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Part  1

Strawberries and Snow 


Chapter 1

The Prince

[image: ]

The Present

The Goblin Market huddled in the shadow of a squat gray castle. Beneath cheerfully striped awnings, merchants haggled over the price of bread and dubious-looking cheese, their voices rising in sharp dispute. A tangled chaos of smells filled the air: animal stench and food, feces and rot, baking bread and heated cooking oil. Clucking fowl and braying donkeys vied with greedy vendors to be the loudest thing Ushi Yamoto heard.

Winterborn fey of all descriptions crowded together in a teeming, squirming mass. A family of Red Caps with their rust-stained hats haggled with clawed, sharp-toothed Bogles over the price of scattered teeth. In a shadowed corner, a Hag with white, staring eyes, upon whose shoulder rode an equally blind and half-bald crow, told fortunes with a deck of cards. As in most Underhill cities, there were Goblins in abundance, with their rubbery green skin and stringy thin hair.                  

Ushi was not a goblin. He was tall and lovely, with long black hair braided just enough to pin bright gold beads in place. Dressed to the height of fashion, he wore an embroidered vest and a long, gray coat that swept the snow off the cobbles when he walked. He passed beneath yet another striped awning. A Toad Wife called to him. “Pretty lord, pretty lord, look here! Cloaks of shadows, sewed of the finest silver moonlight!” 

He ignored her, wandering now past a table full of bottled time. He slowed his steps for these, observing that they said things like “One day,” or “One year.” He did not purchase them either. He had come to buy eggs and bread and to find a lover. Hunger made a pit in his middle. He could not remember ever feeling so hollow.

As he walked, he scanned the crowd for his father’s men. They would be distinctive, wearing clothes made for a much warmer clime, but he saw no one he recognized and continued on. He was being paranoid, surely. They would not have followed him this far north. 

One of the merchants, a Goblin woman with warty green skin and sagging dugs, shifted an ugly baby on her hip as he passed her. She reached under her counter to pull out something vastly surprising: a wooden box holding twelve bright red fruits. With a surreptitious look at Ushi, she quickly spritzed them with a bottle of water to make them glisten in the moonlight. 

It was difficult to grow produce in Underhill. The sun didn't shine there, and it was always winter-cold. The only people who grew vegetables at all were magi at some level. This particular goblin woman presided over a table covered with tumor-laden fruit, ugly brown carrots, and mutated squash. 

And twelve perfect strawberries. He thought of Sylvarin’s hair and stopped walking. “Are those really—” 

The woman cut him off with the harsh rasp of her voice. He could tell from the sound she was not magic trained. Whatever gifts she had, they were self-taught. “Yes, milord, real strawberries, sun ripened Above and delivered to me fresh this moonrise.”

“They're beautiful.” His murmur sounded like the trill of a bass clarinet. “I've read about them but never seen one. They smell of sugar and sunlight.”

“Indeed, they do, milord.” The goblin shifted her fussy baby from one hip to the other.

“Might you be induced to part with the seeds?” he asked.

The merchant cackled. “Ah, a fellow garden witch, eh? I'll let you in on a secret of the trade.” She gestured him close to impart obscure wisdom. Ushi leaned toward her as she pointed a gnarled talon at the fruit. “Do you see these yellow dots across their skin, milord? Those are the seeds. You could buy just one of these fine berries and grow them forever if you have enough magic.”

The green baby squealed as it captured one of Ushi’s swinging braids in a chubby palm. Instead of slapping it away, Ushi uncoiled his hair from its fist. As he spoke, his long fingers twisted apart the braid her child had yanked. “How much for the lot?” 

Her wave of guilt buffeted his empathic senses. She was about to gouge him, he guessed. “Two gold, milord.” It was an exorbitant amount. 

He thought of Sylvarin’s brief smile, of earning it, and opened his satchel. Pulling out two shiny coins, he spoke not a word of protest or a breath of haggling before placing them in her palm. Her neighbors in the stalls on either side were silent, mouths gaping open wide. Greed and jealousy struck him from all sides. 

The fruitmonger bagged the twelve strawberries with admirable speed. Ushi passed the shiny bead into the child's palm. That bead was worth nearly as much as one of the coins, but she didn’t take it from the little one in front of him. Her hand shook as she handed off the rough sack. 

“I hope you'll come again.” Her voice was querulous but sincere. Empathetic worry—worry for him?—flicked at her mind as she glanced over his shoulder. “Be careful as you go, milord. There are rough men about.”

The moment Ushi turned from the stall, a low, ugly heat oozed through his aura. The thick oil of lust and violence made him pause between one step and the next. It was faint at first, but as he proceeded deeper into the crowded plaza, the sensation congealed around him. This was not an attraction that might indicate a potential lover. This was a fierce desire to do violence; to take what it wanted and leave the rest in a bleeding, sobbing heap. 

The dark desire could only be directed toward Ushi himself. He looked around just in time to see a monstrous figure in the local lord’s colors peel himself off a wall. A Rock Troll.

Ushi walked fast, thinking faster. Rock Trolls were physically huge. They smelled; their manners were atrocious even during more civilized circumstances than this. If Ushi allowed the Troll to do as he liked, he'd end up with his body torn and his clothing destroyed. It would be a hard few days they couldn't spare while he recovered enough to travel on.

There were only two options for dealing with this problem. He could fight or submit.

His immediate instinct was to fight. Ushi was more than able to defend himself, even from a Troll. Trolls were creatures of the land, and Ushi held magical dominion over the soil. He could think of four spells off the top of his head that would make his pursuer regret every life choice he'd ever made. Not to mention that Sylvarin would be furious if he allowed himself to be harmed by this despicable person.

But.

When his Void drew in the sex magic his people subsisted on, he always took too little and needed a greater number of lovers than another Incubus might. He disliked causing more harm to his partners than necessary. Tonight, though, time was short and pursuit was imminent. He couldn’t spend the entire moonrise at seduction, and he couldn't risk going back to Sylvarin with an empty Void. The temptation to touch him was already too much.

Rock Trolls were a hardy race; they generated more energy than smaller creatures, and this one wanted him so badly it was salivating. Between the Troll's greater energetic capacity and his own willingness to cause harm, Ushi could feed enough to get to the next town with this single tryst. He wouldn't have to hunt for days.

The predator closed in. The bloated heat of the Rock Troll’s desire grew heavier with every step. Ushi heard breathing now, an excited panting behind him. Not close enough to touch. Not yet.

Ushi drew abreast of the mouth of an alley with tall brick walls. It smelled of filth where someone had emptied a chamber pot from a high-up window. Part of him despaired as he recognized that the only place for this showdown was inside.

This was as much about the humiliation as the sex. The Troll must have assumed, rightly, that a man as meticulous about his appearance as Ushi would find this location especially upsetting. 


