Prologue

Damai el’Alana stood staring out the window of her study as strong wind buffeted the glass with cold rain. She was a tall, handsome woman in her twilight years wearing a simple but elegant night dress draped over her thin frame.  Her golden hair speckled with grey hung in waves to the middle of her back.  Grey eyes, usually sharp and alert, did not see the darkly beautiful forest that encircled her small palace. Her mind was focused on the paper she had crumpled in her white-knuckled hand. The contents of the letter had set a chill deep in Damai's bones, causing her to shiver despite the fire in the wide hearth.
<i>Why now?</i> she thought as the merciless rain pelted the glass. <i>Why now, when I’m just a century away from retiring happily? Why does that name have to come up now?</i>  Taking a deep shuddering breath, the normally strong and confident woman felt as though the icy rain was pouring directly on her heart.
For a dozen centuries, the el’Alana family had lived comfortably and unopposed in their rule of the port city Selano. All of their enemies had either disappeared or been eliminated. But there was one family.... It hadn’t been a large family, but just hearing the name still sent chills down her spine. They were a secretive people; most of the noble houses didn’t even know their House existed.  Her family was all too aware of its power and had never been able to get rid of them.  But luckily, they’d disappeared.  Just vanished off the face of the earth, practically.  The blood line had ended over a millenium ago.  But now, if this letter was to be believed....

Damai was fighting back tears of frustration when there was a knock on the door. She took another deep breath and straightened her night dress. Thankfully she was able to swallow down the tightness in her throat. “Come in,” Damai called with a firm voice. She continued to stare blankly out at the raging storm as a petite woman dressed in worn leathers stepped into the room.

“You wished to see me, Lady el’Alana?” The visitor asked quietly. Her voice was surprisingly strong and smooth for such a small frame.

Turning to offer her guest a motherly smile, Damai felt a silly rush of relief at seeing her most trusted assassin. “Dzyr, please have a seat,” the older woman said, trying to keep her relief from overflowing into nervous laughter.  “I’ve recently been given rather disturbing news.” Without further explanation she handed the crumpled letter to Dzyr as she sat.  The younger woman paled and her eyes widened as she read it.

“This can’t be true,” Dzyr protested after she’d read the letter a second time.  Although she’s only seen twenty winters, Dzyr knew the reputation of this lost House. 
“I wish you were right.” Now that she no longer held the letter, Damai wrung her hands nervously as she paced the small parlor.  After a silent moment, she stopped in front of the sitting assassin.  “But this letter was sent by Zerivis t’Raiven.”

Dzyr winced. She was familiar with the impeccible accuracy of The Raven’s intelligence reports. “What are your plans then, my Lady?”

Looking down at the small woman, Damai took a deep breath. “He must be eliminated.” She caught a tiny glint in the other woman’s eye, but she couldn’t say whether it was excitement or fear. “Unfortunately, I can’t give you any more information about this man than what was in the letter.” Damai took the letter back and straightened her posture in an attempt to at least seem confident. “All I can tell you is that you’ll be leaving for Red Bay before dawn tomorrow. Zerivis will meet you there and give what further information he can.”

Dzyr nodded her understanding as she rose to stand before Lady el’Alana, who tried to give a reassuring smile, but failed. “Dzyr,” the older woman said quietly. “I don’t need to tell you what danger our family would be in if this man was allowed to live.” The smaller woman nodded her understanding. This time Damai was able to smile. “I have confidence in your skill, my dear. I just hope we can reach him in time.”

“I won’t disappoint you, my Lady,” Dzyr answered with a grin. She kissed Lady el’Alana’s ring and slipped silently out the door.

Damai stepped back to the window, the cause of her distress crushed into a little ball in her fist. The rain was still pattering against the window. The constant drone helped to calm her nerves a little more. She did feel better than she had ten minutes ago. The knowledge that Dzyr d’Vhid was on her way to take care of this problem had been able to melt the chill in her bones.  She wasn’t entirely sure her top assassin would be successful, but she was the best chance Damai had.
There had been more information than what Dzyr read, and the knowledge that Damai had kept it from the assassin sat angrily in her stomach.  There had been a postscript at the bottom of the letter.  It simply read: <i>This man is dangerous… even Ringed.</i>  Damai had carefully cut out that little bit of information and debated whether or not she should destroy it.  It would probably only compromise Dzyr’s confidence.  In the end she’d burned it.  She knew that Dzyr would use every skill, every advantage, everything at her disposal to complete her mission.  So this extra knowledge was moot.
Lady el’Alana took a deep breath and uncrumpled the remainder of the letter. That name seemed to leap off the page at her, glaring at her with unnatural hatred. That one name that had overturned her world in a matter of seconds. That one name that laughed at her from the page... Drevlaj sa’Viago. 
Sa’Viago.

