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Prologue

	The Beginning

	Karin and I stood close to one another, attaching the copious amounts of straps splayed out on the makeshift table before us onto our respective bodies. His tone was light, nonchalant when he asked, “Do ye hev aw yer gear?” 

	I smiled a little to myself, making a mental note for what was likely the thousandth time that, no matter how often I attempted to train him out of it, his accent would always be there. It served as a constant reminder to me of the distance that should have been separating the two of us.

	“You, Kar,” I told him again through my usual smile when saying the exact same thing, “not ye.”

	“Yer a right pain in my awse, Alain,” was his response. He used his normal speaking voice at the beginning of his teasing but was sure to say my name as close as he could come to the way it sounded when leaving my own mouth. Al-ayne and Alen—the latter of which being the way his people pronounced it—were so unbelievably far apart. No amount of assistance or reasoning given by me had been successful in training him to speak differently.

	“And now we shall argue all night, once again, about why your name has its spelling,” I taunted. “Karn.”

	He snorted, as was his usual response at my attempt to adopt his speaking. I was so very bad at it, equally as bad as he was at adopting mine. No amount of assistance from him had been able to fully train me in speaking differently either, but not for lack of trying. I often reminded myself that the effort was futile on my part, as there was rarely an opportunity when faking accents would be either beneficial or necessary. At least in my case. 

	It at times could take people a moment to recognize him.

	“Snooty b—” was all Karin got out of his mouth before one of our unit-mates, Fray, took a step closer and reminded him with her presence that he and I were not alone. It was easy to forget on occasion, at least for a few seconds here or there.

	“You’re disgusting.” Fray looked down her nose at us in clear unhappiness. “Why don’t the two of you just go to bed and get it over with?”

	I paused before moving to fasten the last strap to my leg, and a grin took over my face. “Too much to do.” I spent an extra moment to look up at Karin and pout at him. “And what in the world would he tell his father? Poor thing.”

	Karin pursed his lips together to prevent himself from smiling at me as he took the last strap from my hands, knelt in front of me, and began securing it to its rightful place. “Yer wastin’ time.” It almost seemed he was speaking to the knife the strap held, but he did smile up at me to add, “We’ve a witch ta kell.”

	Fray did not even attempt to mask the grumble that escaped from her mouth when I reached down my hand to pull Karin back up. 

	I was still smiling a little when I said, “Let’s get to it then, dear.”
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Chapter One

	Strengthening Bonds

	The land of Maltris was a seemingly unknown region that was nestled between two of the greatest kingdoms in all our world—Frean, the land of Karin’s blood, and Tradail, the land of mine. Maltris had no order nor ruler to enforce such things. It was presumed to be made up of one singular, massive forest that should not ever be entered, for contained in the safety and seclusion of the territory were all manner of things that should not be trifled with, if people had any sense.

	Kings had none, especially when it came to matters past their respective walls. They had enough difficulty, in my opinion, finding a suitable amount of sense to handle matters within them.

	After a few hundred years at war with one another, the kings of Frean and Tradail had come to an accord. A private meeting was held at the short stretch of land where the two kingdoms touched, above Maltris. Only the two kings and some of their most trusted soldiers knew of the parley and even fewer bore witness to it. On that day, it was decided the warring and fighting would cease and the two kingdoms would work and fight together to tame the wild land separating them. 

	Greedy, irresponsible kings cared only for expanded borders, for more subjects to worship them, and more land to call their own. They always desired more, when they already had so much. With them in control, their people had no choice but to live with the consequences of their rulings. Their soldiers had no choice but to do as they were ordered, enforcing whatever decisions brought about those consequences others had to live with. 

	I would never voice my opinions on either king aloud, as I was not ignorant enough to cause my own execution. I did wonder on occasion which king would insist upon fulfilling the action if I were to open my mouth in all the ways I could, though I knew the answer. Still, it was interesting to speculate. And no matter my friendship—if it could be called such a thing—with Karin, he would not allow me to speak ill of his father. Nor would Wesley, the General of the Tradailian army, allow me to speak ill of our own tyrant, King Tarlain. I knew that with certainty.

	I did as I was told, never voicing to anyone any opinions or hesitations I held. I had trained nearly my entire life to fight and to follow orders. So I followed orders, and I fought when and where, and whom, I was told. It was my life.

	Our units were made up of equal bodies from each kingdom, or they at least began that way, to ensure fairness and equality in all things. Death and glory, as they were the most we were truly allowed. Our particular unit had been the first formed by our kingdoms, with one heir to the throne of Frean, and the closest thing of age to pass from Tradail. 

	King Tarlain’s eldest suitable offspring was a female of only fourteen years who would much rather have her hair brushed by her servants than attempt to wield a sword. 

	Karin and I had been working and fighting together for just more than a year since the formation. From the original unit of fifty, only the two of us and a dozen others remained.

	Karin’s father, King Darin, blamed the loss of our numbers on my supposed inadequacies. King Tarlain had threatened on any number of occasions to remove me from the unit entirely, but Karin refused to work with another and often attempted to shoulder the blame himself. His word and his wishes always took precedence over mine, and I had learnt when to shut my mouth at a very young age. I let him defend me in such a way on those occasions because we knew the truth.

	To the kings, the deaths of our people were at the fault of the unit leaders—myself, and Karin—and denouncing me was much easier and far more acceptable than it was him. The deaths were numbers in reports to our kings and absolutely nothing more. It didn’t matter that they were much more than numbers to us, or where the blame truly lay. 

	The deaths were at the fault of our kings, forcing and expecting us to fight fire with blades.