The Rock Troll stepped out of the crowd. He was an ugly bastard, with a mouth almost as wide as his face and jutting yellow teeth. His eyes were beady and mean, and his scent was of rotting meat and raw blood. Wearing the uniform of the local constabulary, he stood two heads with a pair of shoulders taller than Ushi. The constable swung a club into his huge palm, over and over. Thwack. Thwack.


A wisp of energy tingled across Ushi's skin. He opened the maw in his aura to spin the spider silk thread of the troll’s magic through it into the black Void that lived at his center. It wouldn't do for the hunter to know he was the prey until the moment it was finished. The Troll might run, and that wouldn’t do. 

Coolly, Ushi asked, “May I help you, Constable?”

The Troll showed more of his jagged teeth. “You certainly may, my lord. Our local constabulary has been conscripted to pursue a young prince. He is in possession of property stolen from the Chieftain of the Emerald River Delta. Your adornment marks you as someone who would understand the goings-on in those parts. Might you have any information about stolen goods?”

Ushi startled. The Troll knew where Ushi was from and his rank; he knew Ushi had taken something dear enough to concern a wealthy king. He smoothed his expression, resisting a backward step. That would only put him deeper into the festering alley. 

His father’s reach shouldn’t extend this close to the Unseelie border, yet here stood this Troll, wearing a constable’s badge with the unmistakable sigil of Eden’s council etched on it, claiming to have been in contact with Ushi’s pursuers. If the hamlet’s police force had been alerted to Ushi's presence, that meant his father knew where they were. He may even have deduced where they were going.

If Ushi was captured or became too injured to protect him, Sylvarin's life was forfeit. 


How much gold had changed hands to make this betrayal possible? It was a question which begged an answer later. The violence and arousal still radiated from the Troll, which, in conjunction with the fact that he had stopped Ushi rightfully, for something he was definitely guilty of, was more alarming than dealing with a random pervert in a random marketplace. 


“Stolen property, you say?” Ushi forced a tremor into his voice. Fear was a tool, his own as much as the Troll’s. “I recently parted with a caravan of travelers from the Emerald River. What was stolen, if I may be so bold? Perhaps I have heard something of it.”

The Troll placed a massive hand on Ushi’s shoulder. “I know you're afraid, pretty. I can smell it on you. There's no reason to worry. We needn't involve the magistrate. Surely a pair of reasonable men can come to an understanding.”

Ushi had badly miscalculated the way this tryst would go. Perhaps he should bend over and give this beast what he wanted after all. It might prevent being arrested and held until his father's men arrived. The idea made him shudder, but he'd been fucked by worse, and under worse circumstances. The trouble was as it had always been–he'd need recovery time he couldn't afford with his father so close on his trail. The Troll’s energy would fill the Void, at least, but he'd need the magic he drew for healing instead of defense.

No. The best option remained to drain the Troll like an infection and escape before anyone was the wiser. Ushi grasped the panic the deputy had awakened in him. The creature would know if he was insincere, and that simply wouldn't do. Not for this.

He made himself swallow, widened his eyes, and flared his nostrils. The physical responses to fear succeeded in strengthening the actual emotion. Ushi's body flooded with adrenaline. “I've done nothing wrong, Constable. Why might we need to involve the magistrate at all?”

The Troll's pupils dilated. He smiled, then took a step forward, forcing Ushi to retreat into the alley. Ushi mourned his fine coat and prepared for a fight.

“I know you're innocent, love.”  The Troll's rumbling voice was almost a purr. “You're surely in the wrong place at the wrong time, but you have to admit, it looks odd, doesn't it? A lord fitting the exact description of the fugitive in question, wandering through Eden right when we were warned to expect him? Not to worry, though. I can make all of this go away if you're friendly enough.”

He took another step forward. Ushi took another one back. “F-friendly enough? What do you mean?”

Smiling, the Troll fingered a strand of Ushi's hair. “I think you know what I mean.” Desire rolled off his skin in waves along with that thick carrion stink. “Let's find somewhere quiet to talk about it, shall we?”

“Look.” Ushi jerked his head back to free his hair, then shoved out a hand to stop the Troll's approach. “Look. My father has money. A lot of it. I can get you anything you want. Just name your price.”

His fine shoe squelched in something foul, and that grieved him enough for the Troll to smell the change in his body chemistry. The creature smiled in earnest. “I'm afraid I have enough money. What I lack is an adequate number of opportunities to tear open pretty foreign princes with my cock.”

This was getting out of hand; Ushi had to retake control of the situation. He increased the begging. “Please. Please don't hurt me, Constable. I know nothing about stolen property. I've never even been to the Emerald River. I'm from Moon Valley.”

It was working. The Troll's arousal spun the thread of edible magic thicker. The Void roared with hunger.

“I honestly don't care.” The Troll adjusted himself, then unbuckled his belt. Golden magic glugged into the already-open Void. “Are you a virgin, pretty? I bet no one has ever had you. You look like you'd rather do the fucking than the getting fucked. Do you like girls? I bet you like girls.”

Ushi pitched his voice to frantic heights. “I don't–please. Please don't do this. I'm not–I just want to go home.”

They were well into the alley. The cold rot of garbage curled around Ushi’s ankles and clung to the hem of his trousers. The Troll’s hand caught the front of his coat. Real fear threaded in his veins as the moment tipped over the edge and broke open.

Ushi twisted to resist. He slammed face-first into the bricks, the impact exploding against his cheekbone in a bright star of pain. 

His ears rang. He tasted rust.

The Troll pressed against him. The solidity of the erection jammed against Ushi’s lower back made his stomach lurch. White panic bloomed at the edges of his mind. He wasn’t ready for this. He’d let this escalate too far. 

The Troll moaned. “Do you feel that?” He ground himself against Ushi's spine. Hot breath whispered over the prince's face until he gagged. “It's almost as big as you are. Guess where it's going?”

The Troll’s arousal punched through Ushi’s aura in a new wave, hotter than before. The thread of magic turned thick and bright. The Void opened its jaws.

Ushi dropped his wards. His skin flushed as the full force of the Troll’s desire slammed into him. It coated his senses, greasy and overwhelming, nearly physical. His magic caught the energy and twisted it, spun it into silk, fed it into the howling mouth at his core. The troll grunted a low, animal sound.

The Void drank.

A feedback loop formed fast. Ushi’s body convulsed as the Troll’s desire turned into his own pain, then the Void’s pleasure as it filled. His attacker clutched at him, caught in the delirium.

The Troll yanked Ushi's head back by the hair and Ushi let himself cry out— a high, panicked sound, exactly what the beast wanted. The Troll groaned aloud as he thrust violently.


“You're so pretty,” he whispered, voice hoarse. “I want to break your pretty face and spill blood down your pretty clothes. Scream for me, love. Not like you scream for your girls. Really scream.”


A full-color fantasy struck Ushi then of his own nose bursting under the Troll's huge fist. Oh, no. He might take a real beating. Even the Troll wouldn’t provide enough magic to heal from that much violence.


