust flickering like banked embers low in my belly as that hot, sinful mouth finally closes over my straining peak.
"Rycor…" I whine his name once more, my voice husky and pleading as my fingers tighten in his hair. He answers only with a low, rumbling groan, the rough sweep of his tongue laving sacrilegious devotion across my sensitized flesh.
My head thrashes against the rumpled bedding, each exquisite roll of suction and pull of his lips like a blow from a heated brand, searing tendrils of rapture that have me panting for more. Writhing and whimpering like the most depraved of creatures. It's too much—the blazing intensity of the sensations spiraling outward from my breasts and coiled low in my abdomen. Yet also not nearly enough all at once.
A whimper punches up my throat as Rycor's free hand finally abandons its bruising clasp against my throat to instead palm the generous swell of my ass through the clinging fabric. His fingers dig into the plush mounds, lifting and angling my hips until we're fitted together in a blatantly carnal grind.
"Please," I gasp out, broken and needy as I rock against the thick, throbbing ridge pinning me in place. My nails scrape desperate scores down his sculpted shoulders, seeking leverage. Purchase. Any means to drive us both deeper into this delirious freefall. "Rycor, please… I need…"
My plea shatters on a hitched gasp as Rycor rears back, capturing my mouth in another searing, soul-scorching kiss that has me clawing for purchase against his corded back. His broad palms curve beneath my ass, hauling me up until I can brace my knees on either side of his hips, our lower bodies crushed together in a slick, grinding collision of fevered lust.
Goddess, I can feel him—every rigid, pulsing inch straining behind those fitted sleep pants of his. Scalding and throbbing, poised for a plunging invasion that leaves me shuddering with anticipation. Fuck, I'll go mad if he denies me. Flames lick higher and higher, twisting and billowing as the ravenous beast of my desire threatens to consume me from the inside out.
"What do you need, nightling?" Rycor rasps against my swollen lips, the dark challenge in his voice thick with lustful promise. "Tell me, in no uncertain terms."
Those words alone are enough to have me canting my hips in a desperate grind, seeking friction like a crazed thing. I tear my mouth away from his with a muffled cry, burying my face against the solid curve of his shoulder as I pant against the ruddy trail my teeth have already carved there.
"I need your cock." The hoarse, guttural demand tears from the very depths of me, my hands scoring down the bunched terrain of his back. "Fuck, Rycor, I need you so fucking deep inside me. Please."
I'm met with a filthy growl, the sound rumbling up from that broad chest in a heady vibration. Rycor's fingers tangle in my hair, wrenching my head back as he pins me with a smoldering stare. His mouth curves into a slashing, predatory grin that bares the gleam of razor fangs, and my very soul ignites in response.
"And here I thought you harbored no fear whatsoever, nightling," he rumbles, the mocking lilt to his words undeniable. Deliberate. "Begging the beast for mercy already?"
I snarl back at him, defiant and unrepentant despite my desperation. "Is that a threat, oh mighty hunter? Or just feeble posturing on your part?"
The taunt has scarcely left my lips before I'm being wrenched roughly against the cradle of Rycor's hips, his palm planted firmly at the base of my spine to grind me against the punishing ridge of his arousal. I cry out at the contact—a sharp, guttural sound that shatters against the tension that draws taut between us.
"Careful," the dragonshifter warns in a low, bone-melting rasp. "Lest you wake the very flames you seek to court."
The rasp of his lethal promise has me shuddering head to toe, a fresh gush of slick need dampening my negligee where his shaft grinds against me. Fuck, but this male is fire incarnate, and I have every intention of being consumed by his blaze.
"Then do it," I breathe, rocking against him in a blatant taunt.
His only answer is the harsh slant of his mouth crashing down over mine in an unforgiving clash of raw, carnal need. A beat later, Rycor surges up onto his knees, easily hoisting me against him as one powerful arm bands around my waist. In the next breath, I'm being slammed back onto the coverlet in a graceless sprawl, pinned beneath Rycor's towering, unyielding frame as he looms over me with the unstoppable force of a conquering warlord.
"So fucking defiant," he growls against my lips, wedging his hips between my parted thighs until I can feel the punishing ridge of his shaft grinding against my pussy through the soaked barrier of my nightrail. His palm spreads wide against the column of my throat, the tip of his thumb nudging up beneath my chin as he bares my neck in clear dominance. "You savor the thrill of provoking a response you aren't prepared to face the consequences of far too much, little one."