Damai shuddered as a new chill raced up her spine. Her hands glowed red for a brief second before the letter burst into flame. The paper was consumed quickly, and the fire died. Damai dusted the ashes from her hands and shuffled to the only small table in the room to pour herself a drink.

“May the gods grant you speed, Dzyr,” she prayed before knocking back half a glass of brandy.
Chapter 1

<i>Drevlaj lies wrapped in the warmth of her embrace. He is at peace despite the small flicker of apprehension he feels radiating from her. Even though the memory of her face keeps slipping from his mind, he smiles reassuringly, knowing that she is smiling back at him.  He can feel it on his face like the comforting warmth of a summer’s sun.
They lie naked, comfortably entangled together. They hadn’t had sex, but Drevlaj is contented to lay there for hours, strangely enough.  Her body is lithe and smooth against his, the skin soft and cool.  He doesn’t feel the carnal lust as strongly as he usually does when a woman presents herself to him.  It’s still there, deep down somewhere, but only a faint whisper. Instead, there is a more insidious pull that fills his thoughts. A pull that is stronger and more subtle than his animal instincts.

He turns his head slightly and her lips are there to meet his. It’s a soft, gentle kiss, but it pulls at his soul.  Almost timidly, her tongue caresses his lips. It feels a shy gesture, one that wants more but is afraid to ask. His own tongue meets hers and their kiss deepens.  It remains slow and deliberate, but increases in passion.  Her lips are full and moist.  They taste like fresh strawberries.  She turns to face him more fully, and his body responds immediately when the silky skin of her thigh brushes his manhood.  Drevlaj moans into her mouth as the passion roars inside him.  Her tongue becomes more bold and his heart begins to beat faster until he can hear it pounding in his chest. Laboring to pump warm blood through his aroused body, Drevlaj’s heartbeat grows steadily louder. Soon, the thudding becomes intolerable, scattering his concentration. The sound reverberates through his skull painfully, destroying his kindling lust. He rolls away from her, clutching his head as everything drowns in the thundering rhythm. The maddening, labored beat drives him screaming into blackness...</i>
...and through shards of awareness in which light pierced his closed eyelids. The banging continued, and it took Drevlaj a long moment to realize it was the door, not his heart. The warmth and security he’d felt in the dream had vanished, replaced by cold anger.

“I’m coming!” he called out over the banging at his door. Thankfully the pounding stopped and his head was able to shrink back to its normal size. <i>Whoever's behind the door better have a good fucking reason for waking me up,</i> he thought bitterly as he shuffled across the bare wood floor of his small room wearing only sun-darkened skin and the metal ring around his genitals. He pulled the door open and found a young man clad in glittering gold and silver chain mail standing on the other side.  A sword, so bright and shiny Drevlaj doubted it had ever been used, hung from the young man’s hip. “What do you want?” Drevlaj’s voice was venomous as he scratched sleepily at his smooth, toned chest.

“Uh....” The boy paled slightly as he caught sight of Drevlaj’s pointed ears, but when he remembered that this filthy elf was just a toy for his Lady, he found steel in his backbone. “Your presence is required in the Lady’s chambers.” The young man, probably no more than twenty-five years old, glared down his nose at Drevlaj. That certainly didn’t lighten the mood.

“I’ll be there in an hour,” Drevlaj said, turning away from the door.

“The Lady said now!” Infuriated and emboldened by his social superiority over this slave, the young guard stepped into the room and grabbed Drevlaj by the upper arm. With incredible agility, the elf spun back around and clamped his hand down on the scrawny neck. Despite the weight of the man’s armor, Drevlaj lifted him off his feet and stared a freezing hole through the pale boy’s head.

“And I said I’ll be there in an hour.” Drevlaj’s voice was quiet and smooth, but dripped with ice-cold rage. The guard made gurgling sounds through his crushed windpipe and blood trickled down his neck from where fingernails had dug into his flesh. His blue eyes began to bulge, and his face turned a shade of purple. He kicked and clawed at Drevlaj’s hands, but was held tight. Finally, the messenger went still, and Drevlaj tossed him back out the door. The youth’s limp body hit the floor with a loud thud.