The Troll yanked back on his fistful of hair, and as directed, Ushi cried out. The Troll cried out, too, like a man coming unraveled. Almost. Almost over. The creature's thick fingers closed on the large garnet stud in Ushi’s ear. Before he could react, the Troll tore it out through the bottom of his earlobe. He screamed with shock and pain as blood gushed down his neck. The Troll screamed, too, and came. 


Hot liquid pulsed through Ushi's coat. He yanked at the bright magic pouring into his black center. The Void devoured it all, gulp after gulp of arousal, shame, domination, ruin. The Troll sagged as his knees gave out and he collapsed into the alley muck with a wet squelch.

For a moment, the empty ache that lived at Ushi's core was gone.

He turned to go. As he stepped over the Troll’s prone body, another wave of desire washed over him.

Ushi stopped walking.

The Troll was so pale his lips were gray. Barely conscious, he lay splayed in the filth. His eyes, though dazed, were still bright and focused. Awed. 

“What are you?” The Troll asked, voice weak.

The air pulsed with sex around a creature that should have been spent in every way a person could be. If the Troll were mortal, he'd be dead at Ushi's feet. He couldn't possibly have anything left to expend, could he? 

Desire rolled off the creature again. Still standing above him, Ushi opened his hand, fixing an imperious expression on his face. “Give me back my earring.”

The Troll grimaced, showing broken tusks. Bloody fingers pressed the garnet stud into Ushi’s palm in a gesture of worship.

It was true, really true. The Troll wanted to be dominated now. Instead of wanting to hurt Ushi, he wanted Ushi to hurt him.


Trolls, he thought, amazed. The possibilities were dizzying. Could he really make another meal from the same man? At this moment it seemed entirely possible. What a shame that level of resilience couldn't be bottled and used in a more pleasant fey.


Ushi healed the rip in his earlobe with a small effort of will and a thread of magic from the Void. He took the back off the bloody earring and re-pierced his ear with one hard stab.

The Troll watched with amazement. “You can fuck me, if you want. I won't scream for help.”

Ushi kept himself from shuddering. If it were a question of taking more magic or allowing this beast to touch him again, he'd rather starve, but he knew now he wouldn't have to do either. He reached for the emotion still radiating from the wounded Troll and spoke the words he knew the Troll wanted to hear. “Why would I want to fuck a pathetic, mewling simpleton like you?”

The Troll's eyes went glassy as his breathing became labored. His emotions were so strong and easy to manipulate it was almost worth the ruined coat.

Almost.

“This is what you're going to do.” Ushi placed his foot on the Troll's chest. As he'd feared, his shoes were thick with muck and filthy past the point of redemption. “You're going to lick my shoe clean. There's garbage on it, surely, and probably shit as well, but you're going to be grateful I've allowed it after the way you burst all over yourself like a fucking child.”

The Troll gave a shuddering breath. “I can't seem to move, my lord.”

“Your Glory,” Ushi snapped. “Do I look like one of your local barons?”

The troll’s eyes widened. “No. No, Your Glory.”

“Stop whining. I'll do this for you, just once. I'll place my foot on your face so you can lick my shoe. Is that what you want?”

A desperate moan: “Yes.”

“Say it.”

The Troll finally managed to move. He touched himself where his member still hung from his trousers, crying out. Ushi looked away in disgust even as the Troll’s orgasm rolled stridently against his aura. The corrupt deputy was drained and unconscious before his hand fell back into the mud.

The Void, satisfied for the first time since Ushi fled his father's house, burrowed back into his core and went still. Breathing hard, heart racing, Ushi briefly squeezed his eyes closed to take stock of himself. His cheek throbbed. Blood dripped onto his starched white collar. He pulled his hair free from where it had caught between buttons and ran shaking fingers through the mess. He was loath to go out in public like this, let alone to walk all the way back to the inn.

The rough-spun bag of strawberries rested on a relatively dry spot on the ground. He hadn't even realized he'd dropped them. Nothing adhered to the outside of the bag, but Ushi brushed at it with a suede-gloved hand anyway. After all that, it would have been too disappointing to ruin the fruit. He stepped back out of the alley into the moonlight and turned his steps toward the inn.


Chapter 2

Happy Birthday
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The Past

If Sylvarin had a choice, he would work in the kitchens. It was hard, backbreaking labor, but for him, everything from the feel of kneading bread dough to the sweaty temperatures near the ovens was comforting. Baking bread was the smell of his childhood, and his mother's husky alto as she sang to the rising loaves was the sound. 

On his twenty-first birthday, he stopped in the warm firelight of the palace scullery to greet his mother on his way to work. Everyone from the dishwashers to the bakers and the little maids stopped moving to stare at him. 

Sylvarin froze, certain something was the matter. “What is it? What's wrong? Where is my mother?”

A stooped woman with gray-shot red hair scuttled through the crowd toward him, wiping her hands on her apron. All Sylvarin's life, his mother had worked from darkness until darkness to feed the human residents of the Yamoto Estate. Despite her youth, Sylvarin's mother was gnarled with early arthritis. “Don't you worry, boy, don't fret! I'm here!”

There was just enough time to sigh with relief before his mother called, “Now!” and every kitchen worker in earshot of her voice shouted, “Happy birthday!”

Sylvarin’s face was too long and his nose was too bony, but when he smiled he could stop a heart. He smiled now, a grand beam of pleasure that became a warm laugh when his mother threw her arms around his neck.

“Thank you all!” he called back. “It can only be a good day now!” 

“Oh, wait, wait!” His mother left her hand on his shoulder to keep him near. “I've got something for you. Just stay another moment? I know you have to be off.”

Sylvarin pointedly did not shift his weight, nor did he check his pocket watch. He was body servant to the Chieftain himself, and Urmot would be furious if he were late. His mother did not know that. She had never actually been in their lord’s presence. She saw only Sylvarin’s fine clothes, never the bruises beneath them. He wouldn’t change that if it cost him his life.

A pale-eyed girl bustled toward him. His mother took something out of her hands, then offered it to Sylvarin. It was a bun the size of his palm, with a smell both buttery and sweet. 

Touched, Sylvarin said, “It smells lovely.”

“Taste it!” His mother's eyes shone like a girl's. 


Carefully, he lifted her gift to his mouth. As he bit into it, he realized it was a cake, sweetened with the richness of molasses. Though their slaves were well-fed, such imported delicacies never appeared in the Yamoto kitchens. She must have traded something to another house. How hard had she worked, how far had she gone, to bring back something like this? The idea almost brought him to tears.


He made a small sound of pleasure. The kitchen workers standing nearby laughed and clapped. 

“Where did you get this?” Sylvarin asked, mouth full. “You can't have convinced the Head of Household to buy real molasses?” 

“I'll never tell.” Mother patted his face. “Give us a kiss, boy, and eat on your way. There's a love.”


He bussed the powdery cheek. “You must taste this, Mother. It's delicious.”