My fingernails sink into the rippling cords of his upper arms, my back arching in an instinctual effort to press my neglected curves against him as I snarl back at him. "Try me, dragon. I'll still be the one begging for more when your fires simmer to banked embers."
"Such arrogance from one so small," he grits out, a muscle feathering in his chiseled jaw. "And here I thought fae possessed at least a modicum of self-preservation."
I sneer at him, the air between us heating to a fever pitch as we hang suspended on a blade's edge of mounting tension. Rycor's eyes narrow to slivers of incandescent amethyst and smoldering azure, his breath emerging in a billowing rush of smoke that ghosts over my bruised mouth. Unable to resist the taunt, I arch up to nip at the shadowed curve of his jaw with my teeth, scraping them along his stubbled flesh in a silent challenge.
"Then prove me wrong," I whisper in a sultry dare. "Only way to know who’s right is for you to fuck me."
Rycor freezes above me, entire body going rigid as granite for several endless beats. Then his fingers flex against the vulnerable skin exposed beneath his palm, and a low, resonant growl rumbles from deep within his barrel chest.
"Have a care what—and who—you invite into your nest, Nightshade," he snarls against my lips, smoky tendrils wisping over my flushed features.
I growl Rycor's name through gritted teeth, my back arching sharply as those damning words ghost over my swollen lips in a wispy caress. My nails score burning trails down the corded expanse of his shoulders, raking with fierce intent that leaves thin crimson ribbons in their wake. 
The beast merely snarls in answer, the sound a resonant rumble that reverberates through my very core. His fingers tighten fractionally at my exposed throat before finally releasing, trailing a scorching path down the sloping curves of my ribs. Lower still, until his palm molds against the flare of my hip, fingers splaying wide to claim ownership.
Rycor tugs the flimsy layers of my negligee farther askew, baring the soft swell of my lower abdomen to his hungry gaze. His breath hisses between clenched fangs at the sight of the ethereal starburst markings that spiral across my skin in glittering whorls—intricate lunar patterns etched by my Fae heritage.
"Gods above," the dragon breathes, his free hand smoothing along the pale crescents, callused fingertips raising gooseflesh in their wake. He drags his palm up to cup the generous weight of my breast, kneading in a rough caress before pinching the taut peak between his thumb and forefinger. A sharp jolt of pleasure lances through me, my back bowing sharply as I cry out. "Even marked as one of the Mother's own…"
His words rasp against the hollow of my throat as he dips his head once more, trailing a burning path of open-mouthed kisses along the galaxy sprawled across my sternum. Lower still, until his tongue traces the puckered areola surrounding my nipple in a languid swirl before suckling the hardened peak with bruising intensity.
"Fuuuuck," I whine, shuddering helplessly. My fingers twist in the midnight strands tumbling across his brow, nails scoring his nape in silent entreaty for more. Rycor answers my unvoiced plea with a dark chuckle, the resonance of it vibrating against my sensitized flesh before he descends lower still.
One broad palm glides down the concave slope of my abdomen, fingers splaying wide to brace my hips in an unshakable grip. Smoldering eyes hold mine captive through the descent of his mouth, a scorching path of worshipful devotion etched across every inch of exposed skin. I moan as his lips ghost featherlight along the delicate juncture of my inner thigh—so close to where the ache throbs with every heated pulse of my blood.
But he doesn't linger. Rycor's mouth trails wickedly lower, searing the delicate swath of flesh just below the heated well of my cunt. So close, but maddeningly out of reach still. My hips buck in a desperate bid for the friction I so desperately crave, every muscle gone rigid with the strain of holding myself immobile.
"Fucking bastard," I grate between clenched teeth, shooting the male a mutinous glare through the wild strands of hair now clinging to my flushed cheeks. A breathless giggle escapes despite my frustration when Rycor's gaze snaps up, mouth quirking into a devastating grin rife with dark promise.
His fangs glint dangerously, utterly feral. "Such language," he purrs, the words ragged silk across my oversensitized nerves. "Though I must say, I'm rather inclined to agree with those… uncouth sentiments of yours."
The searing imprint of his palm brands my hip, anchoring me in place as Rycor dips his head once more. This time, his tongue glides in a wide, languid swath through my labia, catching and tugging at the swollen flesh until I jolt at the exquisite friction. A low groan rumbles up from the depths of his chest as he paints thick, indulgent stripes along my slit, the rough rasp of his beard abrading my delicate flesh until I'm writhing beneath his merciless onslaught.
