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Dawn did not arrive as a promise in Elowen’s body, because the first light only made the world easier to see and therefore easier to be taken from, and as the sky thinned from black to a bruised gray she kept moving through wet grass that clung to her ankles with cold insistence, the moisture seeping into her shoes until each step carried a faint numbness that sharpened pain elsewhere by contrast.

Her ankle throbbed beneath its rough binding, heat trapped under cloth that had been torn in haste, and the pulse of that injury kept time with her heart in a way that made her aware of how quickly a body could become evidence, because swelling was visible, limping was readable, and every readable thing could be turned into a story told by someone else.

Behind her, the palace was no longer a shape she could point to, yet it still pressed in her nerves like an afterimage, a remembered weight that made her shoulders tighten whenever the wind shifted or a bird called too sharply, and even when the horns were only memory she felt them in her teeth, the vibration of pursuit lingering as if the air itself had been trained to carry orders.

She had survived the night by obeying a direction that tasted wrong in her mouth, east and away and do not turn back, yet the farther she went the more the absence beside her began to ache like a bruise that deepened instead of fading, because proximity had become the condition of her survival and then, without warning, the condition of her loss.

Thane’s voice returned in fragments that did not comfort, clipped commands shaped to keep her alive rather than to soothe her, and the harshness of those words left a bitter usefulness in her chest, because cruelty could be a lever and he had used it cleanly, prying her loose from him with the kind of precision that belonged to men who understood that tenderness could kill faster than steel.

The open land ahead offered roads, smoke from distant chimneys, the faint suggestion of ordinary lives untouched by royal law, and the normalcy felt like a different kind of threat because it demanded she choose whether to step into witness and risk recognition or remain in shadow and risk starvation, her body pulled between the instinct to hide and the aching need to be seen as human rather than as a missing piece in a case.

In the quiet spaces between trees and hedgerows, she felt her own breath loud enough to shame her, the rasp of air in her throat a reminder that she was still alive in a world that had already decided her name could be used as proof, and the thought of her name traveling in other mouths made her stomach tighten with a cold that no sunrise could warm.

Somewhere behind her, the hunt continued in lines and reports and coordinated steps, because power did not tire the way bodies did, yet she kept moving anyway, letting pain become rhythm and rhythm become discipline, carrying a survival that did not feel like victory so much as an unfinished sentence spoken without consent.

When she finally paused beneath a stand of trees, pressing her palm against bark to steady the tremor in her hands, she realized the dawn’s betrayal was not merely that it had arrived indifferent to sacrifice, but that it had widened the world enough for her to understand how much of it she no longer knew, and how much of what she had lost could not be retrieved by simply turning around.
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Chapter 1: What the Order Takes With It
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The first thing the road did was remove walls, and with the walls gone the cold stopped behaving like discipline and began behaving like weather, loose and searching, sliding into seams that stone corridors had once kept sheltered, so that Elowen felt it find her wrists before it found her face, the metal at her skin turning from a known weight into a sharper language as the convoy moved beyond the keep’s shadow and let open air press directly into every place she could not hide.

The carriage rocked with a steady insistence that should have dulled sensation into repetition, yet the motion only made her body more aware of its own boundaries, the way her spine tried to stay aligned against jolts, the way her knees stiffened from being held folded too long, the way each sway drew the chain at her wrists into minute adjustments that scraped and eased and scraped again, small frictions that refused to become background, because friction was what the Order used when it did not want to bruise where witnesses could count.

Outside, the line of soldiers stretched ahead in dark segments against pale ground, and the pattern ought to have been reassuring in its predictability—spacing, pace, the orderly rhythm of men trained to make the world legible—yet the open sky above them widened the silence until it felt less like peace and more like exposure, and Elowen’s breath kept meeting that exposure with a cautious dryness, air entering too thin and leaving warmer, the shift stinging faintly at the back of her throat as if even her lungs were being asked to acknowledge that the rules were changing shape.