Drevlaj closed the door. He pulled a pair of black cotton pants and a white silk shirt out of the chest at the foot of his bed and dressed slowly.

As he drank the dark red wine that had been on his nightstand, Drevlaj’s thoughts drifted back to the woman in his dreams. A small smile tickled his lips when he thought of the way She looked at him, the way Her eyes shone with a mischievous innocence when She traced the muscles of his chest and stomach. He sat on the bed, deep in thought, until the first quiet stirrings just outside his door pulled him from his reverie. After a long moment, Drevlaj set the wine bottle back down and listened as uneven steps diminished down the hall. Lady ne’Risa’s messenger would return to give her news of Drevlaj’s fine mood. 
Maybe she would beat him. Maybe she’d give him some <i>aphromate</i> to keep him erect for hours while the bitches in her court rode him and came over and over again while he writhed on the bed in pain, unable to achieve his own release.
It didn’t matter. She could do whatever she wanted to his body. He still had the memories of his dreams. As long as he remembered the feel of Her skin, the smell of Her hair, there was nothing Lady ne’Risa could do to destroy him.

With a deadly grin on his face, Drevlaj left his room to see what the Lady required of him.

Chapter 2

Despite the cold fury burning through him, Drevlaj walked casually down the hall of Lady ne’Risa’s palace.  His hands were stuffed in his pockets and the only sound that marked his passage was the soft swish of his wide-legged pants.  The piercing crimson eyes did not see the intricate tapestries on the walls, nor the elegant rugs on the floor. They were focused on the double doors at the end of the long corridor. When he reached them, he stepped quietly into the room. 

Dark red curtains were drawn over the windows, shutting the sunlight out of the room. Hundreds of candles burned throughout the large suite, casting everything in a warm orange light. Drevlaj’s eyes were instinctively drawn to the woman sitting in a heavily cushioned chair to his left. “You requested my presence, my Lady.” His voice held no trace of the anger he felt.
“I did.” Lady ne’Risa stood from her chair and walked slowly toward Drevlaj. Her body matched her voice; delicate but powerful. Her loosely curled black hair tumbled down her shoulders and back. She wore a bathing robe made of the thinnest black silk, wrapped snuggly around her sensuously curved body. She stepped up to him, placing one hand lightly on his lean chest, the other tracing the edge of a pointed ear. “But that was nearly two hours ago,” she said, almost pouting.  She licked her full, red lips and looked up into the elf’s crimson eyes with her own innocent browns.
“Your messenger woke me up from a deep sleep. I needed time to ready myself.” Usually, ne’Risa’s advances were sufficient in arousing him enough to perform his duties. She was a beautiful woman that knew how to get what she wanted.  But now, with the memories of his dream - and Her - so fresh in his mind, ne’Risa’s flirtations only succeeded in stoking Drevlaj’s anger.

She dropped her hands to her sides and regarded her subject indifferently. Drevlaj stared back at her defiantly for what seemed minutes. Suddenly, a bolt of pain exploded in his groin and he fell to the ground, writhing in agony. She was using the Ring of Submission on him. He clutched at the base of his cock and balls where the Ring encircled him, trying futilely to ease the onslaught of savage pain. It was the only thing he could do while she sent a steady thread of magic through the Ring. The fire in his genitals consumed everything. There was nothing but the dull, throbbing pain spreading through his body.

After what felt like days of endless pain, the fire began to recede. His empty lungs fought to fill with air, and his vision slowly cleared. The blackness of agony was replaced by Lady ne’Risa’s face, inches from his. She merely looked annoyed, but anger flashed deep in her eyes.

“Next time, you will come when I call. Do you understand?” Her voice came soft and caressed the thrum of blood in his ears. Drevlaj moved his head a fraction of an inch, and Lady ne’Risa accepted it as affirmation. “Get up,” she ordered as she rose to stand over the prone dark elf.

Drevlaj winced when he tried to lift his arm. All of his muscles had been tensed against the onslaught of pain, and now were extremely cramped.  Lady ne’Risa watched with impatience as Drevlaj struggled to a sitting position. The screams and protests of his muscles quieted as he stretched them in his struggle to stand. When he finally made it to his feet, the throbbing in his groin had diminished to a dull memory in his mind.