My fingers tangle in the wild strands tumbling across his brow, hips undulating in a blatant plea for deeper contact. For more. So much more of this searing rapture that has the tenuous threads of my control rapidly unraveling. 
"Mmm, I do so enjoy how responsive you are, nightling," Rycor growls against the glistening petals of my drenched sex, each word a molten scorch ghosting along my cunt. The tip of his tongue swirls around the hooded bud of my clit in lazy circles, each featherlight brush stoking the banked embers of my lust into an inferno. "So desperate for more, yet stubbornly fighting every step of the way. It makes breaking you all the sweeter."
A sharp sound punches from my throat, half-whimper, half-snarl as I rock my hips in brazen demand. Rycor chuckles lowly and finally—finally—latches his lips around my engorged pearl, rolling and suckling with wicked intent.
I moan, throwing my head back against the rumpled bedding as the world fractures into prismatic shards around me. Everything narrows down to the blazing heat of Rycor's mouth and the merciless pull of his lips, each searing pulse of pleasure dragging me inexorably closer to the precipice.
My thighs quake around the solid slabs of his shoulders, every muscle gone rigid and straining beneath his relentless onslaught. I'm unraveling at the seams, each ragged breath punching past my parted lips in a harsh counterpoint to the guttural growls vibrating up from the male's chest.
Rycor's fingers tighten across my hip, anchoring me in place as his free hand glides up to seize my breast in a punishing clasp. His digits squeeze and knead the aching weight, rolling the engorged peak between his thumb and fingers until the sharp pleasure-pain straddles the knife edge of exquisite torment.
I can feel it building, a swelling crescendo of blissful undoing roaring ever closer in my ears. My spine arches into a taut, quivering bow, every muscle going rigid as my climax barrels down on me. Then those merciless lips tear away from my clit, leaving me hovering on the razor's edge. Unfinished, unsatisfied.
A raw cry rips from me, torn from the depths of my soul as I writhe through the echoes of my aborted rapture. Distantly, I can feel Rycor's mouth trailing a scorching path up the quivering planes of my abdomen. A predator's smirk curves against my ribs, fangs scraping in a wordless taunt.
"Don't fret, nightling." His voice washes over me in a ragged snarl, rough as unforged steel. Calloused palms splay wide against either side of my ribs, pinning me in place as Rycor effortlessly bears his weight down atop me until I'm utterly caged beneath his towering frame. "Your anguish is only beginning."
Rycor's words slice through me like a blade, each syllable dripping with dark promise that has my core clenching in anticipation. The weight of his stare pins me in place, those mercurial eyes smoldering with banked embers that scorch every inch of exposed flesh.
A deep chuckle rumbles up from the male's broad chest as he braces his weight on one palm, the corded muscles of his arm flexing with the shift. His free hand snakes down to hook beneath my knee, hitching my thigh higher up against his hip in a blatant display of possession. The new position arches my back, spine bowing taut as I'm forced open to his ravenous inspection.
Rycor's gaze drops lower, roving in a languid sweep that has me squirming beneath his intent perusal. When his attention finally snaps back up to meet mine, there's no mistaking the naked hunger blazing in those glittering depths.
Without preamble, the dragon reaches for the waistband of his sleep pants and tugs the fabric lower in one smooth motion. I suck in a harsh breath as the impressive length of his arousal springs free, the heavy weight of him bobbing up to brush against the trembling plane of my abdomen.
Fucking Goddess.
My eyes go wide at the sheer size of him, the scaled ridges gliding with delicious friction as his cock nestles into the slick crease of my pussy. It pulses with every hammering beat of my heart, the thick crown already weeping thick beads of precum that mingle with the copious slick coating my inner thighs.
An instinctive tremor races through me at the thought of even attempting to take all of that rigid, throbbing length inside my comparatively petite body. By the Mother's grace, I'm hardly an innocent when it comes to carnal matters—but this? This promises to be a stretch unlike anything I've ever endured before. The fae men I've been intimate with in the past don't come anywhere close to matching Rycor's sheer mass and girth.
It's… terrifying. Exhilarating. My nipples peaked into achingly sensitized points, chest heaving with every ragged inhalation.
Another of those rich, dark chuckles spills from the male's parted lips, shattering the weighted tension like a physical force. My ears flatten instinctively against the sides of my skull, flames of mortification licking across my cheeks as I realize he's glimpsed the hesitation flickering through my mind yet again.