	We never stood a chance. And I wondered, on so many occasions, how I was still alive when sense told me I should not have been. I’d been waiting for death to catch up with me for many years.

	Tonight, I wondered how many more of our people would die, only to be replaced like damaged gear when we brought home a new head for our kings. . . . 
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	“We could do it, you know.” Karin’s voice was quiet as we made our way nearer to the border of Mirin Forest. Weh cud dowet, ye new.

	Utterly confused, I asked, “Do what?” 

	We’d not said a word to one another since leaving our encampment, silently leading our soldiers forward as we always did. Downtime, and what happened during, was another matter entirely. It was rarely quiet.

	He looked over his shoulder once before whispering, “Sleep together.” 

	I didn’t even attempt to mask my snorting, or the too-loud laughter that followed it. 

	“I don’t know why you’re laughing. I’m being serious.” Seerus.

	I knew he was being serious, because he’d been serious on any number of occasions when speaking on that very subject with me. I was as aware of that as he was of how serious my arguments against it were. Still, I could tell his pride had been hurt—possibly even more so than usual—when I glanced over at him and spent a moment admiring his extremely light hair in the moonlight. That pride of his seemed to be getting hurt more with every refusal.

	“Poor little prince,” I taunted, despite him being anything but little in any sense of the word. I said it only because I knew he did not like it. And I hoped, very much, that it would eventually get him to stop. 

	I’d been hoping for a while.

	“What did I tell you about calling me that?” He asked me the question too loudly, much louder than I’d laughed a few moments previously.

	“And what did I tell you about drawing attention?” I asked him. “Don’t want to wake the dead, dear.” 

	We’d heard some absolutely horrendous stories pertaining to the darkest avenues of magic. I supposed I had grown somewhat superstitious in all I’d seen in my year out here, but Karin hadn’t yet found the sense to join me in the practice of respecting that which we did not understand.

	I heard him sigh several times as the next few minutes passed by us, bringing our unit closer to the forest than anyone should ever get. I fought against chills trying to run their way down my spine as I gazed forward at the tangled branches before us. Even with the illumination of the full moon, I could not see past the beginning of the trees. 

	I fought against those shivers because I could never let myself look weak in front of my men, or Karin.

	“I was thinking. . . .” He went on quietly again, drawing my attention. 

	I looked over at him as I walked, raising an eyebrow in his direction as encouragement to continue with whatever he had to say. 

	“It would certainly strengthen bonds between the kingdoms.”

	“What would?” I wasn’t often grateful for confusion, but it in such an instance gave me an excuse to stop moving forward toward a place that everything inside me told me never to step nearer to.

	I often just needed a moment or two beforehand, though I kept that concealed and to myself.

	Karin stopped with me and spent a moment glancing back at the unit on our heels. He held up a fisted hand in the darkness. They immediately stopped moving, at a distance that was far enough away for us not to be directly overheard if speaking in hushed tones. 

	When focused back down on me, his response was, “The two of us.”

	“The two of us . . . what?” My brow furrowed. “We’re already doing enough for our kingdoms, don’t you think? I’m failing to see what else we could possibly do.”

	“I meant . . .” He gestured at the space between us. “Us.”

	It took me a very long time to understand precisely what he was getting at, and my eyes widened when I did. The only way I could respond to his suggestion was to say, “You’re getting desperate.”

	“Just think.” He spoke fast, seeming quite determined to get this out. “If I had a child with—”

	“You’re going mad.” I struggled not to shout the words, interrupting whatever it was that he was going to insinuate. I had a rather good idea, and it was completely out of the question. I supposed he had to try a new approach, when all his others had failed.

	“I’m not,” he insisted. “I’ve been thinking about it.”

	“I’m well aware.” I’d have to be a fool to not know he’d thought about it. “Though I was not aware it was to the extent it appears to be.” I sighed purposefully and shook my head at him before adding, “It’s such a shame that if I told your betrothed about this, she would be too ignorant to believe me.”

	“I don’t love her.” He sounded so believable, but it was easy to accomplish when you spoke the truth. “My father would understand if I told him. Things have changed since the treaty. I’ve even heard him speaking about breaking that pact to ensure our two kingdoms would remain united after we’re done with this. No one wants to resume the old war.” He paused and tried so very hard to make his voice do what he wanted it to—which was speak like me—when he added, “My father would understand that I love you, Alain.”

	I looked down at the thick grass that came up to my knees and took a deep breath to calm myself. I now warred against tears threatening to overtake my eyes rather than the chills down my spine when I looked up at Karin and evenly said, “I told you what would happen the next time you said that to me.”

	“You can’t just choose to leave the unit.” His voice was as full of exasperation as it had been when I’d given him the warning.

	I forced a smile at him. “Watch me.” I held up an open hand in the air, signaling for the unit to move closer. “You should reattach your head, so that it will be where it should. It would be such a shame for you to die on our last mission together. I suspect I would find one of those magic-users to bring you back so I could kill you myself.”

	I turned and continued walking the last few steps toward the dense trees, and I ignored Karin calling at my back, loud enough for everyone to hear. 

	“Tell me you don’t love me too.”

	But I did smile when I heard my best friend from Frean, Argo, say, “Prince or not, you can’t always get what you want. Time to get your head out of your arse.” Temte get yer hed oucher arse.

	That time had long passed, but spoiled princes were very stubborn.
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Chapter Two

	Fairness

	Mirin Forest was a maze of trees and undergrowth, made worse by a haze that seemed to permeate everything contained in its strange world. One always had to watch their footing, and their immediate destination, when attempting to navigate through it. I kept my ears open as I walked, listening to the whooping sound of the gailig—a canine-like beast that came together to hunt in packs but lived alone otherwise—circling around our unit. They would do no more than circle and follow a party as large as ours. 