“Good,” she said quietly. Lady ne’Risa stepped up to him with a salacious smile and leaned into his slightly slumped body. With arms draped over his shoulders and her large, firm breasts pressed into his chest, she kissed the corner of Drevlaj’s mouth. The look of annoyance had been replaced by one of barely contained desire. “You know, I don’t like using that Ring.” She kissed the other corner of his mouth. “But sometimes you give me no choice.” Her hips pressed into his as one arm slid off his shoulder. A brief moment later, her hand began rubbing the growing bulge in his pants. “It’s a good thing it doesn’t harm this.” The caress summoned the memory of his dream, the memory of Her thigh brushing his manhood. Again his body responded to the touch the only way it knew how. 

The Lady noticed this, and took a step back from Drevlaj. She grabbed a wad of his shirt in her fist, and pulled him toward the bed. In his weakened state, the elf put up little resistance. She managed to get him across the room and turned around so that he was backed up against the oversized bed. The short trip exhausted Drevlaj to the point that he was nearly asleep on his feet. He blinked, slowly, and when his eyes opened again, he was falling backwards.

The bed caught him and immediately his muscles relaxed.  The support of the soft feather mattress was nearly intoxicating in its comfort.  Drevlaj lifted his head weakly and saw Lady ne’Risa climb onto the bed over his naked body.  <i>Where did my clothes go?</i>  Her robe was gone, and her breasts hung heavily beneath her. Her eyes were locked on his stiffening organ. Exhausted, Drevlaj dropped his head back onto the bed just as she lowered her breasts onto his thighs. A second later, her hand closed around his shaft and began stroking it to life.

His erection grew, and he closed his eyes. She came immediately to his mind. Drevlaj felt Her skin against his, Her light breath in his ear, Her shy gaze on his body. He was back with Her, laying tangled on the forest floor, miles away from any responsibilities to anyone. A small smile came to his lips as he remembered the feel of Her lips on his.

Lady ne’Risa saw the little grin on Drevlaj’s face and thought it was because he was enjoying her attentions. The solid, gently arched member in her hands made it appear so, but she couldn’t see that his thoughts were of Her lying peacefully on his chest.

Drevlaj was dimly aware of the Lady as she rose, his throbbing organ still held in her hand. She rubbed the head over her breasts and stomach, then passed it quickly over her moist, shaven cleft. Her thick moans stuck in her throat as she lowered herself onto his shaft slowly, inch by inch, until finally he filled her completely. She leaned forward, hands on his lean, muscular chest, and began a slow, deliberate pace.

Lady ne’Risa rode Drevlaj with increasing speed and intensity until she felt his organ begin to spasm inside her.  His weakened body was no match for the tight strokes of her slippery channel.  She pressed fingers against the center of her sex and her own orgasm slammed into her. Her body convulsed atop his before she fell forward to lay exhausted on top of him.

Breathing heavily, Drevlaj still floated in his memories of Her. At the point where the waking world joined the dream world, he wrapped his arms around Lady ne’Risa and fell asleep with Her laying on top of him.

Chapter 3

<i>A soft, warm breeze ruffles Drevlaj’s hair and brings the smell of fresh grass and earth to his nose. His eyes open slowly to the sight of a huge canopy of oak, elm, ash, and maple trees all around him. Narrow shafts of golden sun spotlight the dance of butterflies flitting casually around the grove. The only sounds are those of the leaves rustling contentedly in the breeze, birds singing a chorus of new life, and a quiet, satisfied moan of someone making themself more comfortable.

Drevlaj looks down to see her lying on top of him. Her long, beautiful blond hair – or is it red?  Brown maybe? – is spilled over his chest and onto the grass beneath them. His arms wrap loosely around her.  The weight of her body is comforting and relaxing.  The way it fits against him is erotic in its innocence.  He is absolutely content to feel her weight on him, surrounded by this perfection of nature.

Drevlaj lets his eyes drift closed for a moment. The sounds of the birds and the leaves and their breathing fill his mind, and it is all he knows.  He lets his mind drift, lets it become entangled in the intoxicating smell of her hair, the suffocating perfection of her skin.  All trouble and stress is washed away on the breeze of her presence.  He can feel nothing but content when he is with her.