"Easy, nightling," he rumbles, his free palm rising to ghost along my jawline in an almost soothing caress. "You needn't look so stricken. I assure you, I'm well-versed in the art of being… gentle with such delicate little morsels as yourself."
My blush deepens at the implication of his words, equal parts anxious and aroused by the visual they so wantonly paint. Still, I can't quite tamp down the shudder of raw need that wracks me in response. There's an undeniable lure to the thought, one that leaves me squirming beneath the pinning weight of his body.
Rycor's lips curve into a wolfish grin, razor fangs glinting in the low light as he notes my reaction. His fingers tighten fractionally against my thigh before lifting away, only to settle against the base of my skull instead. I tense instinctively as he exerts the barest ounce of pressure, forcing my chin up in a blatant display of masculine dominance.
"Don't do that," he rumbles, the words a low rasp against the flushed whorls of my ear. "Don’t hide those gorgeous ears from me."
A hitching breath punches up from my chest at the command, heart stuttering erratically as it's voiced. There's a strange, heady power to the words that has a molten thrill unfurling low in my belly. Some primal part of me responds to the compulsion, a frisson of instinctive arousal that manifests in the subtle fluttering of my wings pressed flat against the mattress.
I inhale sharply through my nose as Rycor's grip tightens in my hair, keeping me pinned beneath his smoldering scrutiny. The muscles in my ears loosen instinctively, the pointed tips flaring outward in an unconscious display of submission that has the low burn kindling higher in my core.
A feral growl rumbles up from the depths of the dragon's chest, the vibrations thrumming through me where our bodies are crushed together in an intimate clash. Approval, I realize with a jolt—he's growling in approval at my reaction. At my willing surrender to his dominance in this moment.
"Such a good little nightling," Rycor purrs, the rasp of his voice ghosting over the delicate whorls of my listening shell. His lips trail lower, tongue trailing a scorching path along the curved ridge until that wicked mouth latches onto the very tip. He sucks the point between his lips, rolling the delicate flesh with his tongue in a sinful swirl that has me arching into the exquisite friction.
My nails score down the flexing slabs of his shoulders, seeking purchase as I'm besieged by sensation from every angle. The phantom sting of his open-mouthed kisses. The searing weight of his gaze pinning me like a butterfly beneath that merciless stare. The hard press of his abdomen bracketing my hips, keeping them angled up in a bold display of vulnerability. All of it swirls together, leaving me teetering on the knife's edge of losing what shreds of control I still possess.
Rycor groans against the curve of my ear when my fingers twist in the tumbling strands brushing his nape, every syllable laced with dark masculine approval. Then he's shifting against me, the heavy weight of his cock dragging along my slick flesh in a heady glide.
The first blunt nudge against my entrance has me sucking in a sharp breath, every muscle going taut in anticipation. Sweet goddess, I can feel the thick crown already weeping against my inner thigh, the scales along the underside grinding into the sensitive flesh of my clit.
So thick. So… big. Just the thought of taking him fully buried inside is enough to make my core clench in a strange melange of trepidation and wanton need.
As if sensing my hesitation, Rycor's nose brushes the sharp line of my jaw, each rough exhalation a wispy caress against my flushed skin. "Easy, nightling," he murmurs again, the low rasp both reassuring and inflaming in equal measure. "Just focus on me. On my touch."
His words rumble against the thundering pulse at the base of my throat, each syllable a command I can't help but obey. I let my lids flutter shut, dragging in a steadying breath through my nose as I do my best to shove aside the lingering traces of unease. Instead, I focus only on the consuming pressure of Rycor's mouth branding a path of devotion along my jaw as he slowly—so deliciously slowly—rolls his hips forward.
The flared crown breaches me at last, a whimper tearing free from my parted lips as the thick ridge stretches me wide. I clench around the invasion instinctively, every muscle locked rigid in an effort to accept his sheer mass. But Rycor doesn't relent, doesn't give me a moment to acclimate before he's rocking deeper still with a low, possessive groan.
Flames lick higher, feverish embers sparking into a roaring blaze as inch after punishing inch sinks deeper with every shallow thrust. My nails bite into the corded expanse of his biceps, feet bracing against the mattress as I arch up into each indomitable surge. There's no stopping this, no chance of retreat when each undulation of Rycor's hips carves him deeper inside until we're locked together in the age-old dance of possession and submission.