	Our archers shot them down anyhow as soon as they could get a clear shot, knowing their presence would give away ours. Besides, we needed to eat, and we would pick up their dead bodies when we made our way back through. I could not count how many times I’d eaten gailig in the past year. The beasts never learned, only followed misguided, detrimental instincts. They were easier targets than most because of that.

	We walked for a few hours into the darkness, following a route we’d decided upon that day. It would lead us to a pillar of smoke we’d seen rising above the tops of the trees the previous night. I was anticipating that once we arrived at our destination, we would have to continue trekking deeper into the forest for at least a day to catch up with our target. Days and days spent contained in this wretched place. 

	Those were always the worst to endure, when we would all be exhausted and on-edge due to too much time spent in the haze. It never let up, not even when day would break. If exposed to it for too long without respite, it could drive a person mad. I had seen it happen on more than a few occasions.

	It was not a pleasant thing to do by any means—killing your own men, because they’d lost their minds in a haze that you’d led them to and through.

	I was not anticipating that the target would be positioned so closely to where it had been the previous night. It was such a rare occurrence on these missions, I hadn’t even truly prepared myself for the possibility of it. 

	The magic-users knew it was too unsafe to travel slowly when this close to the edges of the forest that mostly separated our two kingdoms and touched another. We’d ensured they were aware of it. The last time we’d found a target so easily had been . . . so close to the beginning of it all. We’d slaughtered so many of them at first, as fire wasn’t only something to be created and wielded as a visible thing in the hand.

	Fire could exist inside.

	Karin and I both held our hands up immediately, ordering our unit to stop moving. I leaned my body against the trunk of a nearby tree for concealment while I listened for human-like sounds. When I closed my eyes, I could easily smell the burning of wood from a fire not too far off in the direction of the encampment.

	No. That was not right. The smell was wrong, and the burning was much too close. 

	“Witch,” I heard whispered behind me. 

	I hurriedly moved from my position near the tree and shoved my way through the gawking members of my unit. 

	And I could understand why they were gawking and not attacking when I broke my way through the wall of their bodies. When looking in the direction of their wide eyes, I found a girl who couldn’t have been much more than ten years of age standing there not fifty feet away, staring at us all. She wore a simple white dress, and the moonlight barely filtering through the trees seemed to reflect in splotches on the blond hair hanging just past her shoulders. The haze never touched them as it did with us, licking at our bodies like flame to wood.

	She held a ball of fire in either of her hands, and there was a pile of wood dropped at her feet, mostly small branches. With the illumination of the fire she’d created, I could easily see her body trembling. 

	My stomach sank.

	I found Karin’s face in the crowd and said, “It’s a child.”

	“Doesn’t matter.” His voice was impassive, no matter what he might’ve felt. 

	His declaration was followed by the familiar sound of metal—blades being pulled from sheaths. I’d heard that sound my entire life, and I knew what followed it while in the field.

	I stared into his eyes, shaking my head. “I’ll not kill a child.”

	“Then step aside,” he ordered, all traces of our earlier conversation gone from both his face and tone.

	“She’s not alone,” I said quickly. “She can’t be. And you know as well as I what happens when they’re not alone.”

	“Doesn’t matter.” His attention was away from me, on the girl, and I could watch him mentally preparing himself for it. “We have our orders.”

	The little girl was looking directly at me when I turned back in her direction and mouthed one word.

	Scream.

	She did, so loudly I thought my ears might bleed.

	In that same instant, I turned and grabbed the knife in Karin’s hand before he could throw it at the child. He had the best aim of his people, after an entire life spent training for war with Tradail. I felt the blade digging in and cutting open my hand until he realized what was happening and dropped it onto the damp earth beneath us. Then he did what either of us were required to do in such a scenario. 

	He restrained me.

	If I were attacking, I was a much larger threat than a witch-child, at least with the distance. He had no choice.

	I slumped against him, fully expecting the child to be dead by the hands of another when we turned, but I couldn’t see her any longer when I looked. A small amount of the fire from one of her hands was visible, but the other hand was being blocked entirely by a much larger form standing in front of her—her father, most likely. Between us and them, the ground was littered with the silver of blades and arrows, all in varying distances to their target.

	“All the King’s men . . .” The man standing in front of the child had to pause in his speaking to release a laugh he seemed incapable of containing. “Led straight into a trap.” 

	Several more knives and arrows went barreling toward the two of them, but they seemed to hit some invisible barrier on the way and simply fell to the ground with the others. It was not the first time I had seen such magic in my life, but it was the first for some of my newest soldiers. You could not kill these particular magic-users from a distance, not when they were entirely focused and we didn’t have them surrounded. It simply was not possible. The closer we came, the more dangerous it was for everyone. Distance was always preferable with them.

	Was death finally going to catch me? Was it to be on this night?

	The man reached one hand behind himself to pat the girl on the head. 

	“Good job, baby sister,” he told her. “Run along now.”

	I watched the girl stand up on her tiptoes for an instant. As she did, the man looked in my direction, narrowing his eyes. She remained standing where she was until he frowned and nodded his head. At that, she seemed satisfied and did as she’d been told. And the man waited until she was gone from our sight to start.

	He walked toward us, and as he did, the members of our unit began . . . 

	Flying.

	I had never seen such a thing, in my entire year of killing these . . . people. I’d seen close, but not like this. 