“No, boy, no. It isn't my birthday.” She smiled again, then swatted at him with the hem of her apron. Her son had her smile. “Get on with you, now. Go on.” 


Sylvarin ate his cake on the way to work, still smiling. Maybe today really will be a good day. 



He doubted it. When he put the Chieftain to bed the night before, the lord of the house had been in a foul mood. He had not explained himself to the staff, but one of the guards whispered something about the grape harvest as Sylvarin walked past. There was no indication today would be pleasant. He'd be lucky if he didn't come away bleeding. 



He made his way through the palace by lanternlight. The corridor was dark and swallowed the edges of the walls in shadow. His lantern flickered against the mosaics, momentarily warming the cold colors before they bled away again, swallowed by the eternal night. With each step, the boisterous kitchens faded, replaced by silence so heavy it pressed against his ribs. The closer he came to Urmot’s chambers, the deeper the stillness grew, until all he could hear was the hush of his own breathing. 


At Chieftain Urmot's door, Sylvarin nodded to the palace guards resting the butts of their long spears against the floor. They nodded back as he let himself in. 

Sylvarin set his lantern on a nearby table, where it could cast just enough light to let him see the shapes of the furniture, before approaching his master's bed. The bed alone was larger than the entire room Sylvarin shared with three other slaves, piled high with pillows and blankets made of silk and velvet. Gauzy curtains fell around it, ghostly in the moonlight. The lord was already awake and engaged with a concubine. 


Sylvarin fell back an appropriate distance so he wouldn't disturb them, hands clasped behind his back, stomach roiling with dread. He checked the humming white wall he kept around his feelings and found it intact before he allowed himself to think don’t make me today. Please, not today. 


“There you are, boy.” Chieftain Urmot was short of breath, hoarse with his pleasure. “Join us.”

It was not a request, and he had no choice. He had a trick of removing himself from his body when bad things happened, and it would work for a while. He did so now.

“Right away, my lord.” Sylvarin undressed slowly, though not too slowly, buying himself a little extra time by carefully folding his clothing and arranging it in a neat pile on a chair. The leather collar he wore around his neck always stayed on. He could not remove it himself no matter how badly he wanted to.

The room was very cold, and Sylvarin's bare skin raised in rows of bumps. At least the exertion would warm him.

The woman was his friend Liddy, a concubine just a few months younger than he was. Their mothers had shared nursing duties, each holding the other's baby at her breast, and the two children had played together as they got older. When Sylvarin trained as a concubine, before he'd been drummed out because he didn't reach the potential of his childhood beauty, Liddy had trained beside him.

Liddy was on her hands and knees while the chieftain thrust into her. She smiled briefly over her shoulder in greeting as Sylvarin climbed into the bed beside them. He felt grateful for this small favor. Liddy knew exactly which of his boundaries were firm and would not attempt to press him. 

The master gasped, “Fuck me, lad, hurry.”

Urmot's wards slipped down, and a hot burst of want too strong to resist licked Sylvarin's skin and tightened his belly. It was the magic, of course, as strong as any drug. He stood outside himself, stood away. Placed his thoughts elsewhere.

Sylvarin took the bottle of fragrant oil from the bedside table, then slicked himself in it, attempting to focus on his master's body instead of the bone-deep fear. Urmot was beautiful, broad-shouldered, and thick with corded muscle. Under the influence of Incubus magic, it took only a handful of strokes to get hard. He parted Urmot's buttocks and hilted himself between them with one thrust.

They both cried out. The timing took a little thought, but they found a rhythm after a few seconds. When Sylvarin felt the subtle pull that meant the draining had begun he faltered, but Urmot moaned roughly at that exact moment, drawing his attention back again. When the chieftain came, his muscles spasmed and tightened. Sylvarin reached a gasping climax even as hungry magic pulled hard against something inside him he couldn't afford to lose.

His vision narrowed to a dark tunnel as his lungs forgot how to catch breath. Agony shivved through his eye socket. The pain and the ecstasy joined inextricably, inexorably, and, just as every time, Sylvarin knew this would be the day he died. 

He gasped, pressing one hand against the explosion in his skull and the other against the mattress, but his muscles seized and he tumbled forward despite himself. The misery meant he was alive.

“Good lad.” Urmot patted his cheek with one large hand, and his wards, to Sylvarin's relief, snapped back into place. “Stay here a while. I'll speak to you when I finish my bath.”

“I haven't run it yet, my lord.” Sylvarin's voice vibrated the inside of his skull, starting seismic shocks through his brain. His head felt like a planet bursting apart from the core. He tried to push up on one elbow, but it couldn't support his weight and spilled him back onto the bed.

“Don't get up.” Urmot chuckled, low and warm. It would be impossible to strangle that sound out of him. He was immortal. “I've summoned the bath women.”


“May your kindness be returned to you, my lord.” The bath women? After he'd just had Sylvarin and Liddy? What could the Chieftain possibly have planned for today, a mage's duel?


He hated Urmot with every fiber of his being today as he did every day. He choked the rage back today as he did every day.  

Urmot rose, still nude, still golden and rippling with muscle. His raven black hair cascaded down his back as he padded across the carpet to his bathroom.

Throwing an arm over his eyes to protect them from the candlelight, all Sylvarin could do was cling to the bed, fighting the wild buck of the spinning planet and hoping the ache in his teeth would stop. Gradually, he became aware that the featherbed was vibrating and there was a faint, continuous noise of tapping.

Liddy trembled beside him with her arms wrapped around herself for warmth. The staccato clatter came from her chattering teeth, and the vibration was her shivering. She was so small that any drain on her life energy was a heavy one. It was her bad luck she was so pretty. Her big eyes would be her undoing. 

Sylvarin whispered, “Come here, love.”

Gratefully, Liddy moved toward him. He pulled her close to his chest to wrap his arms around her. If this were his own bed, Sylvarin would cover her with his blanket, but a nobleman would be angry to find their human scent on his sheets. Instead, they twined their legs together, sharing body heat, sharing affection. It was the sort of comfort they might take from their lover instead of each other if Chieftain Urmot was really lover to either of them.

“I should go,” Liddy whispered. A cry of pleasure rose from the bathroom; they both noted it, then turned their faces back to each other. “He didn't ask me to stay.”

“Stay just a moment,” Sylvarin murmured. “He's engaged with the bath women. He'll never know.”

Her shivering was shallower now. “Happy birthday, sweet friend.”

Sylvarin smiled. “You remembered.” 

Liddy's eyes twinkled in the gloom. “Of course I remembered. I have something for you, but I left it in the harem. I'll give it to you this evening after duty is over.”

“I can't wait.” He kissed her forehead, grateful again to have found her in the master's bed this morning and not some other woman.

Eventually, both humans rose to dress. As Sylvarin had feared, he felt weak and sick, but he gathered his master's clothing for the day, nonetheless. By the time Chieftain Urmot emerged from his bath, perfumed, and clad in a silk robe, Sylvarin was back at his proper position with his hands clasped behind him. He'd laid out two sets of clothing for his master. 