She told herself it was travel, only travel, a movement that belonged to procedure rather than malice, because in Ebonfall malice often wore ceremony and this had none of that pageantry, only the brutal competence of a convoy that knew where it was going and had no need to convince the cargo, but the thought did not settle cleanly in her chest the way it would have months ago, when she still believed that duty came with boundaries, and boundaries could be read, and reading them meant control.

A halt shuddered through the carriage without warning, the wheels biting into uneven ground, and Elowen’s shoulder bumped the interior panel hard enough to send a brief shock through bone, the sting blooming and then thinning into warmth beneath her skin, while across from her the guards braced with knees wide and hands near weapons, their attention moving not toward her face but toward the space around her hands, as if emotion could be ignored as long as motion was contained.

The door opened and cold poured in, rawer than the air inside, carrying the scent of damp earth where snow had thinned and exposed ground breathed up its darker memory, and the smell tightened her stomach with a low unease because it was not the clean bite of winter she knew, it was something heavier, more honest, as if the world beyond the keep had no interest in pretending it was pure.

“Out,” a guard said, not loud, not angry, simply placed into the air like an object that would remain until obeyed, and Elowen’s feet found the step down with careful precision, boots meeting hard ground in a way that sent another small jolt up through her legs, her muscles responding before any thought could rise, bracing, balancing, preparing for the next command because preparation was the only kind of control she was still permitted.

Wind tugged at the edges of her cloak and slipped cold fingers under her collar, and she felt her skin tighten along her neck, the sensation sharpening her awareness of the line of her pulse there, vulnerable and steady, while the convoy’s shapes shifted as men dismounted, adjusting straps, checking spacing, murmuring in the clipped tones of soldiers who spoke to each other as extensions of a machine rather than as individuals, their voices carrying farther than they would have in the keep, because open land did not swallow sound with the same trained discretion.

She kept her hands visible as instructed, wrists held slightly forward so the bracelets’ metal could be seen, and the posture made her shoulders ache almost immediately, a dull fatigue that lived in muscle rather than pain, yet she held it anyway because lowering her hands would invite correction, and correction here could arrive as touch, and touch from strangers had begun to feel like inventory.

A soldier approached with a length of chain, not new and not gleaming, simply functional iron that had been used enough times to lose any pretense of ceremony, and as he came close the smell of oil and leather rose from him, mixing with the damp air, while Elowen’s breath shortened a fraction because the chain in his hand suggested not punishment, not even cruelty, but adjustment, and adjustments were always where the Order hid its teeth.

“Spacing change,” he said to the guard nearest her rather than to her, and the guard answered with a short nod, the motion efficient, and Elowen felt the exchange as if it were happening behind her skin, because her body understood before language did that her shape in the convoy was about to be altered.

The soldier stepped in and lifted her wrists with a grip that avoided tenderness by avoiding hesitation, fingers firm around bone, cold through gloves, and the contact turned her nerves bright for a moment, a quick flare of awareness that traveled up her forearms and lodged under her sternum as pressure, while he worked the clasp at her bracelets with practiced speed, metal scraping metal, the sound thin and sharp against the open air.

When the clasp gave, the bracelets shifted, and with the shift came the brief sensation of relief that did not feel like relief at all, because it was followed immediately by the touch of new metal against skin, a different angle, a different weight, the chain’s link settling in a way that changed the line of her wrists and made her fingers flex reflexively, testing space that no longer belonged to her.

The chain was shorter.

She knew it not by measuring but by the way her elbows tightened when she tried to lower her hands, the iron pulling sooner than expected, forcing her posture into a narrower range, and the constraint made heat rise in her palms as blood met pressure, the subtle sting of skin pressed too long in the same place.

Her first instinct was to step back, not dramatically, only a fraction, creating the smallest distance between herself and the soldier’s body, but the shortened chain corrected that instinct immediately, tugging her wrists forward with a quiet authority that made the movement feel like a mistake, and the soldier did not look at her expression as he finished securing the clasp, because looking would have implied she was a person whose reaction mattered.

“Move her closer,” the soldier said, and the phrase landed with casualness that made it worse, because it sounded like instruction about a crate, about a horse, about anything that could be repositioned without its consent, while Elowen’s throat tightened with the need to speak and the awareness that speaking would change nothing except the quality of attention on her.