	I stood there, still trapped by Karin’s arms, so stunned and appalled that I was unsure how much my being restrained had to do with my lack of movement. I had seen so much, but this?

	I could hear bodies breaking as some of them hit nearby trees, and farther off for some of the others, as though they would fly for however long they needed, to be broken. The sound of life whooshing from the lungs of my soldiers filled the space of the silence around us. 

	No one even had the time to scream before he’d begun. I wondered if they would have, had they known what was going to happen to them. Some, perhaps.

	The man did not throw everyone, though, and when I looked at the ones remaining, I noticed they still had all their knives either attached to their bodies or held tightly in their hands. Arrows still notched on bows rather than spent on the ground.

	When the man was only ten feet away from us, Karin stiffened behind me like a rock. I could feel his body fighting against his arms moving outward and away from me. I hurriedly glanced around at my remaining comrades, watching horrorstruck while all their bodies stiffened in the same manner. They were almost gently pushed backward and away from the three of us, and they were held there.

	What was this magic?

	The man stopped when he was directly in front of me. He did not look at my face, though I looked at him. His gazed was fixed over the top of my head at Karin. I would not bother attempting to kill him alone, with what he was capable of. I could not manage it, I knew.

	I saw the recognition on his face just as I wondered why he hadn’t yet used his magic on me.

	“Ah, the great Prince of Frean. The eldest surviving heir to your throne.” The man did not speak the way he should have. He spoke like me. “Look at you now, standing here helpless.” I watched him narrow his eyes before asking, “Do you know how many of my people you’ve murdered?” 

	Analyze the target, Alain, I heard inside my head.

	“Oh.” The man laughed. “I nearly forgot. You can speak now.”

	Target.

	“Less than you have of mine,” Karin responded. I had witnessed Karin in bad temperaments on occasion during our time together. He was a prince, and he was accustomed to getting his way. When he did not get it, he became very cross and nearly intolerable. But I had never heard him sound so angry before. He was usually remarkably well-tempered, considering.

	They never spoke to us—the magic-users. Not until we were about to kill them. Never like this. Never so easily. Never so calmly. Enemies were only ever calm when they had the utmost faith they would prevail. I wasn’t accustomed to it, not without misplaced arrogance.

	“And what do you expect?” The man tilted his head curiously. “You come in and attempt to murder us while our backs are turned, and you expect us not to defend ourselves? The blood of your people is on your hands.”

	Target!

	I blinked hard several times and attempted to regain my bearings. 

	“You—” was all Karin got out of his mouth before he made a choked sound and was silent.

	The man was tall, easily as tall as Karin and nearly a foot taller than I. Dark hair did not matter. The indistinguishable color of his light eyes did not matter.

	I analyzed his physique in my peripherals, noting with his shorter sleeves that he was built physically stronger than most warlocks I’d come across in my time killing them.

	“You’re done speaking now,” he said, still focused on Karin. “I’ve not got the time nor patience to deal with idiocy. I’m going to give you some very valuable information. Something to take back to your father, and something just for you.”

	Physical strength required extensive training. They never needed to waste their time on it, like we did. The ability to conjure all manner of defensive and offensive things to stand in our way and fight for them gave them no reason whatsoever to concern themselves with physicality.

	Why would he concern himself when he could break a man’s body without touching it at all?

	“My sister is very grateful for the hesitation from your lady here, and you should be very grateful in this moment for my sister.” He smiled a little as I stood there watching him, and he stood there staring at Karin. He did not waste his time analyzing me. “I’d had every intention of killing your entire party, you see. Now that I’ve realized who you are, due to that hesitation . . . I’m so very glad I didn’t.”

	I had killed men before, men much stronger and larger than I. Men who were not trained as well, or made mistakes, or had nothing to fight for. I’d killed many a man who had nothing to prove. 

	Could I kill this warlock alone? 

	Perhaps while he was not looking at me.

	But my dominant hand was injured—extensively, if the feeling of it could be relied upon as indication.

	When I took one moment to glance down farther and saw just a bit of silver hanging near the warlock’s hip . . . 

	“I’m going to spare your life,” the man said, “and the lives of those who were either intelligent or caring enough to keep their weapons to themselves. I’m going to spare your life so that you can give a message to your father for us.

	“The combined ignorance and arrogance of the two kings has caused everything that will follow. We’ve spent so long here, trying to live in peace, but you have stolen our peace and our lives from us. You have stopped one war, only to choose another, one you cannot win. If you leave now, and agree to leave us in peace, we will be content to leave it at that. If not, I can assure you that you will not be happy with the repercussions of that ignorance. For every head of ours that you bring back as a prize to your kings, we will take a hundred of yours. You have the choice: Peace, or a swift and bloody reprisal.”

	I did not believe I could kill him.

	“As for you . . .” Only then did the man look down at me, and he smiled hugely as he took my bleeding, shaking hand in his. He shook his head—in what seemed to be amusement—while my hand shook in his hand. “You love her, don’t you?” He asked Karin the question while staring intently at my face. “I can feel you fighting so much harder against the hold with me touching her.” The warlock chuckled under his breath before quietly adding, “How angry you are, and will be.”

	Karin didn’t answer the question that had been asked, and I did not move at all, nor did I attempt to pull my hand away.

	“For you, Prince, I am going to teach you a lesson,” he said, finally looking over my head again, “in fairness.”

	My voice was very quiet when I said, “Please don’t kill him.”

	“How would that be fair?” he asked, speaking to me for the first time. He shook his head before continuing on. “No. He tried to take something that I love from me. I’m simply going to return the favor. Graciously.”