Finally, after some time, he no longer feels her weight on him, and opens his eyes. She’s kneeling next to him, looking happily down at his face. Her visage is a little more clear than last time, but he still can’t make out her features. Her name, too, still dances just outside of his reach, but it doesn’t bother him. All that mattered was that she was here. He will see her face in time, and when he does, her name would come with it.

One of her fingers is tracing lines and circles on his bare chest. She seems to want to ask something, but chews her lower lip nervously. Smiling up at her, Drevlaj takes the small finger and places a tiny kiss on the tip. “Something on your mind?” He feels her blush, a flare of her peaceful radiance.  Her silvery giggle wafts up into the trees and melts into the birds’ song.

“No... Yes... I mean... I was just curious,” she stammers, blushing more warmly. With her finger still held gently, she starts tracing designs on his chest with her other finger. “What do you do when you aren’t dreaming?”

Drevlaj’s smile faltered. An unpleasant feeling came over him; a desire to get away, to not have to tell her what his life was like. He let her finger go and sat up, curling his arms around upraised knees. Why didn’t he want her to know what he was? Was he ashamed of what he had been turned into? Was he ashamed.... Ashamed? Was Drevlaj – one of the most dangerous men in history – ashamed of what he was? How could he be ashamed of something like this? He’d never been before.

Lady ne’Risa – there’s a name, but not the name he’s been looking for – was certainly not the worst person to be Ringed to. She didn’t use the Ring to excess as some women had been known to do.  ne’Risa was a fair and just Mistress, using her control when needed and warranted. She was a very beautiful woman and almost always ready for a romp in the sheets. Drevlaj usually didn’t mind satisfying his Lady, as long as he could get out and have a little variety every once in a while. He may have even been happy in Lady ne’Risa’s court, had it not been for the Ring itself. Being bound, in any way, to one person or place was against Drevlaj’s very being.

But now that he’d been having these dreams of this woman, everything changed. Lady ne’Risa’s advances and demands on him had begun to anger him. They took away from his time here, his time with Her.

“Is something wrong,” she asks quietly, hesitantly. Drevlaj looks back at her over his shoulder. Her face is hidden, but he can feel the worry and regret she feels.  He looks forward again, off into the trees.

“Do you really want to know?” When she doesn’t object, he sighs heavily. This time, the shame he feels was pure and unmasked. “I’m a sex slave,” he says bluntly, half out of shame, half out of anger.

She starts to say something, feeling very confused, then closes her mouth and unexpectedly hugs him tightly.  Her slender arms are surprisingly strong and warm.  A monsoon of relief storms down on Drevlaj when he feels the warm of her arms soak into him, washing all but a faint trace of shame away. She kisses his cheek and tightens her hold, resting her head on his upper arm. He feels a tightness in his chest and his eyes begin to feel like sand.

A tiny thread of fear has snuck into Drevlaj’s mind as well. He has never felt like this before. He never cares what anyone thought of him. He cares more about the bowel movements of squirrels than he does about other people’s opinions.

Not anymore. He’s relieved beyond words that she hasn’t run away. Her simple hug is quite simply the most comforting thing anyone has ever done for him. He’d been afraid she would hate him, or be digusted by him. But she isn’t. She is still here with him.

The last traces of shame drift away with the wind, and Drevlaj reaches his arm around her and returns her hug. His relief bubbles out of him and he laughs unexpectedly. “So I guess you’re not ashamed of me, then?”

She relaxes her arms, and leans back enough to look into his eyes. She’s smiling, the warmth of her beating down on his face, and shakes her head. “Do you want to be... doing... that?”

He looks away from her, gazing blankly into the forest. “No. I hate being a slave,” he replies, a sliver of anger creeping back into his voice. “I hate it with all that I am.”

“How does she... um...” she looks away, blushing. “How does she keep you from leaving?”

Drevlaj sighs heavily as the shame comes back, cold and firm in his stomach. “She put a ring on me. On my genitals.”

Shocked, her head snaps back to him. “T-take it off?” she manages to ask in a frail voice.

“I can’t. To get the Ring off, everything must come off. Only the one wearing the Controlling Ring can remove it without damage.”

Her mouth works, but no words come out. Drevlaj feels her shock and revulsion begin to dissolve into cold pity and sympathy. “That’s horrible....”