The dragon looms above me, bracketing my face with those massive forearms as he buries himself to the hilt with one final grinding shove. A litany of curses spill past my lips, fractured little gasps of astonished pleasure that shatter against the heavy weight of his stare. Fuck, he's so deep. So utterly consuming, splitting me wide around the thick, pulsing length caged inside my clenching walls.
Rycor goes utterly still once fully sheathed, his entire body tensing above me as he strains for control. I can feel the tremors racing through every corded muscle, evidence of the battle raging just beneath that shatteringly cool facade. My lips part on another breathless sound, desire and disbelief tangling together in a discordant chorus as my senses reel.
"Hush, nightling," Rycor grits out through gritted fangs, his eyes blazing twin lines of incandescent fire.  Each word scorches a path across my flushed features, rasping with the weight of centuries etched into that timeless baritone. "Give me a moment, lest this prove more fleeting than either of us would wish."
I whine at the thought, instinctively canting my hips in a desperate grind for friction. For more. Dear gods, I've never felt so utterly claimed, so undone by the sheer pleasure-pain of being so completely filled before. It's too much and not enough all at once, every delicate nerve ending firing in a frenzied overload that has my cunt fluttering in rhythmic spasms around his thick invasion.
Rycor throws his head back on a guttural snarl, the heavy scales along his throat rippling with the force of the sound. A billow of smoke gusts past his bared fangs, the sulfurous tang stinging the back of my throat when I suck in a desperate breath.  He's barely hanging on by a thread, I realize with a delirious thrill—shaken to his core by whatever primal force is coiling between us.
Lit by the banked embers of that infernal gaze, I feel powerful. Transcendent, even as I lay pinned and possessed beneath his immense bulk. Never before have I held such sway over a male, commanded the weight of their focus so wholly. The slick, sinful glide of my inner walls clenching around his shaft is all it takes to unhinge him, to drag a feral growl of pure masculine rapture from between that proud dragon's lips.
The realization has my blood singing, every molecule blazing with the siren song of forbidden power and reckless abandon. Unable to resist the gravitational urge, I arch up to capture Rycor's mouth in a searing, uncompromising clash of lips and teeth and tongue. He rumbles against me in tacit approval, fangs nipping at my lower lip until I can taste the bright copper tang of my own blood mingling between us.
What is it about this dragon that brings out the most feral parts of me? What seduces my soul into daring to tread places where no sane being would dare to wander?  I don't know—can't bring myself to care with his thick cock buried so deep, splitting me wide and staking an undeniable claim. Marking me as thoroughly conquered territory on some primal, instinctual level far beyond conscious reasoning.
His hips flex in a shallow grind, the friction igniting sparks of blinding ecstasy that have me gasping into his mouth. I drink down each of his rasping exhalations, savoring the dark flavor of smoke and sin that clings to my senses like a siren's call. There's no turning back now. No safe retreat from the riptide of primal desire that's steadily dragging me out to the open waters of passion's turbulent ocean.
But I don't want to turn back. Not when the embers banked in Rycor's heavy-lidded gaze smolder with the promise of so much more delicious torment yet to come. My lashes drift shut in sheer, unadulterated rapture, and I surrender to the flames.
Chapter 12
The gentle crackle of dying embers fades into the background, a muted symphony drowned beneath the mingled cadence of our shared breaths. My lungs burn with the exquisite aftershocks of exertion, every inhale pulling deep with the lingering scent of sweat and musk clinging to heated skin.
I've utterly lost track of how long we've lain tangled in this sinfully intimate knot—hours, perhaps, or mere fleeting moments stolen from the endless march of eternity's hourglass. All sense of time has blurred into an indistinct haze, lost to the dizzying tempest of sensations that consumed me beneath Rycor's merciless onslaught.
That first shattering crest was merely the opening salvo, a prelude to so many more rapturous peaks that followed in its wake. My mind swims with half-formed recollections of being astride the male's hips, cunt impaled on that wickedly thick length as his palms branded possessive prints across my breasts. Then flipped onto my belly, gasping into the rumpled sheets as he drove into me from behind with bestial intensity, panting above me and bruising my hips from his grip.