The guard nearest her took her elbow and turned her, guiding her not toward the carriage but toward the line where mounted soldiers waited, and the contact at her arm was firm enough to bruise if she resisted, controlled enough to appear simply practical, and Elowen’s boots scraped on hard ground as she adjusted her footing, feeling the unevenness of the road under soles that had learned palace stone, the difference making her ankles tense as if they were searching for a familiar edge.

She saw him before she reached him, not because he stood apart, but because her body had begun to recognize the particular stillness of his posture, the way Thane held himself as if motion were always optional and always ready, and the sight of him produced an immediate shift in her breathing, the inhale catching slightly, the exhale slower, as if her lungs were trying to decide whether recognition was safety or danger.

He stood with his hands behind his back, head angled downward as if listening to the ground rather than the voices around him, and the wind moved the edge of his cloak without making him adjust, his hair dark against the pale light, his expression controlled enough to be unreadable at a distance, yet Elowen felt her skin remember him anyway, the night’s memory of his proximity returning not as image but as sensation, a second pulse that woke in her chest and made the cold feel more deliberate.

A commander’s voice cut through the low convoy murmur, sharp without being loud, and men responded by shifting position with practiced speed, horses stamping, leather creaking, and the sound made Elowen’s shoulders draw in despite herself, because sharp voices here did not require anger to produce consequence.

“You,” the commander said, and the word was aimed at Thane, not at Elowen, yet Elowen felt it like a hand placed between her shoulder blades, pushing her forward, and Thane lifted his gaze with slow precision, eyes steady, jaw set, his attention snapping into the exact place it was demanded.

“Her position changes,” the commander continued, stepping closer so that his voice carried weight without needing volume, “she walks, not rides, and she stays where I can see her without turning my head,” and the sentence contained its own cruelty in its practicality, because visibility here was not protection, it was control.

Elowen’s wrists throbbed faintly where the shortened chain pressed, the pulse under her skin meeting the metal’s unyielding cold, and she swallowed once, feeling the motion pull at dryness in her throat, because walking meant exposure to eyes, to weather, to terrain that did not care how carefully she held herself, while riding would have given her at least the illusion of containment.

Thane did not speak immediately, and the pause made the air around him feel denser, as if silence could become refusal if held long enough, while Elowen’s nerves tightened with a strange, irrational anticipation, because she had learned that his restraint often arrived a fraction before his compliance, a brief moment where he measured the cost of a response against the certainty that the Order would collect its due either way.

“Yes, sir,” he said at last, voice low and even, and the words were not surrender so much as acknowledgment that surrender had already been written into the chain at Elowen’s wrists, while the commander’s eyes moved briefly to Elowen’s hands, lingered on the shortened length, and then moved away as if satisfied by the visible proof of narrowing.

“Closer,” the commander added, and this time the word was aimed at Elowen without using her name, and the guard at her elbow applied pressure that guided her forward until the space between her and Thane closed to something that could be felt as heat through layers, the faint warmth of another body near enough to alter the air.

The chain between them was revealed then, a second length attached to her bracelets and clipped to a ring at Thane’s belt, not long enough to permit distance and not short enough to be called intimate, a measured cruel midpoint designed to create discomfort without obvious spectacle, and when Elowen shifted her weight the iron responded immediately, pulling at her wrists, pulling at his hip, binding their movements into shared consequence.

Her breath stuttered as the first tug traveled through her arms and into her shoulders, not painful yet, but invasive, because it meant that even her smallest adjustments would now register in his body, and the realization made her skin go hot beneath the cold air, a flare of embarrassment and anger that rose together and had nowhere clean to settle.

Thane’s hand moved, not toward her, but toward the chain clip at his belt as if checking it, fingers gloved, motion minimal, and the leather creaked softly under the pressure, while his gaze remained on the commander as though Elowen were not there, and the deliberate refusal to look at her face held a strange double edge, because it denied her recognition and also denied the watching men the satisfaction of seeing them acknowledge each other.