Urmot made his choice with a gesture. Sylvarin stepped forward to remove the robe from his shoulders. The Chieftain had chosen him as steward temporarily because of his red hair and concubine training, but Urmot kept Sylvarin on because he made every night flow seamlessly. He knew exactly what his master would require of him, and there was never any need to send the robes back to the closet.

Because of the harvest, there were Drow buyers in from the Unseelie Court. The buyers must have upset the master quite thoroughly already to have put him in the mood he was in last night. Perhaps they'd lowballed him. Were there likely to be repercussions when the Drow were no longer present?

The Chieftain twisted his mouth wryly, patting Sylvarin's cheek like an affectionate uncle. He did not seem angry. “You're deep in thought today, boy.”

“I suppose I am, Lord.” Sylvarin tried to smile.

Urmot nodded. “You know, I believe you're the cleverest human I've ever owned. You’re even brighter than your father.” He shook his head. “It really is too bad you didn't grow up pretty. It's even more unfortunate you can't fuck girls. Though it saddens me to admit it, your limitations are beginning to bore me.”

Sylvarin knew these things were true, but to hear them said aloud at a moment when he felt so drained... tears nearly surprised him. He composed himself in a single heartbeat. Chieftain Urmot did not tolerate weeping humans.

Urmot continued, “Luckily, I've thought of another way you can serve me. I'll gift you to my son.”

For a moment, the world blinked out. It wasn’t shock, nor was it fear, just blackness where thought should be. His breath caught in his throat. Then Urmot laughed, and the world slammed back into place.


He released Sylvarin's cheeks, turning away. “I need someone clever to keep an eye on him for me. You're nothing if not clever.” He paused, then added, “You're nothing but clever.”


Sylvarin's ribs shrank so suddenly they vised his lungs closed. His mouth filled with sick horror. While he slid the tunic over Urmot's shoulders from behind, he gave himself a second to squeeze his eyes shut. It was a death sentence, delivered with casual cruelty and offhanded insults. The Chieftain often gave slaves as gifts to the princes, and just as often, the corpses of those slaves ended up outside their chambers, in the hallways beside the trash bins.

There were behaviors that pleased Urmot and those that angered him; it was possible to learn them and to keep him satisfied enough to stay alive. Sylvarin had served Urmot since he was fifteen years old. He had become adept at pleasing the Chieftain, or so he'd believed.

There were no rules to be followed with the princes. They simply didn't care enough to notice who attended them. Anyone who drew their attention could fall victim.

Sylvarin wanted to run, or to vomit. What rule had he broken? Had Urmot caught Sylvarin's displeasure at being ordered to service him this moonrise? No, if that were the case, he wouldn't have survived to get dressed. This must be something else. He silently swallowed bile as he placed his palms on his knees, bowing low over them. 

“Glad you're amenable.” Urmot clapped his shoulder as he rose. “I thought you'd balk about having to give up your secretary work. I know how much it means to you.”

Sylvarin’s heart lurched. The secretary work was the only reason he had the strength to get out of bed. “May I ask which son I'll be serving, my lord?”

There were four: the worst was Udor, the eldest. He was not just careless; he was cruel, feeding from slaves that were too young or too old. The second son was Ulek and the third was Urel. They were careless with their servants to the point of murder. No one had ever lasted a year in their service. The youngest was Ushi, and he–

If Sylvarin was honest, he didn't know much about Ushi. He'd never engaged in a conversation about him or with him. He seemed to ignore the humans of the palace, for the most part, though Sylvarin was sure he could figure out which of them had died by the youngest prince’s hand if he asked around.

“My youngest.” Urmot shook his head with faint disapproval. “You'll enjoy looking at him, if nothing else. He's stunning, just like his mother, but he's... not patient. You'll need to keep your wits about you. He needs a body servant but he's utterly forbidden me to send him another pretty simpleton. I need someone to watch him and occasionally report his movements back to me. I think you can avoid annoying him long enough to be useful.”

Of all the princes to be given to, it had to be the one he knew the least. There was no safety in ignorance. There was only the promise of a new nightmare in which he must attempt survival.


Long enough to be useful. Even Urmot did not expect the posting to last long. Sylvarin looked at the floor so Urmot couldn’t read his expression. It would do no good to beg. “I am at your disposal, my lord.” I am yours to dispose of. “And at your son's.” 


Urmot grinned, straight white teeth against dusky skin. “Very well. I knew I could count on you not to blubber and carry on.”

Sylvarin wondered if Ushi would bother to move his corpse to the hallway himself, or if he'd make the other humans do it. 

∞∞∞

As he walked behind the Chieftain, sandwiched between two guards whose expressions of pity he ignored, Sylvarin tried to remember everything he'd ever learned about Prince Ushi. He'd seen Urmot's youngest in passing a few times. He was undoubtedly the loveliest of the four brothers, maybe even more striking than his father.

When Sylvarin was fourteen, he'd glimpsed Prince Ushi in a corridor and found him so beautiful his heart skipped. Ushi had looked up at the burst of youthful attraction. Even as a boy Sylvarin knew it was suicide to catch the interest of the nobility, and the close encounter had frightened him badly. He learned to keep his emotions from bleeding through as he got older. The next time he ran into Ushi he focused on his white wall and the youngest prince didn't notice him. 

What else was there? Ushi was smaller than his brothers; he no longer took sword practice with them. Those two things might be correlated. Who did he know whom Ushi had taken to bed? Litira? No, she'd had Urel once and lived to tell the tale, but she was also one of Chieftain Urmot's favorite concubines. It was possible Urel hadn't dared harm her. Sylvarin would no longer be protected by Urmot's favor when he belonged to a new lord.

He had too little information to make any judgment, but in itself, might that not be a good thing? Surely if Ushi were some monster who ate babies, one of the dead infants' mothers would have said something.

Chieftain Urmot led the way to Sylvarin’s new quarters — a lonely tower in a separate wing of the palace. He talked the whole time, though Sylvarin hardly registered the words. He caught something about the winery and the possibility of embezzlement, but it was difficult to hear it all past the sound of his own racing heart.

“I want you to watch him for me,” Urmot said. “Find out what he’s hiding while he lurks up in that tower.” 

The guards on Ushi's door bowed low before knocking. One peeked his head in to say, “Your lord father, as expected.”

When Sylvarin saw the room that should have been a parlor, he had to repress a gasp. Well-appointed couches and chaises invited weary bones, as was appropriate for any wealthy lord's study, but unlike the Chieftain's rooms, hundreds or maybe thousands of books lined the walls on big wooden shelves. A large writing desk bearing tidy stacks of paper took up one corner of the room, and a worktable with tall stools pushed under it took up another. A lush rug warmed the center of the floor. 

Most fascinating of all, potted plants, rarer than diamonds in the lands of Winter, lined almost every flat surface. Shiny with health, they emitted a lively energy. Each had a magical light floating above it like an individual moon. Ushi must be a caster. Who else could have made something so miraculous as this indoor garden?