Even now, with the fire banked to embers, I can still feel the echoes of each frenzied joining singing through my battered form. My inner thighs throb with a dull, pleasant ache from the countless times they've been wrenched wide, every muscle quivering in the aftermath of so much delicious torment.
Rycor's chest expands against my back in a deep inhale, the subtle shifting of our bodies drawing a soft hiss from between my parted lips. Sweet goddess, I'm so sore. Everywhere. Nerves flayed raw from being plundered with such ruthless ardor time and time again, only to surrender ever deeper to the flames with each new crest.
A shudder wracks me as that thick shaft rocks forward in a languid glide, the scaled ridges catching deliciously against my swollen, sensitized flesh. My cunt clenches instinctively around the thick invasion, walls fluttering in rhythmic spasms that leave me grinding my molars to stifle a whimper.
The dragon rumbles a low, approving purr against the damp nape of my neck, the vibrations thrumming straight down to my battered core. His palm ghosts along the flare of my hip in an almost tender caress before drifting inward to span my abdomen, fingers tracing the faded starburst constellations that dust my skin. A silent entreaty for me to mind my thoughts, to stay in this moment rather than spiraling toward darker paths.
I have to wonder, can't help the curiosity gnawing at the back of my thoughts—is this what it was like for him before? When his beautiful Liliana still drew breath and they made love in the languorous hours before daybreak? Did he treat her with this same reverent attentiveness, every touch a silent benediction to be savored without haste?
The notion is too tempting to resist, that ember of curiosity flaring brighter as I worry at the thread of questions spinning wildly in my mind. Did he cradle her lithe body like this, nose buried in the crook of her neck as he murmured endearments in that deep, gravelly baritone that sends shivers of delight racing down my spine? Did he—
"Don't," Rycor rumbles, the baritone whisper sending goosebumps rippling across my sweat-dampened skin. A faint hiss of breath parts his lips on the exhale, warm and damp against the nape of my neck. "Stay with me, here. Don't let your thoughts wander so far afield just yet. Please."
I inhale a steadying breath through my nose, forcing myself to release the tension knotting my shoulders as I sink back against the male's solid warmth. There's no urgency to his measured rolls now, no punishing intensity behind each grind of powerful hips—only a bone-deep contentment that suffuses every sluggish movement. As if Rycor is merely savoring the blissful ache of being buried to the hilt in my welcoming heat, rather than pursuing a singular end.
For one long, suspended heartbeat, I allow myself to simply exist in the eye of this intimate tempest. To drift on the frayed edges of rapture's wake, luxuriating in the soft friction of skin against skin and the achingly tender way the dragon's touch maps every dip and rise of my body with utmost reverence. It's a surprising juxtaposition to the savagery that preceded it—this temporary respite of tenderness in the wake of such unchained ferocity. A moment to find solace in the solidity of the male at my back before the tempest crashes down upon us anew.
Because I have no doubt it will. No matter how softly Rycor's palm now skims along my overheated flesh, that bestial hunger still lurks there in the banked embers of his gaze. Simmering ever-present, awaiting the slightest provocation to flare into a raging maelstrom once more.
Somehow, despite the lingering ache and breathless exhaustion lashing at my awareness, I find myself anticipating its inevitability. Craving it, even. An insatiable compulsion to shatter apart on the razor's edge of rapture yet again at this male's hands, only to be meticulously pieced back together before the cycle begins anew.
"What's it like?" The words slip free from between my parted lips in a low murmur, my focus drifting to the soft sweep of where my wings are crushed between our bodies. "Having a mate, I mean?"
Rycor stiffens fractionally behind me at the question, his palm flattening against my ribs in a brief, possessive splaying before relaxing again. I can sense his mental focus shifting, that uncanny perception of his pressing against the edges of my consciousness with the faintest whisper of telepathic static.
"Mind your thoughts, nightling," he chides in a low rumble, each syllable a puff of humid heat against the nape of my neck. "I have no wish to glimpse where that trail leads."
My lips purse at the gentle rebuke, brows drawing together in an apologetic knit as a fresh wave of shame crests. Of course he'd pick up on the melancholy undercurrent behind my idle query. He always seems to sense the most well-hidden shadows flickering across my mind before I've even fully grasped them myself.
"Truth be told… I don't know," Rycor continues after a beat, his tone softening once more as that molten palm resumes its idle exploration. Scorching trails scribed along my ribcage, my navel, the swell of my breasts—each point of contact sparking fresh pinpricks of liquid heat in its wake. "Liliana and I… we were never mates in the truest sense."