	“Are you going to kill me?” I whispered. 

	It had finally caught me, taken me by the hand.

	The warlock smiled when he released my hand and brought his now-bloodied one up to my face. He whispered three words back to me. “Go to sleep.”

	And I disappeared from existence.
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Chapter Three

	Confinement

	Wake up. 

	I heard it someplace in the back of my head. Or perhaps my ears heard the words and it only seemed as though my head had been the source.

	I blinked my eyes open and found myself staring into the face of the warlock who had killed more than half my unit. 

	I have been taken by the enemy.

	I’d thought on it before—the possibility and likelihood of this very predicament. It was not unheard of for people of importance to be abducted and held for monetary ransom or information, depending on their usefulness in either avenue. I, as it were, could potentially be considered useful for both. I’d thought about it before, of course, but I’d never truly concerned myself with it. 

	Attempts on my life were usually taken on sight, upon recognition. I preferred it that way. It was much easier to deal with, and accept. No one had ever managed to take me before. For the most part, there was no use in trying.

	Still, I went through the process of being taken yet not attacked, as I had been taught since childhood. It was a much different process than what I was accustomed to.

	First, analyze my person. 

	I was unhurt, so far as I could tell. I was sitting on a floor in some unknown location, with my wrists and ankles in irons.

	Second, analyze my surroundings. 

	I was in some sort of stone room with dirt flooring. There were no windows in the room for me to look out of and attempt to gather my whereabouts from the leaves of trees or other foliage. 

	Unknown location. Possibly somewhere still inside Mirin Forest. We couldn’t have gone far. 

	Unknown location inside Mirin Forest was the most logical conclusion.

	Third, analyze the threat. 

	I was alone, apart from the warlock and the witch-child who had caused this. I likely could have killed him while he’d been standing in front of me, if my hand had not been injured in an attempt to spare her.

	If only because he’d been so focused elsewhere.

	I looked back at his face in time for him to ask, “Did you have a nice rest?” 

	Ice. His eyes were almost like a frozen lake.

	Irrelevant, unhelpful fact.

	I pursed my lips together and did not respond to him in any way, as I had been taught. 

	“I would expect no less from the daughter of the Tradailian General.” He chuckled, and the mocking was clear in his voice when he spoke again. “I’m sure you’ve been trained so well.” 

	They always knew who I was when they got a look at me. My dark red hair was very distinguishable in the light, as were my mossy-green eyes. They always knew me when they got close enough to see.

	Perhaps I should have listened to my father when he advised me to remove my hair.

	The warlock sighed heavily before informing me, “I’m sorry to say . . . your training will not get you very far here. Not with us.”

	Us. It was not just himself and the girl.

	He stood and turned to leave, and I could not stop myself from releasing the questions, despite my training. 

	“Where am I? Why am I here? How many of you are there?”

	He stopped halfway to the door and said, “It doesn’t work that way.” Then he continued walking.

	“What do you want from me‽” I shouted at the door when he’d closed it behind himself without any sort of answer for any of my previous questions.

	I was breathing heavily in both anger and fear and was still staring at that door when I heard the child speak. 

	“Would you like some food?” 

	I did not acknowledge her in any way as I struggled to prevent my eyes from watering in all my frustration. He’d shut her in here with me, clearly not the slightest bit concerned.

	I sort of twitched and looked directly at her when she touched my right hand—so gentle—which caused her to jump backward a ways. I’d never had physical contact with a witch or warlock without killing them either before, or after.

	That was not true anymore. He had touched me as well, and he still drew breath.

	The little witch cleared her throat and pointed at me. “My brother healed your hand.” Bruvuh. The accent of all Maltrisians who did not know how to conceal it. I’d heard it before. It was quite similar to the Lestran accent. Certain ways of speaking while in the wrong place could get a person killed so quickly.

	I glanced down and saw no blood at all remaining where I was certain it had been before, but there was a very thick scar running along my palm from nearly the bottom of my hand to between my middle and ring fingers. I flipped my hand over and saw another scar running along there as well, where Karin’s knife had cut through. I closed my hand into a fist and released it, flexing my fingers.

	No damage. There was no damage at all, past the superficial, which meant there was no damage.

	“He can’t get rid of scars.”

	I looked away and stared at one of the walls surrounding me—the one to my left, which was the farthest away from her. 

	The little girl was very close to me when she whispered, “He said you’d try to escape.” 

	I listened to my breathing, counting the breaths to compose myself. I could snap her neck so easily. She was close enough. I could do it, even with the restraints. They should not have given me so much room to move with them. I could kill her.

	I heard myself release a larger breath through my nose. 

	“They’ll kill you if you could manage it,” she said. “Please don’t try.”

	It was on breath fifty-eight when the door opened and the warlock peeked his head inside. “Constance.” He paused. “Come along.”

	She stood, walking over to the door, and he watched her when she stopped and looked back toward me. 

	I could only see her in my peripherals when she quietly repeated, “Please don’t try.”

	Then the door closed, and I was alone.
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	I spent what must have been the entire day pulling my arms and legs in all angles, trying to find a weakness in the chains or the wall. 

	I found none. 

	Both my wrists and ankles were bloody when the warlock entered the room again that evening and walked over to where I sat, exhausted after an utterly wasted day. My body told me it was evening; it was quite good for letting me know. But I was unsure if the magic had damaged my system. I couldn’t be entirely certain.

	I had not eaten the food they’d left for me.

	My shoulder twitched when he took my hand in his, but I didn’t move otherwise.

	“You can’t get free of these,” he said, which brought my gaze to his face. “She told you not to try.” 