The room was so interesting Sylvarin didn't notice the single inhabitant until he moved. Chieftain Urmot grinned hugely as he reached out to take a younger nobleman by the forearms. The prince smiled back. Ushi was even more beautiful up close than he was in Sylvarin's childish memory. His coloring was much like his father's, with skin like strong tea barely splashed with cream, and his long, shiny hair was as black as his coal-dark eyes. He had a strong nose over soft lips and well-groomed brows like the arches of a raven's wings. 

Sylvarin's mouth went dry. He swallowed without thinking.


The prince's head snapped up to look at him. Oh, no. He knew his wall hadn't slipped; Ushi must be a particularly sensitive representative of his people. An attraction this strong was practically an invitation to drain him. Flooding with fear, Sylvarin cleared his thoughts. Blank. White. Paper. Snow.


Urmot said, “My son, I think I've finally found the perfect valet for you. I took him from my own wardrobe.”

Ushi's voice was smooth and deep, but it was far from pleased. “That's lovely, my lord father, and you are very kind, but I have told you many times I dislike having humans in my presence.” He shot Sylvarin a hard glare. Sylvarin looked at the carpet. “They are too emotional. They distract me from my work with their constant lusts and fantasies.”


Urmot laughed. “And I have told you many times. Fuck them until they fall asleep.”


Tension, hard as fists clenched tight, wrapped fingers in Sylvarin's guts. An unnatural pressure bloomed and spread just underneath his physical senses, a whisper of war, a threat he couldn't see. He looked to the guards beside him for an explanation, but they blinked oblivious cow eyes. Ah, it must be gathering magic. Other humans couldn’t feel it.

Tendrils of power wound around the feet of each Incubus, strengthening and thickening as the noblemen prepared for violence. Sylvarin swallowed hard. No wonder Urmot had taken so many lovers this morning. Ushi was one of the strongest magi Sylvarin had ever encountered. He looked from one face to the other, wondering which would strike first, and whether the floor might open up to swallow him.

“Hm.” Ushi's mild voice belied the vicious rumbling under Sylvarin's feet. “If I have no time for the distraction of their emotions, I certainly don't have time to perform for them like a circus animal. Though I am grateful for your concern, my lord Father, I neither want nor require a new body servant.”


If Sylvarin had dared to speak to the chieftain in that tone, he'd be dead before he hit the ground. Was all of this over him? Was Ushi really this angry about his unexpected presence?


Urmot smirked as he slapped Ushi’s shoulder a second time. “When you tire of hiding in the tower with dirt under your nails, the boy can help you. I know he's not pretty, but he's clever, just as you asked. And he trained as a concubine. One never knows. You might get bored.”

Ushi glared at his father’s hand until Urmot dropped it, then turned his icy attention back to Sylvarin. “Clever. What say you, boy? Have you letters? Languages? Arithmetic?”

Sylvarin smoothed terror from his expression. Humans were not supposed to feel it when the magi started their work. His mother had told him this as many times as she'd told him not to draw their attention. “Yes, my lord prince.”

Urmot clapped Ushi's shoulder the way he'd clapped Sylvarin's before they left his chambers. “You see? As you asked!”


Ushi raised his well-formed eyebrows with surprise and, for the first time, granted Sylvarin his full attention. “You can read.”


“Yes, my lord prince.”

Ushi scoffed as if he didn't believe it. “What languages have you?”

“Irdu, of course, my lord. Goblin, and Fey, both Common and High.”

The young nobleman's eyebrows lifted. “High Fey? What need have you to converse with the Drow?”

Sylvarin glanced at the Chieftain. “I have occasionally worked as a translator and scribe at Court, My Lord, but I am completely trained as a steward.” The admission ached.

Ushi scoffed. “And how came you by all these skills? Linguist, steward, and concubine?”


“My father was a scribe, given as tribute to the Emerald River Delta by the Unseelie Court. He trained me himself.” He did not say he hoped I would never need the rest. “And I learn quickly.”


Ushi did not ask why Sylvarin's father was not on offer instead, but the question hung in the air. Perhaps the prince realized what it meant when humans referred to their families in the past tense. Sylvarin was only glad he didn't have to admit to his father's fate aloud. 

“I assume your courtly father also taught you whatever math you have.”

“Yes, my lord prince.” 

The three men regarded each other in tense silence, but the magic coiling across the floors gradually eased. Sylvarin wasn't sure whether it would be better for him or worse if Ushi accepted his father's gift. He was not as certain of his own imminent death, and that, at least, was a relief. 

Grudgingly and with ill-grace, Ushi said, “I suppose he could take my dictation. Transcribe my notes.” 

Urmot clapped his son's shoulder yet again. It seemed mad to Sylvarin that Urmot should dare touch a caster that strong, who hated him that much, but immortality could account for a certain lack of caution. “There you have it! A perfect match! I'll take my leave so you can become acquainted.”

Sylvarin kept his eyes focused on the floor while Ushi and his father said terse goodbyes. The door clicked shut and the sound of Ushi's footsteps brushed on the carpets. The prince circled him, sleek and restless. Sylvarin's heart thrummed so quickly he couldn't tell one beat from the next. 

Ushi said, “You smell of sex.” 

A shameful flush heated his face and neck. Sylvarin glanced up at his new master and quickly away, uncertain how best to respond. 

“I require excellent hygiene at all times. I do not enjoy bodily smells. When we finish here you will leave my presence to bathe. You will never appear in my study this way again, do you understand?”

Sylvarin glanced up at the prince's face and back at the rug. “Yes, my lord prince.”

“Nor will I tolerate disruptions to my work. You will speak only when spoken to. You will stay out of my eyeline. You are to be completely invisible and silent until I call for you, should I ever deign to call for you.”

Sylvarin hadn't realized it was possible for any lord to be more exacting than his old one. If he survived the day, he would certainly not survive the week. “Yes, my lord prince.”

Ushi stopped in front of him, demanding Sylvarin's eyes with his own. They were dark as the ice far down inside the Emerald River when the fast current chilled enough to freeze. “My last rule is likely beyond your capabilities. It is the reason I will, ultimately, dismiss you as I dismissed the others. I have noticed twice that you feel an attraction toward me. This is utterly intolerable. I am interested neither in your seductions nor whatever pathetic longings you harbor, and I find humans disgusting. There will be none of that...intimacy you had with my father.”


Utterly taken aback by this pronouncement, something hot and bitter surged in Sylvarin’s throat—laughter or rage, he wasn’t sure which. Did the prince truly believe he had asked for this treatment from Urmot? That he had sought out this pain and humiliation? Or that he wanted more of the same now?


He swallowed the response. Pressed his hands together. Lowered his gaze.

Ushi scowled. On him, even that was pretty. “Have you something to add, boy?”

Mildly, Sylvarin said, “Certainly not, my lord.”