The admission brings me up short, my brows winging high as I twist in the cradle of his arms to gaze up at him in surprise. Never mates…?  I must have misheard, or misunderstood some deeper nuance of his meaning. Rycor and his late wife had been so utterly devoted to each other. To have shared that depth of emotion without the mystical bond of true mates seems… unfathomable.
As if sensing the direction of my spiraling thoughts, Rycor's lips curve in a shadow of that familiar half-smirk, eyes crinkling at the corners as he gives a subtle shake of his head. "Dragons and fae aren't meant to be bound together," he explains with a rueful sigh, reaching up to brush a few errant strands of hair away from my brow with surprising tenderness. "We're too opposing in essence—like fire and rain meeting in an endless cycle of futile destruction."
I search the mercurial depths of his stare, seeking the lie or evasion he so often tries to cloak beneath those carefully constructed masks. But there's none to be found this time. Only the weight of bitter memories and regrets too deeply carved to be concealed behind shallow facades.
"Our attempts to forge a connection were doomed from the start," Rycor continues in that same low, gravelly rasp as he slowly sits up against the mounded drifts of pillows and blankets. A subtle roll of his hips tugs his cock free from the scorching depths of my pussy, leaving my cunt gaping wide and slick in his wake. "I had my duties and Liliana… Trying to bend the indomitable forces of nature to our wills was as foolish as it was reckless. But I clung to the notion all the same, heedless of the ominous consequences looming ever closer with each passing decade."
I swallow thickly at the naked remorse carved into his tone, that fierce countenance fracturing to reveal the aching vulnerability lurking beneath. It's a glimpse of the male I’ve rarely been honored to bear witness to—stripped raw of the steely armor and merciless bravado he's constructed around his heart. In its wake, an altogether different facet stands revealed—one far more complex and nuanced than his carnal appetites would suggest.
I shift to mirror his position, my back settling against the sweat-dampened sheets as I curl onto my side to better study him properly. Goddess, even now Rycor cuts an imposing figure lounging nude amidst the tangled mess of bedding, all sculpted muscle and battle-hewn scars beneath a golden pelt that glints like smelted bronze in the low firelight. He's the very embodiment of masculine dominance and sensual temptation, every inch of his mortal form an overt exhibition of the bestial power lurking just beneath the surface.
Yet it's the weight of that ageless stare pinning me in place that truly enraptures. The molten intensity of those uncanny irises, impossibly ancient and cloaked in a thousand unspoken secrets. I've basked in their rapacious focus, been scorched by the banked inferno lurking in their glittering depths during the last few hours. But this is different. Infinitely more profound in a way that has me squirming beneath its weight.
"What we had was… different." Rycor bows his head, fingers raking back through the rumpled strands of his undercut as he drags in a deep fortifying breath. "Unconventional, yes. Condemned by all the proper societal gatekeepers as little more than a wanton indulgence. But to me?" He shakes his head, a low rumbling chuckle escaping. "Our love burned brighter and hotter than any half-cocked fable or old wives' tale could ever hope to achieve."
His gaze cuts back to me, so intent and focused that for one wild heartbeat, I feel utterly stripped bare. As vulnerable as a shorn lamb beneath a wolf's ravenous stare despite being intimately entangled amidst the detritus of our coupling.  
"I've never put much stock in that soulmates bullshit anyway," Rycor continues, the husky rasp of his words washing over me like a balm. There's an openness there now, a rawness I've never been privy to before. His meticulously tended armor has been deftly stripped away through the crucible of our intimacy, finally allowing me this singular glimpse beyond his ruthlessly curated facade.
My heart stammers in my chest at the realization, a thrill skating up my spine as Rycor continues undaunted. "So many cling to those outmoded notions like a crutch, as if they alone will carry them through the tempest of life. But what Liliana and I found together wasn't some preordained joke doled out by the cosmos. It was real. Alive. Something we had to tend to and nurture with every breath in the face of the obstacles that sought to keep us apart. Of course, ultimately it didn’t matter. Never truly does in the grand scheme of things."