	He released my hand and stood. When he did, I saw the little girl carrying two blankets and a pillow into the room. Resting on top of the stack was another plate of food. 

	I stared at the wall farthest from the girl again as she made a makeshift bed for me on the floor. I kept staring at it when she scooted the new plate of food close to me like I was a rabid canine on a chain. It was only when the two of them were almost to the door that I looked at them.

	“Why aren’t you interrogating me? Do you wait for me to break on my own?” I demanded. “You will wait forever, if that is what you are doing.”

	“You have no information that we don’t already know,” was the only thing he said before closing the door.

	It was only when I began tugging again at the chains that I realized he had somehow healed my new injuries. He must’ve done it when touching me.

	Both my wrists and ankles were bloody again the next morning when he entered. I had not eaten the food, nor had I slept on the bedding. My arse was sore from all the sitting on the floor, but it did not matter.

	“I know you feel there is,” he began when he took my hand in his once more, “but there is no point to it.” 

	I did not look at him as he healed me, and I did not look at him when he left me sitting there alone.

	[image: A black background with a black square

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

	On and on, it went that way. I fought and struggled against my restraints. I did not sleep on the bedding. And I did not eat the food. 

	At least not at first.

	Water was the first way that I caved. Food came shortly after. I did not want to die, regardless of where I was or whatever else could happen to me, and starving myself intentionally would assuredly ensure that happened. It also would weaken me far too much. I assumed they wouldn’t bring food to me at all if they wanted me dead, so I did not concern myself with the possibility that it could’ve been poisoned. 

	Still, I wouldn’t sleep on what I’d been given to, not even after they brought a real bed into the room and positioned it as such that I could reach it even with my restraints.

	I lost track of the days and my internal schedule was lost to me, but I was certain over a week had passed by the time a group of their warlocks began coming to visit me in my prison. They tried speaking to me at first, nothing important or of use to either party, but I would not acknowledge them at all. 

	After that, they tried a different tactic, which was only to be expected. Men were both shameless and relentless when they wanted something a woman could give them but refused to.

	Once, one of them transformed the dirt floor of my prison into a flowered garden and then took it away. It was the only somewhat pleasant thing that ever happened when they were in the room. Mostly they made whirlwinds appear in the middle of the space or suspended little fireballs in the air and darted them around my face. 

	I could not see any point to it, when they clearly didn’t want anything physical from me and had no care at all for information. They laughed, so they must have found it quite amusing to waste their time in such a way. I couldn’t understand the humor in continuing to do something with the intention of inducing a response or reaction and receiving neither. 

	It was a shame they wanted nothing physical.

	One of them visited me more often than the others, and he would always try harder to induce some sort of verbal reaction from me. He would try talking, and then he would try with the magic. Every day, he would sit closer and closer to me, until at some point—likely three weeks or so into my captivity, if my body could still be trusted at all with the time—he came within the limits of my bonds. Every day, he asked me some form of the same question. 

	“Can’t you speak?”

	Several days after his initial foray into my reachable territory was the first time that I looked directly into his eyes opposed to focusing on his hands. It was the first time he had been within easy reaching distance. 

	When our eyes met and remained as such, he said, “You’re very beautiful.”

	“Is that why you come to torment me—you and your friends?” I asked him, curious. “Do your people believe that beauty must be tormented?”

	He seemed so pleased when he said, “You can speak.”

	“And you can scream.” 

	I did not give him time to gather what I meant. I flung my body over, grabbing hold of his arm with my left hand at the appropriate place on the forearm. And he did scream when my fisted right hand punched his elbow, breaking it.

	The warlock who had brought me here hurried into the room in just enough time to find my tormentor with a fireball in his completely functioning hand. I was anticipating the burn of the flame, the repercussions for my actions. It most certainly would have been worth it.

	I was not anticipating my tormentor’s body to get pushed against a wall by magic and held there, the fire gone. 

	My captor rushed over to him and stared disbelievingly at his face to ask, “What are you doing here?” 

	When the man made no effort to respond, he looked at me. 

	“What is he doing here?”

	“Let me down, Carsten,” the warlock against the wall said, bringing the attention of my captor—Carsten—back to him. His name was another useless fact about him.

	Or perhaps not. . . . 

	“Have you hurt her?” My captor’s voice was quiet.

	“No, but the bitch broke my arm.”

	“Yes, I can see that. But I’ve been within reaching distance of her more times than I care to count, and she’s not done anything of that nature to me. I’m going to ask you this one more time. What were you doing to her?”

	“Just a little magic.” He sounded so nonchalant when answering the question, but I knew it was false. “Now heal my arm.”

	“You were doing magic next to a confined Tradailian.” My captor spoke slowly as he stared at the warlock, nodding his head in what seemed to be understanding, and yet his tone and face said he couldn’t possibly be understanding. “A confined Tradailian who hunts our kind. The daughter of the General. Do you understand the idiocy of your actions?”

	“Let me down,” my tormentor said through his teeth, “and heal my arm.”

	“The first I’ll do,” my captor said; the warlock fell from the wall and landed on his feet. “But I’ll not do the second. Go see Caliese.”

	“It was repayment,” I said to my tormentor as he walked toward the door. 

	He turned and glared at me, cradling his broken arm. 

	“And a warning. If you come within touching distance of me again . . . I will kill you.” I paused. “I suggest you inform your friends. It applies to them as well.” Weapons were useful, but I did not need them to kill.

	He looked at my captor then and smiled. “And what are you doing with the Tradailian General’s daughter locked away in your house? Would you like to have a conversation later about idiocy?” His smile easily transformed into a frown when he added, “I didn’t think so.”