“Walk,” the commander said, and the convoy began to move again with the heavy rhythm of a machine resuming its function, horses stepping, boots crunching on mixed snow and exposed ground, the sound uneven because the landscape itself was changing rules.

Elowen’s first step pulled the chain taut too quickly, catching her wrist with a sudden jerk that snapped her elbow inward, and the motion would have looked like clumsiness if she allowed it to show, so she corrected immediately, tightening her posture, adjusting her stride, forcing her body to learn the new measurement on the move, while the metal at her skin burned cold and the ache in her shoulders began to deepen from the effort of holding herself steady under constraint.

Thane’s pace did not change for her, not out of cruelty but out of discipline, and the steady forward pull of his movement required her to match him, the chain translating difference in stride into pressure, and Elowen felt the lesson of it in her joints, the way her wrists began to numb at the edges, the way her breath shortened because walking faster in cold air demanded more oxygen than her chest wanted to give.

The road ahead rose in a shallow incline, and the incline made the convoy’s spacing tighten as horses and men adjusted to keep formation, while Elowen’s boots slipped once on a patch where thin snow had iced over exposed earth, the slide brief but enough to send alarm through her body, heat spiking in her palms as she tried to catch herself, and the chain jerked hard, yanking at her wrists and snapping her forward into a pace that stole the chance to recover slowly.

Thane’s hand came back then, not to take her arm, not to steady her like an ally, but to catch the chain itself, palm closing around iron near her bracelets and holding it just enough to reduce the whip of motion, and the contact transmitted through metal rather than skin, yet Elowen felt it as if it were touch anyway, the vibration of his grip traveling up her forearms and settling behind her sternum with a tight, uneasy warmth.

“Watch your footing,” he said without turning his head, voice pitched low so it did not carry, and the words were not gentle, they were not concerned in a way anyone could witness and call softness, but the timing of them made her throat tighten, because he could have let her stumble, could have allowed the chain to punish her in front of men who would read it as deserved, and instead he had intervened just enough to keep the punishment from escalating.

“I am,” she answered, and the sound of her voice surprised her with its own steadiness, because the cold had made her lips feel stiff and the pressure at her wrists had made her hands tremble faintly, yet she refused to let the tremor travel into speech, refusing to let the men around them hear weakness and translate it into permission.

The chain between them remained in Thane’s grip for another few steps, his hand absorbing the small jerks as the terrain shifted, and Elowen’s skin remained acutely aware of that closeness, the proximity of his hand to her body despite the barrier of iron, because the Order had found a way to make her feel him without allowing her the choice of whether feeling him was safe.

Ahead, the commander rode at a steady pace, occasionally glancing back with eyes that did not care about faces so much as alignment, and each time his gaze flicked toward them Elowen felt a tightening in her ribs, an instinct to become smaller, to make her movements invisible, yet the chain made invisibility impossible, because any attempt to shrink would tug and announce itself as resistance.

As the incline leveled and the road widened slightly, wind moved more freely, and it found damp places where snow had softened, lifting cold moisture into the air that clung to Elowen’s eyelashes and cooled her cheeks with a thin sting, while the scent of pine faded and a drier smell rose from ahead, something like dust that had been waiting under snow, exposed now and breathing for the first time in months.

The change unsettled her more than she expected, because it meant the world itself was transitioning, the landscape moving toward Ebonfall’s harsher truth, and Elowen’s body responded before her mind could name why, shoulders tightening, breath becoming shallower, as if she were approaching not simply a new region but a new set of rules, and she had learned that rules, once changed, did not change back out of mercy.

A soldier on horseback moved close enough to speak, his voice angled toward the commander, “If she falls behind, we lose time,” and the words landed in Elowen’s ears with the flatness of logistics, while she felt heat rise behind her eyes, not tears, but the strain of being discussed as if her body were a problem to manage rather than a person to move.

“Then she won’t,” the commander replied, and the certainty in his tone was not confidence in her endurance, it was confidence in pressure, and Elowen felt the statement settle into her muscles like an added weight, because the Order did not rely on belief, it relied on the simple fact that bodies either continued or broke.