I chew on my lip as I mull over his words, a faint crease furrowing my brow. The rawness of his confession resonates within me, plucking at threads of vulnerability I've kept meticulously bound for far too long. I don't want to be a cheap imitation, some fleeting infatuation or pale replacement for the love he lost. But if I'm honest with myself—which is becoming increasingly difficult with every moment spent lost in those impossibly ancient eyes—I don't know what the fuck I want either. 
Definitely not that, though.
Rycor frowns, the subtle shift of his weight against the mattress drawing my focus as he twists to better study me. His palm skims along the curve of my hip, grazing the faint indents his fingertips have already stamped into my flesh like a brand.
"You think too little of yourself, nightling," he rumbles, that deep baritone washing over me like a physical caress. "Your worth is not so paltry a thing to be measured against another's. You are your own radiant constellation burning against the infinite dark—brilliant and untamed in your own right."
I groan, flopping fully onto my back as I rake my hands through my disheveled hair in exasperation. "For the millionth time, it isn't fucking fair that you get to traipse through my thoughts whenever you feel like it, but I'm stuck here flailing blind." 
My lips purse into a pout as I turn my head, pinning him with what I hope is a withering stare. Though knowing my usual ornery scowls, it probably comes across more petulant kitten than ferocious tiger.
The sound of Rycor's low, rumbling chuckle only serves to deepen my scowl as I watch that broad chest expand with each indrawn breath. Sweet fucking goddess, even something as mundane as inhaling carries an undercurrent of bestial dominance when it's him—all sinuous grace and simmering power coiled within that muscular frame. It's utterly infuriating how effortlessly magnetic he is.
"If I could fix it, I would," he murmurs, lips quirking in that familiar half-smirk that makes my pulse stutter. "But you're hardly the only one stumbling blind through the tangled thicket of this madness, little Fae."
I huff out a dubious snort, but find myself scooting closer nonetheless until my side is pressed flush against his. Almost of their own volition, my legs snake outward to entangle with his, one slender thigh curling over those tree trunk pillars as I settle my head against the firm plane of his sternum. The steady thrum of his heartbeat vibrates through the solid wall of muscle, a grounding cadence that somehow lends me a measure of tranquility amidst the storm.
Rycor's hand drifts down to alight on my thigh, calloused fingertips skating along the sensitive hollow with barely-there reverence. His other arm snakes around the dip of my back, those blunt digits tracing the delicate filaments of my wings with an exquisite tenderness that has my lashes fluttering. A sharp inhale parts my lips, the simple intimacy of his touch igniting sparks of liquid heat that blossom outward from every point of contact.
"We're both stumbling through the darkness here," he murmurs, the words a low rumble that seems to resonate through to my very bones. "All we can do is have a little faith that the path will become clear eventually."
My lids drift shut as I allow myself to fully savor the moment, the lingering dull ache in my core a delicious reminder of the rapture we've both surrendered to. In the wake of our passion, the anger and resentment I've carried for so long feels muted, like a dying ember flickering its last in a banked hearth. All that seems to matter is this profound feeling of connection, as if some invisible tether is drawing us together in spite of ourselves.
Tomorrow the doubts and fears, the bitter wounds that never seem to heal, will no doubt reassert themselves. The tangled morass of our respective loyalties will twist itself into fresh knots. But for now, for this singular stolen moment, I can almost convince myself that nothing else matters beyond the solace to be found in this solid, grounding presence at my side.
So I surrender to it. Allow this fragile intimacy to bloom unchecked for now, giving voice to the ember of yearning that refuses to be fully extinguished.
"Just a little while longer," I whisper, the words drifting free on an exhale as my fingers glide along the sinuous grooves of Rycor's abdomen in an aimless, idle exploration. "Before the rest of the world comes crashing back down on us."
He doesn't reply. At least not with words. Instead, the dragon simply tightens his embrace, gathering me flush against the solid warmth of his body as he enfolds me in the cloaking weight of his presence. A bastion of solace against the encroaching darkness, if only for these fleeting moments stolen from fate's path.
OEBPS/image/image-0-0.jpg






OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents





		

Title Page





		

Copyright





		

Contents





		

Chapter 1





		

Chapter 2





		

Chapter 3





		

Chapter 4





		

Chapter 5





		

Chapter 6





		

Chapter 7





		

Chapter 8





		

Chapter 9





		

Chapter 10





		

Chapter 11





		

Chapter 12













Guide





		

Contents