	“Don’t come back here,” my captor told him. “I’ll know if you do.” 

	My tormentor left the room without another word or glare exchanged. 

	It was not long before my captor looked down at me. “Why didn’t you tell me people were coming in here?”

	In all reality, I’d assumed he’d sent them to torment me no matter the treatment directly from him, but the shock on his face had been undeniably genuine. I did not tell him what he wanted to know, or anything else. 

	“If anyone bothers you again . . . yell for me.”

	I would not ever do such a thing.

	I brought my gaze to his face to say, “I would not have to, if you would release me.” I shook my head and struggled against tears that I had so rarely let fall since the beginning of my confinement in this place. “Haven’t you taught Karin his lesson by now?”

	He did not answer me as he made his way to the door. 

	“They’re going to come looking for me,” I told him loudly. 

	He stopped moving, but he did not turn back to face me. 

	“In all your talking of leaving it be, didn’t you realize that in taking me you were preventing it from happening? They will not let this stand.” I shook my head again, even though he couldn’t see it. “You have no idea what you’ve done.”

	When he left the room without responding to me in any way whatsoever, I had to wonder if that was the real reason he had brought me here. I wondered if it had nothing at all to do with proving points or returning favors.
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Chapter Four

	Three Things

	The morning after the ordeal with my tormentor, I found myself lying on the bed and my captor standing against the left wall of the room near the corner. 

	“Did you use magic to put me here?” I certainly hadn’t put myself there.

	“I picked you up and moved you while you were sleeping.” He had not answered my question satisfactorily. He easily could have picked me up by using his magic, but I supposed it was irrelevant.

	I informed him, “I would’ve put myself here, if I wanted to be here.” 

	He was within the space that my bonds allowed me to be if I were on the floor, but I stayed precisely where I was, though I sat up in the bed and looked at him. I didn’t cringe at my sore muscles and bones moving, though I was tempted to do so.

	He and I stared at one another for what felt like an eternity before he said, “You wanted to spare my sister.”

	“And so it begins.” I said it beneath my breath, shaking my head.

	“Because she’s a child.” He clearly ignored my redundant statement.

	“Yes.” I answered, though it was not exactly a question. “If you were waiting for me to break, it would never happen, not even with extensive torture. You could’ve asked me whatever questions you had from the beginning. I will give you the same answers now as I would have given you then.”

	“I was trying to work it out.”

	“Then you are very stupid,” I informed him. 

	He smiled a little at me, which I disregarded.

	“Child or not, she is still a witch.” He shook his head a bit. “Is that all it was? You could not kill a child?”

	“I have seen firsthand what happens when a person kills one of you while you’re traveling in pairs. I would not wish that on more of my men.” I would not think about that now.

	“It would’ve happened regardless,” he stated, “which you already know. You’re aware that whomever she was traveling with would’ve killed as many of you as they could if the child was threatened in the slightest.”

	I pursed my lips together tightly for a moment. “Yes.”

	“Then why?” 

	“I have a lot of blood on my hands,” I admitted. “I’m sure you’re aware of as much, if you know who I am. But I would never purposely take the life of any child—witch, or not.”

	“Are you a mother?” 

	“Do I look like one?” I asked him with a small grin. “Do I sound like one? Does my reputation make it seem feasible?”

	“How old are you?” he asked next, clearly gathering the point I was spilling.

	“Twenty-two,” I replied. 

	“Most women your age are mothers.”

	“I am not a woman,” I informed him. “I am a soldier. And I have done everything in my power to keep it that way.” 

	He narrowed his eyes at my statement, but he said nothing. He then after a moment brought that focused expression down, looking absentmindedly at the floor because his head was far from absent. Surely thinking hard about what I’d said.

	I asked, “How old are you?”

	“Twenty-six.” It was the first personal thing I’d learnt of him, apart from his name.

	“That’s a very large age difference between your sister and yourself.” It was not unheard of, nor were the stark differences in their appearance, only peculiar.

	“She’s not my real sister.” He looked up from the floor to my face at that. “I’ve been taking care of her since her parents were slaughtered a few years ago in one of your raids.”

	“That’s not true,” I said firmly. “That only began just over a year ago, after the signing of the treaty.”

	“And you see now, don’t you,” he started, “why I don’t need any information from you?” His eyebrows barely rose. “You are gravely misinformed.”

	“That’s not true,” I told him as he began to walk toward the door. 

	He ignored me.

	When he reached it, I shouted, “I’ll not have you filling my head with lies while I’m being held prisoner!” 

	He turned back to me to say, “Your people have been filling your head with lies since the day you were born.” He tilted his head a bit and almost shrugged. “Why stop now?”
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	It was sometime that same day when the little witch entered the room and came to sit down rather close to me on the floor. I looked over and found her staring intently at me. 

	“May I try something?” She was almost whispering.

	I did not answer her because I assumed she would try whatever it was that she wanted anyhow.

	She held her hand out—palm-up—and stared at it so hard that I wondered if she would burst something inside her face. A blood vessel or two seemed quite likely, at the very least. She closed her hand for a moment, and when she opened it again, a single blade of grass rested inside. She huffed a little in frustration, which sent the blade of grass hurtling at me. 

	“I did it earlier,” she declared with a frown.

	I cleared my throat and ensured my voice would sound calm when I spoke. “What is it that you were trying to do?”

	“She was trying to do this,” the warlock said as he walked into the room once more. He knelt beside the girl and did the exact same motion she had, apart from the extreme concentration. When he opened his hand again, a beautiful red flower sat in it. 