Her wrists began to ache in a different way as minutes passed, the sensation shifting from cold bite to dull burn where skin rubbed against metal with each step, and the burn drew her awareness inward despite her effort to stay externally controlled, because pain was the one thing that made thought unnecessary, a pure signal that demanded attention without offering explanation.

Thane released the chain from his hand gradually, not abruptly, letting the iron resume its full authority link by link, and the moment his grip left it entirely Elowen felt the difference immediately, the chain’s small jerks returning sharper, her wrists absorbing each one, and she forced her fingers to relax, because clenching only made the metal’s edges dig deeper.

“You don’t have to—” she began, and the sentence stalled in her throat before it could become accusation or gratitude, because either would be dangerous in the wrong ears, and the pause left her breath exposed in the cold air, a small cloud that dissipated too quickly.

Thane’s head angled a fraction toward her, not enough to be seen by anyone watching from the front, and his voice came again, quieter, “Do not speak more than you must,” and the instruction was familiar in its harshness, the kind of harshness that protected by restricting, while Elowen’s stomach tightened because she knew he was right and hated that being right was indistinguishable from being controlled.

They walked in that enforced silence for a long stretch, the convoy’s rhythm becoming a steady grind of motion and breath, boots meeting earth, horses’ hooves striking harder ground where snow had retreated, and Elowen began to feel the fatigue bloom behind her ribs, not sudden, not dramatic, but accumulating with each step as if the road were feeding on her body, taking small amounts and never returning them.

The landscape continued its slow transformation, patches of white thinning into streaks, then breaking apart, revealing brown-gray earth beneath that looked raw, as though the world’s skin had been scraped and left exposed, and Elowen’s eyes kept returning to those exposed places with a wary fixation, because exposed skin meant vulnerability, and vulnerability was what the Order liked to see.

A brief stop came when the convoy reached a shallow stream, the water half-frozen and moving under thin crust, and the sound of it—soft, continuous, indifferent—made Elowen’s throat tighten, because the water did not obey the rules of silence the way palace corridors did, it moved openly, refusing to be contained by watchfulness.

The commander dismounted and spoke with two men, their voices low but clipped, while soldiers guided horses across the narrowest point, and Elowen stood with her hands held forward, the chain still linking her to Thane’s belt, the iron slackening slightly now that they were not moving, and the slack felt wrong in its brief generosity, because she had learned that slack always preceded correction.

A guard approached with a waterskin and held it out, not to Elowen’s hands but to Thane’s, and the gesture struck Elowen as a calculated cruelty, because it made her need visible and made his body the gate through which that need would be permitted.

“Her,” Thane said, voice even, and he did not look at Elowen as he spoke, keeping his posture aligned with command rather than with personal choice, while the guard hesitated only a moment, eyes flicking toward the commander as if seeking permission to treat her like a mouth instead of like an object.

The commander’s gaze turned briefly, assessing, and he gave a small nod that could be read as approval or as indifference, and the guard thrust the waterskin toward Elowen then, the leather cold and damp in her palms, the weight of it heavier than it should have been for the amount of water it likely held.

She lifted it carefully, the motion constrained by the chain’s shortened length, wrists aching as the leather rubbed against the metal cuffs, and when she drank the water hit her throat cold and sharp, a thin relief that burned as it went down, making her cough once despite her effort to keep the sound contained, because her body was not built to accept mercy quickly.

Thane watched the commander rather than her, but Elowen sensed his awareness anyway in the way he adjusted his stance, shifting his weight so the chain did not pull as hard while she drank, a tiny accommodation that cost him nothing visible and gave her a fraction less pain, and the knowledge of that accommodation made her chest tighten with something that was not comfort, because comfort would have been too dangerous to allow.

When she lowered the waterskin, her hands trembled faintly from cold and strain, and she forced her fingers to still by pressing her thumb into the soft leather until the pressure stung, anchoring herself in sensation rather than in whatever her face might betray.

“Finish,” the guard said, and Elowen understood he meant both the water and the pause, because pauses were not for recovering, they were for maintaining convoy order, and she handed the waterskin back with controlled movements, refusing to let hurry look like gratitude.