All Incubi were beautiful, and they were all monsters.



Chapter 3

The Inn
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The Present

The innkeeper was a small fey, sickly-white, with a bristling mouthful of sharp teeth. She wore her rust-colored, gore-scented hat at all times. Ushi imagined she must take it off to sleep, but he also imagined if she could figure out how to keep it on, she'd do exactly that. Of course, that was true of all Red Caps he’d ever met.

When she saw him, her milky eyes went wide. “Oh, my poor little lord! What's become of you?”

Her desire wafted over him. It never ended. At least she was too small to be a threat. “Would you mind drawing me a bath, madam?”

“Of course not, sweet one!” She dithered, blinking wet eyes up at him. “Oh, I hope your bondsman can save your lovely things. Should we call the constable? Whoever did this to you can't be allowed to get away with it.” She bustled around the bar, tossing her rag down as she went.

Wearily, Ushi told her, “I'd rather not see the constabulary again tonight.”

Her grimace showed dismay and too many sharp teeth. “That big Rock Troll, was it? Somebody should teach that beast a lesson.”

“Someone taught him.” Ushi rubbed his temple. He was so tired, tired of all of this. He wanted rest more than he wanted his next breath. “I only hope he's not too stupid to learn. Let me know when you've got that bath run, won't you?”

“Yes, milord, of course.” The Redcap bobbed a curtsy in her oft-patched skirt before hurrying away.

No light shone under the door to his room, nor did the shadow of a candle flicker. It was a small chamber, and plain, with nothing in it but a straw-tick bed, a tin table with two chairs, a pump for washing, and an unlit fireplace. He left his ruined shoes just inside as he slipped off the coat, draping it across a straight-backed chair. In stocking-feet, Ushi paced to the edge of the straw mattress to study the bed’s occupant.

Sylvarin was asleep. He curled on himself, knees drawn tight against the chill. He looked vulnerable and childlike. It was not like him to look vulnerable.

The weight of exhaustion settled into Ushi’s limbs. He wanted nothing more than to collapse into bed, to pull Sylvarin against his belly and tuck his arm around the other man's waist, to let himself rest, if only for a moment. If he dared, he’d run his hands across Sylvarin’s skin, smooth and pale as cream, or bury his face in that red hair.

Strawberry blond, he called it, though until today neither of them had ever seen a strawberry. His hair color was a phrase humans had brought from their home world and passed down to children who had never stood in the sunlight.

Sylvarin wasn't wearing the slave collar, and Ushi studied the lovely, shadowed hollow at the base of his throat. What might that dip between his clavicles smell like? Would it be strong with the scent he caught sometimes when Sylvarin stood close, the faint whisper of herbal soap and that spicy, human musk underneath?


Why wouldn't the fool have tucked himself under the coverlet, or left the fire burning? He forgot he’s allowed. Ushi’s heart sank.


As quietly as possible, Ushi swept old ash into the bucket, then lifted three scoops of coal into the fireplace. He pulled a dry reed from the nearby basket, lit it with a snap of his fingertips, then nestled it between the bricks. The flame burned too brightly, overwhelmingly hot. He moved away to sit near the table.

Sylvarin murmured something too quiet to hear, frowning a little, finally stretching like a cat. “Oh, no.” As he sat up, he rubbed his face to restore blood flow. Ushi had to smile at the broad, childlike gesture. “Oh no, Ushi, I didn't mean to fall asleep in your bed. Why didn't you wake me if you wanted tea?”

“It's not my bed,” Ushi reminded. “You can sleep there while I take the pallet.”

Sylvarin scoffed as he rose from the straw mattress. Ushi knew from experience that was the only reply he’d give. The human crossed to their bags where they’d dropped them beside the fireplace, then dug the kettle out. Sylvarin located the loose-leaf tea only he would have thought to grab as they fled their home, then moved around the bed to fill the kettle from the pump before he hung it above the fire. He passed in front of the door in pursuit of the teacups but stopped in his tracks.

Sylvarin had seen the ruined shoes. Ushi squeezed his eyes closed, dismay warring with dread in his chest.

“Ushi.” Sylvarin's tone would brook no nonsense. “What happened to your clothes?”

“There was. Ah.” He waved a hand, trying to extract an explanation from the air. No satisfactory answer was forthcoming. Damn that Troll! Ushi had guessed how Sylvarin would react. “There was an incident.”

Sylvarin's voice deepened with warning. “What sort of an incident?”

He sighed. “It's hardly worth mentioning.”

Silent in his stocking-feet, Sylvarin crossed the room to stand near Ushi's knees. “Look at me.”

Ushi looked up just long enough to level a hard glare. “Watch your tone. You seem to have forgotten to whom you are speaking.”


Sylvarin crossed his arms as his eyes narrowed. “Forgive me, my lord. Allow me to rephrase. Look at me. Now.”


Sighing again, Ushi looked up. He’d healed his wounds, but he must look terrible anyway. Sylvarin's expression immediately became more concerned than angry.

“Oh.” A human’s body temperature was much higher than an Irdu’s, and Sylvarin’s fingers burned as he took Ushi's chin in his hand. He carefully turned the prince's head, first to one side, then the other. “Who did this to you?” He ran the ball of his thumb over Ushi's cheek where it had broken open against the wall. “You still have blood on your face. Did someone strike you?” He turned Ushi's head again, then hissed a breath over his teeth. “You bled a river down your jaw. Tell me who did this. I'll kill him. I'll find a way to kill him.”

The idea of Sylvarin fighting that huge Troll would have been humorous if it didn't mean the entire village would go up in flames. “I didn't intend for you to see this. The innkeep is drawing me a bath. I'll be the same as ever after I'm clean.”


“Oh!” Sylvarin laughed harshly, removing his hand from Ushi's face to throw them in the air. “Well, that's all right then, you never meant for me to see it. I suppose it never happened if I didn't see it.” He turned away, burying both hands in hair glowing even redder by firelight. “Why does this keep happening to you?”


“I'm an Incubus.” Ushi held up his hands to plead patience. “People want to fuck me. Sometimes those people aren't gentle about it.” He stood, placing both of his hands on Sylvarin’s shoulders to reassure him. “It's all right, really. He had plenty of magic. Even after healing, I couldn't drain another drop.”

Sylvarin shrugged him off.

Ushi had no word for the color of Sylvarin's eyes. They were pale and clear, sometimes blue, sometimes gray, even a little green depending on his clothes. Just now they glittered with angry tears.

“But you ward. Don't you still ward? You can't go out in public without your wards up, Ushi, you know that.”

Ushi spread his hands. “Of course I ward, but sometimes these things leak through.”


“They leak–“ Sylvarin stalked to the edge of the bed. He slouched onto it, then buried his hand in his hair again. Before Ushi could react he burst into harsh tears. “Oh, I hate this. I hate this. Why won't you just go home? It's not safe out here for you. Your father would forgive you, I know he would. Just dangle a new winery in his face.”