	She huffed loudly once more when he extended the flower to her, but he smiled, and she took it from him.

	“I did it earlier,” she repeated to me, as if she somehow felt the need for me to know she was capable of it. I didn’t know the purpose or what she expected from me.

	I forced a stiff and small smile at her. “I’m sure you did.” 

	I ignored her stomping from the room, but my captor watched her with a small grin on his face. It was still there when his gaze fell back on me. “She’s been trying to learn that since we—I,” he corrected himself, “brought you here.”

	“Why?” I asked in confusion.

	“Because she insisted that all women love flowers and she thought it would make you happy despite all this.” He chuckled, gesturing around the room. “My informing her earlier that you were not a woman but a soldier made her more intent to prove me wrong.”

	“And what do you believe women love?” I wondered what his opinion would be and why he would waste his time arguing over something of that nature—anything in the world, actually—with a child.

	“My house is surrounded,” he said matter-of-factly. “It has been since I brought you here. They’ll kill you if you step outside. Even if you found your weaponry, they would still kill you, likely before you could do a bit of lasting damage to any of them. I’ve kept you contained in here to keep you alive, despite how it appears. I did not bring you here for you to die.”

	I clenched my jaw briefly and, not wanting to argue with him, stated, “You did not answer my question.”

	“Most women love flowers,” he said with a very quiet and reserved chuckle. “But women like you?” He looked down at my confined wrists that had not been bloodied in quite a while and shook his head. “No.”

	“Do you presume to know me?” I demanded.

	“Do you presume to know me?” he asked back calmly. “I can tell you three things that are very important to you, but can you say anything about me past what you’ve seen or heard directly?”

	“What three things?” What had he gathered?

	“Respect—” 

	I interrupted whatever else he could’ve said next with, “Respect is mandatory in my way of life.” Soldiers could not function properly without respect.

	“I’m not talking about that.” He shook his head again. “I’m talking about it in every way that you are not.” 

	I shut my mouth quickly, as I had been about to protest at the beginning, and then I pondered over the meaning of what had followed. But it was the word he said next that had me nearly screaming at him. 

	“Freedom.”

	“Of course I want freedom when you’ve had me locked up away in here for who knows how long!”

	“Again, you and I are speaking of two entirely different things.” He nodded a bit, as though he were satisfied. “I believe I’ve finally figured you out, Alain. You are a soldier, and you are a murderer, but you are not that way because you want to be. You’re not even that way because you don’t know any better, like most of them.” He smiled just a little again before adding, “You are what you are because the thought of being anything else that you could be is so damn terrifying to you.”

	I clenched my jaw tightly and the two of us stared at one another for such a very long time before I asked, “And what led you to that conclusion?”

	“Do you know how many Tradailians I’ve met?” He asked the question but went on before I could’ve answered, would I have. “You couldn’t possibly. But they are always, always, terrified of us, soldier or not. I’ve seen many of your soldiers behind closed doors and have watched so many of them break out of fear with hardly any spurring on at all. You get them alone, away from the masses of their comrades, and what they become can almost be considered . . . human. On occasion.” He almost smiled a bit at that. “You are not afraid of us.” He shook his head a little. “You are not afraid, despite knowing what we’re capable of. Knowing what we’re capable of, and still sparing one of our children?” He shook his head again and his voice was firm when he said, “You are not that ignorant.”

	I was not that ignorant.

	“Which led me to the conclusion that you don’t give a damn about your kings and their decisions,” he stated. “You don’t. Do you?”

	“The third thing,” I said. “What is it?”

	“Trust.” The smile on his face clearly told me I should’ve already known.

	I tried to ignore him taking both my hands in his, but I could not ignore the sound of my irons snapping apart and the confusion that sound brought on inside me. 

	“You have the information, and I’m trusting you to keep yourself alive,” he said when my eyes darted to his.

	“By staying here,” I said in disbelief. “With you.” He expected me to stay here willingly after he’d killed more than half my unit?

	“That’s what I said.”

	He released my hands and walked from the room.

	I did not follow him.
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Chapter Five

	Sticks

	Several hours passed after the warlock released me from the chains that had held me to his wall. I did not leave the room I’d been confined in all these weeks, but I didn’t remain sitting as I had been throughout the majority of that confinement. I’d spent only a few minutes in the same spot, thinking over the warlock’s reasoning for doing this to me—both bringing me here, which I’d done a great deal of contemplating over already, and releasing me to the extent he had—and pondering over what my options might possibly be.

	I believed I had only one option to get out of here alive. I could see no other alternative. There was no other alternative.

	He would have to take me from this place, and I would have to convince him to do it. That was the only way. It was either that or spend all my time waiting here like some maiden to be rescued, which I would not—could not—do. Rescuing might not even be possible at all, depending on the number of magic-users here and my location inside Mirin Forest. I did not want to imagine how many soldiers might perish in the attempt.

	I would be proactive and do whatever was necessary, no matter what that entailed or how long it took. I would not wait for a rescue that may never come. Not for lack of trying but out of failure.

	I would not wait for rescue.

	It restored whatever confidence I’d been lacking to have myself armed with some sort of plan. Or at least the beginnings of one now that it seemed somewhat feasible, if only just. So, I stood and made my way to the opposite side of the room.

	The first thing I did was begin stretching out my sore and weakened muscles. I’d done as much of that as I could during my time here, but the constraints made some of the familiar strengthening and maintaining movements impossible. I both flinched and smiled as I stretched out my neglected body as far as it would allow me to. 
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