“Lady ne’Risa,” he continues, “wears the Controlling Ring.” The shame had settled into him, and Drevlaj finds he’s able to explain this with frightening calm. “If she threads even the tiniest bit of magic into her ring, mine responds by sending a steady stream of pain through my body, via the genitals. And that’s not even the sadistic part. Despite the unbearable pain, the genitals remain unharmed... and fully functional, even immediately after.”

The shock returns to her. She leans a little closer to Drevlaj, wanting to hug him again, but isn’t sure how he’d react. She decides it would be best to let him get this out. “Can’t you... steal her ring?”

Drevlaj shakes his head. “There’s a spell on the Controlling Ring that would trigger mine immediately if hers lost contact with her skin.”

“C-cut her finger off?” Her voice iss weak and forced; she sounds like she might lose her last meal.

“Same thing... the severed finger would be dead, and the spell would trigger, no longer recognizing the touch of her skin. Believe me, everything’s been tried. I’m not the first man to wear such a thing.”

She shudders and her hand finally touches his shoulder. His body relaxes slightly. “What happened to them?”

“Some died of shock because of a severe punishment. Some became refugee eunuchs. Some killed themselves.” He pauses when he feels her hand tighten on his shoulder. “Some men just gave up completely, surrendering their minds, bodies, and souls to the whims of their Mistress.”

A long, silent moment passes between them. Her hand works nervously on his shoulder, squeezing and relaxing. “Are you ashamed of me?” Drevlaj’s voice is quiet and debased.

“No... no!” She hugs him fiercely again, knocking them both to the ground.

“Why not? I’m worthless- ” her kiss silences him abruptly. Her lips are soft, smooth, and warm, melting the icy tension in his body.  After a moment, Drevlaj returns the kiss gratefully, taking comfort from her open support. He pulls gently back from the kiss so that he can study her. He looks deep into her eyes and sees that her feelings are true and pure; she really does feel sorry for him. No, it isn’t exactly pity for him... it’s pity for his plight. She is concerned for him. She is genuinely worried about his well-being. As soon as he looks away, the memory of her eyes vanishes, but the warm feelings he saw in them remain.

For the first time in his life, Drevlaj feels like crying. He pulls her to him and rests his head on her shoulder. No one, not even his mother, had cared about whether he lived or died. There were plenty of people that wanted him dead, but she is the first person that actually feels sorry for him.  That wants him to be alright.
Abruptly, something shifts in his mind. What the fuck is wrong with you?! A voice seems to drift up from somewhere deep in his subconscious, getting stronger and louder. You’re the most feared and respected man this world has ever seen, and you’re falling in love with a woman? Falling in love...?  Get your head out of your ass, you piece of shit. She’ll do nothing but tie you down. You won’t need that fucking Ring ne’Risa has on your prick, because this bitch will keep you leashed in the yard....
“Drev, are you alright?” Her silvery voice silences the one in his head immediately. Is that the first time she’s used his name? He turns around and finds that he had been standing near the edge of the grove, staring out into the trees. She’s still sitting on the ground amid the long grass that had been pressed down by their bodies. He meets her eyes and his heart stops. 
They are clear. 
He can see her eyes and they don’t shift and change and slip from his mind.

Drevlaj rushes over to where she sits, her body poised to rise, and takes her by the shoulders. He studies the rest of her face closely. It’s still obscured; the memory of her nose, mouth, cheeks, and ears fall from his mind as soon as he looks away. But her eyes... her eyes stick in his memory. They’re wide and open, filled with concern. Thick, curled lashes form a halo of innocence around large globes of a deep, rich brown that make him want to plunge his hands into freshly turned earth. They are the most beautiful eyes he has ever seen. Something tickles the back of his mind, then vanishes. It had been her name. It had come to him, then retreated immediately.

So intent on etching the image of her eyes in his mind, Drevlaj didn’t noticed the blackness encroaching from the outside of his vision. He doesn’t recognize it until anger begins to replace his shock and excitement. He leans forward to kiss her quickly and passionately before being dragged into the persistent blackness. “I’ll come back soon,” he calls out before the waking world claimed him.</i>
Chapter 4

As soon as the gangplank was lowered, Dzyr hurried off the boat and onto the dock. Having grown used to the sway of the boat, the solid planks under her feet seemed to slide beneath her for a moment. Once she was sure her stomach would not empty itself and the dock had stopped moving, she shaded her eyes against the rising sun and made her way into the city.