Ushi snorted laughter at the idea of his father forgiving him for anything, ever, then joined Sylvarin on the edge of the bed. “I'm not going home.” He lifted a hand but didn’t touch. “It's not safe for you out here, either.”

Sylvarin grasped a handful of Ushi's linen shirt to drag him close, then rested his forehead against the prince's shoulder. Ushi’s heart tried to split his chest with pounding. Slowly, uncertain of his welcome, Ushi wrapped his arms around Sylvarin’s shoulders. Too-warm tears seeped through his shirt to his skin. Sylvarin really did smell of that soap, though it felt unseemly to breathe him in.

“At least I can go to the market to buy eggs without being accosted!” Sylvarin pressed one hand to his eyes without removing himself from Ushi’s embrace. “Oh, Ushi. You should be in the palace with your books and your flowers. You're not a criminal. This is my fault, all of it. I wish I had never met you.”

Ushi had forgotten the damned eggs. And the bread.

“I am not going home.” He kept his voice soft. “I am never going home. We are going to Avalon, where everyone is free.” Sylvarin looked down and away, but Ushi caught his chin on a forefinger, forcing the other man to meet his eyes. “Do you hear me? Neither of us are ever going back.”

“It's not worth it.” Sylvarin shook his head, too gently to free himself, scraping over Ushi’s hand with his dusting of red beard. “You can't really think one slave is worth all this pain.”


I'll love you until the moon stops shining. “You're worth it to me.”


Hands shaking, Ushi wiped Sylvarin's burning cheek dry. He wanted that mouth so badly he almost took it. A kiss would feel like coals blistering his lips and his tongue. He wanted to press Sylvarin into the straw mattress and claim him, wanted hot hands to wind themselves in his hair and pull.

Sylvarin wouldn't stop it.

But that was the problem, wasn't it? Sylvarin wouldn’t stop it whether he wanted to be loved or not. No matter that Ushi had removed his collar, the former slave didn't really believe he had a choice in what happened to his body. He never had before. If a prince of the Emerald River Delta made a demand, he’d obey, even to his own detriment.

Ushi would never take anything he wasn't offered. It would be a betrayal. It would be unforgivable. It would break him to know he'd caused pain to the one person he'd ever really cared about.

He forced a breath, willing himself to steady, willing himself to think of anything else. “I’m sorry, Sylvarin. I forgot the eggs.”


Chapter 4

A New Home
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The Past

Serving Prince Ushi changed Sylvarin's entire life. 

The first difference was a change in lodging. He was accustomed to sleeping in the slave quarters near the Chieftain's apartment with other vassals of the royal household. For meals, he ate in the kitchen, where he enjoyed easy camaraderie with the other humans. 

Now he was Ushi’s only servant. His new room was larger than any he’d ever had. It felt wrong to sleep in a single bed without other bodies breathing in the dark, without the occasional shuffle of feet or the low murmur of gossip before sleep. He should have been allowed to gather his things to bring them to his new station, but that did not happen. Instead, the guards brought over what few items he called his own and left them in a box on the narrow bed.

Even the quiet was different. Instead of restful, it became a deep, hollow absence. As the first day passed in near-total silence Sylvarin felt choked with loneliness. By the second, his own thoughts became too loud.

The first day after his new placement, Sylvarin rose before the moon to clean his body and change his clothes, which he had decided to do on waking and before sleep. If he were going to die at his new master's hand, it would certainly not be because he stank. 

He didn't know what time Ushi liked to be awakened, so he waited near the door to his master’s bedchamber until he emerged. The prince was an early riser, Sylvarin noted. He would make sure he was available at this time each moonrise. Ushi shot him an irritated glance as he hurried wordlessly to his bathroom. The bath women were present to do the work Sylvarin was responsible for, which galled him so much he would have mentioned it if he hadn't been expressly forbidden from speaking out of turn, but just then Ushi disrobed and he had to look down at his feet to prevent his breath from hitching. 

Focusing instead on his fine surroundings, Sylvarin found the bathroom to be nearly as large as Urmot's, with a tub more accurately described as a bathing pool. Pigmented tiles arranged in pretty patterns covered the walls. Still more plants spilled long fronds over their pots to trail into the water. A skylight showed the pale white circle of the moon against a velvet-black sky. 

The bath women looked first surprised to see Sylvarin, then annoyed as he stood near the door with his hands clasped and did nothing to help. They disrobed and climbed into the pool to attend Ushi's grooming needs, this one washing his hair, that one manicuring his nails. To Sylvarin's surprise, Ushi didn't take any of them, though he did speak to them quietly until one of them laughed. They helped Ushi dress, comb his hair and apply his kohl. When the prince swept out, Sylvarin hurried after him.

The next step in the prince's routine was to care for his plants. Sylvarin watched his master water them with a metallic pitcher, which he expected based on his interactions with the plants in the fields, and sing to them, which he did not expect. Ushi's voice was resonant and sweet enough to send a chill up his valet's spine. Faint gusts of warm magic blew over Sylvarin's skin and reminded him of the way his mother sang to her rising loaves. Her bread was always perfect, and Ushi's plants seemed as happy as her flowering yeast.

The plants enjoyed these ministrations as much as Sylvarin enjoyed watching Ushi perform them. Leaves and stalks bent toward him as if trying to make contact with the prince. Ushi ran his hands over the plants, cleaning them of dust and pausing his song to whisper something private to each of them.

Plants were rare and valuable in the Winterlands, but the Yamoto clan ran the only winery in Underhill. There was even an impressive garden from which the kitchen gathered its produce. Sylvarin was familiar with plants most slaves would never have encountered. He knew enough about them to recognize that the plants in Ushi's study were cleverer than the ones outside. These responded to Ushi's presence in ways Sylvarin had never seen before, and none of the books he'd read mentioned whether plants made affectionate pets.

Perhaps that's why he potted them in the first place.

He followed his new master out of the tower, down a broad flight of steps, then down three more flights until they reached the main level of the palace. Carved sculptures and stacked boulders decorated the grounds, with gardens of sand and frost rimed stone arranged pleasingly under the light of the moon.

Sylvarin hadn't spent much time in the courtyards since moving into the palace. He was a body servant for the Chieftain, and people primarily came to Urmot. He looked everywhere at once, as quickly as he could.


Slaves and servants stopped their work to bow as Ushi passed, but he didn't acknowledge them. He really does find humans disgusting, Sylvarin thought. He was right to have dreaded this new position. A prince with no regard for human life would not tolerate his presence for long unless he found some way to make himself useful. 


They reached the kitchen garden. It stood between the palace and the slave quarters, row after row of vegetables growing strong under the moonlight. The nobility provided flour and meat, water, and salt, but the slaves were allowed to gather the rest of their food here. Most nobles in this part of the world provided what pathetic vegetables they could get from whatever garden witch lived nearby, but most witches were only able to grow twisted mutants that provided just enough nutrition to keep the human population from getting scurvy. 
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