The commander mounted again, and the sight of him settling into the saddle with effortless authority made Elowen’s stomach tighten, because authority on horseback looked like freedom even when it was simply higher ground, and she was reminded again that she was walking not because walking was necessary, but because walking made her small.

“Move,” the command came, and the convoy resumed, and Elowen’s body had barely adjusted to stillness before it was required to return to strain, the chain snapping taut again as Thane stepped forward, pulling her into motion whether her muscles were ready or not.

Hours deepened into the day without the clean divisions of palace schedules, the road unspooling in steady monotony, and Elowen began to feel the loss of control not as a single moment but as an ongoing erosion, each step taking a small portion of her ability to predict what came next, because open land offered fewer cues, and the Order seemed to prefer it that way.

At one point, the wind shifted and carried voices from the front, the commander speaking to a messenger who had ridden up, their words too faint to grasp fully, yet Elowen caught fragments—border, delay, reassignment—and each fragment lodged in her chest as a new kind of pressure, because reassignment suggested more than route, it suggested hierarchy moving pieces, and she was one of the pieces being moved without being told the shape of the board.

The chain at her wrists grew warmer from constant friction, the metal no longer purely cold but heated by her skin and the steady rubbing of iron against leather against bone, and the warmth was wrong, not comforting, because it came from abrasion, and Elowen’s nerves began to feel raw beneath it, as if the bracelets were slowly sanding away the last thin layer between her body and the world’s intention.

Thane’s pace remained steady, and the steadiness forced her to keep matching him, yet within the steadiness she began to notice small adjustments, not kindness, not tenderness, but strategy: how he angled slightly when the road narrowed so the chain would not snag, how he slowed a fraction before rough patches without appearing to slow, how his hand occasionally returned to the chain for a few steps when her footing faltered, then released again as if nothing had happened.

It made her want to believe the new closeness was only procedure, only assignment, only an inconvenient positioning designed for visibility and control, because believing that kept her from having to acknowledge the other possibility, that the Order had recognized the danger of distance between them and chosen instead to weaponize proximity, forcing it into a form that could not be mistaken for choice.

As the sun lowered enough to lengthen shadows, the convoy reached a stretch where the snow disappeared almost entirely, replaced by dry ground that cracked under boots, and the air here carried dust rather than frost, a dry taste that settled on Elowen’s tongue and made her lips feel tight, while the heat of exertion rose under her cloak and met cold wind at the seams, creating a layered discomfort that made her skin itch with sweat she could not wipe away.

They stopped again near a sparse cluster of scrub trees, their branches thin and dark, offering little shelter, and the soldiers began setting a temporary camp with efficient motions, stakes driven, fires kindled low, tents raised like brief claims on the open land, while Elowen stood where she was placed, chain still linking her to Thane, the fact of that link now visible in firelight.

A guard gestured toward a small tent near the center, and Elowen moved as commanded, the chain tugging at Thane’s belt as she stepped, and Thane followed without hesitation, because hesitation would have been read as resistance, and resistance would have been punished.

Inside the tent, the air was slightly warmer, heavy with canvas smell and the faint scent of smoke from outside, and Elowen felt her lungs adjust with a small ache, the warmth pressing against her throat where cold had scraped all day, while the shortened chain forced her to stand close enough that she could feel Thane’s presence as a change in temperature beside her.

A soldier entered, holding keys, and his eyes went directly to the chain clip at Thane’s belt, not to Elowen’s face, and he reached for it without asking, fingers closing around metal with the assumption that bodies existed for handling.

Thane shifted a fraction, not stepping away, only adjusting his hip so the soldier’s hand would not brush his body more than necessary, and the movement made the chain pull at Elowen’s wrists, tightening suddenly, and the sharpness of the tug drew a small sound from her throat before she could swallow it down, a soft involuntary breath that sounded too much like vulnerability.

The soldier paused, eyes flicking toward her at last, and the gaze carried no empathy, only assessment, as if measuring how much discomfort would keep her compliant without breaking her too soon.

“Stay,” the soldier said, and the word was aimed at both of them, because the Order had decided their bodies now functioned as a unit to be managed.