She had been sure she was over her fear of water, but the Captain of the Blessed Siren must have told his crew to make the voyage from Selano to Red Bay as choppy as possible. She had been violently ill the first three days of the trip. It wasn’t until the fourth day that she was able to keep down a small bowl of watered-down potato soup. The rest of the trip had run together into boring gray days, and nauseous nights filled with the loud laughter of sailors.

When she had first come on board, the burly, hairy, dirty crewmen had eyed her like a tender piece of meat. The near constant vomiting the first few days had kept them away, but when they saw that she was up and about, she became fair game.

On the fourth night, three of the men had thought to find a place in her bed. They were crude and obnoxious, and the stench of sweat and fish on them made Dzyr’s stomach turn even worse. They didn’t care, however. It wasn’t often they got to have a pretty little lady on board, and they intended to take full advantage of the opportunity.

The largest of the three men had advanced on her, untied his pants, and pinned her to the tiny bed with his considerable weight. Thinking it a delicious game, Dzyr began to moan ostentatiously, urging the man on. She reached her hands down and pulled his pants down as much as she could. Encouraged by her willingness, the reeking sailor lowered his head to kiss Dzyr with blistered and cracked lips. He stopped suddenly and his eyes went wide when he felt a hand close around his clumsy erection, and the sharp bite of a blade press into the flesh at the base of his organ.

Dzyr smiled a wicked grin and lifted her head to kiss the corner of the man’s mouth. “What’s the matter,” she breathed into his ear. “I bring a little toy into our game, and you don’t want to play anymore?”

The panting man could only groan in fear. He was sweating and pale, and that only increased Dzyr’s revulsion.

“Then leave me alone,” she growled. The blade disappeared and she placed her hands on his chest. With surprising strength for her small stature, she shoved the man off, where he crumbled to the floor. The small blade flashed into her hand again, and she began cleaning her fingernails nonchalantly as she watched the frightened men back out of the room. The rumor of the incident quickly spread, and Dzyr was given more than enough privacy for the rest of the trip.

After weaving through sweaty sailors and perfumed nobles, Dzyr came to the city proper and immediately felt more comfortable. She had grown up on the streets of Selano, and it was in the throng of people rushing back and forth that she felt most at home. She wove easily through the crowd, and stopped at a few stands to purchase some apples, a sweetcake, and a new whetstone. She ate one of the apples quickly, and tossed the core into an alley for the stray animals of the neighborhood. The rest she packed into one of her bags. She turned a corner and found an inn a few buildings down. She went in and procured a room for the night. After settling in, she went back out onto the streets with the bag containing the apples, sweetcake, whetstone, and various items, hoping to get a little relaxation before her work began.

Red Bay was a city that had grown quickly in the last millenium. When gold had been discovered in the mountains to the north, this calm, wide bay had begun to collect prospectors and settlers halfway into their journey either to or from the mines. Some ambitious traders started bringing extra supplies to the bay for the travellers to replenish their stocks. A handful of wagons became a handful of trading posts, followed by an inn or two for people to find a warm bed. Before too long, the small rest stop became a bustling center for commerce.

As the city grew, it spread out from the bay in layers. The main roads ran in concentric circles with smaller streets and alleys connecting them like a spider's web. As the population grew, another road would be built outside the last one. They were named in numerical order of when they were built. Twenty-third Street had been finished just two summers ago.

As you walked out from the center of the city, everything became newer and cleaner. The inner city was a slum, where crime was rampant. At the edge of town, the buildings and roads were newer, the city guards still patrolled regularly, and a woman could walk to her neighbor’s house without fear of being attacked.

Dzyr found herself walking down Sixteenth Street, where the traffic of people wasn’t half as bad as it was further in town. She lept up onto the low stone wall of a park, and took up one of her favorite pasttimes: people watching.

She loved to just sit and watch people interact as they went about their daily routines. Things they did without knowing could tell her a lot about them. The way that woman’s smile didn’t reach her eyes told Dzyr that she was feigning interest in what her companion was saying. That young man was hopelessly in love with the girl on his arm, but she didn’t know it.

Dzyr spent most of the day sitting atop the wall, the warm sun beating down on her, darkening her already tanned skin. She finished the rest of her apples and the sweetcake, and sharpened the three blades she had on her while the crowd flowed below her. It felt good to relax for once. That night, she would seek out Zerivis TaRavien and then her work would begin.