He unclipped the chain from Thane’s belt and immediately reattached it to an iron ring fixed inside the tent, shortening it further so that Elowen could not step more than two paces in any direction, and when the clip snapped into place the sound was small yet final, metal against metal like a latch closing in the dark.

The soldier left without ceremony, and the tent flap fell shut behind him, and for a moment the only sound was the low murmur of the camp outside and the faint crackle of fire, while Elowen stood with her wrists held forward, metal biting, skin warm and raw beneath it, and felt the day’s fatigue settle into her bones with the quiet certainty of something earned and still unpaid.

Thane remained near the tent opening, posture controlled, eyes angled toward the gap where canvas met ground, listening in the way he always listened, body ready for command even in rest, and Elowen realized with a slow, unpleasant clarity that the Order had taken more than distance today, it had taken the last clean separation between her survival and his presence, stitching them together with iron so that any consequence aimed at one would travel through the chain to the other.

She drew a careful breath, tasting dust and smoke, and the air warmed in her lungs before leaving cooler, the temperature shift making her throat sting again, and she spoke without lifting her voice, “This is unnecessary,” because saying it aloud was the only way to keep the thought from turning into something softer, something like reliance.

Thane did not turn fully, yet his reply came with immediate precision, “It is necessary to them,” and the sentence held no comfort, only fact, and the flatness of it made Elowen’s chest tighten because facts were what remained when hope became too costly.

Outside, a horse snorted sharply and then quieted, and the sound carried through canvas as a brief warning, and Elowen felt her shoulders tense as if the camp itself were a living thing that might lurch at any moment, while Thane’s attention sharpened toward the sound, his posture subtly shifting into readiness.

Elowen’s wrists throbbed again, a slow pulse under metal, and she lowered her hands as far as the shortened chain allowed, letting the burn settle into a steady ache she could carry, while her gaze fixed on the line of Thane’s back, the dark fabric, the way his body held a boundary even when the Order tried to erase it.

“If this is only travel,” she said, voice quiet enough to stay within the tent, “why change it now,” and the question was not pleading, it was an attempt to retrieve control through understanding, because understanding had once been a form of protection.

Thane’s pause was brief yet heavy, and when he spoke again his voice was lower, “Because stories move faster than wagons,” and the phrase landed in Elowen’s chest with the weight of something she did not fully understand yet, while outside the camp’s noises continued, men laughing in low tones, metal clinking, fire crackling, ordinary sounds that felt suddenly like a thin veil over something watchful.

Elowen remained still, wrists aching, breath steadying by force rather than ease, and she felt the day’s enforced proximity settle into her body as a new kind of memory, not romantic and not comforting, but unavoidable, a pressure that would persist even if the chain were removed, because the Order had already taught her what it wanted her to learn: that closeness could be commanded, and when commanded it could become another method of survival that did not ask whether she trusted it.

Thane’s head angled slightly toward her at last, just enough that she could see the line of his jaw in the tent’s dim light, and his voice came softer without becoming gentle, “Sleep when you can,” and the instruction was practical, almost harsh in its inevitability, yet Elowen felt the words lodge under her ribs anyway, because they implied he expected the road ahead to be worse.

She nodded once, the movement small and controlled, and as she shifted her weight the chain scraped against the ring, producing a faint metallic sound that made her skin prickle, because the sound was proof that even in silence she could not stop being tethered, and she understood with a slow, reluctant acceptance that whatever the Order took with it when it moved—distance, dignity, control—it would also take her into a closeness she had not chosen, forcing her to live inside it until she either learned how to endure the pressure or let it crush something she still believed belonged to her.

Outside, footsteps approached the tent and slowed, pausing just long enough to make the air inside feel thinner, and Elowen held her breath without meaning to, listening to the pause stretch as if someone were deciding whether to enter, while Thane’s hand moved near his belt with quiet readiness, and the chain between Elowen’s wrists and the iron ring remained taut as a held question.
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Chapter 2: The March Without Water
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The next day did not begin with a sunrise she could name as beginning, only a gradual thinning of dark that made the air look less forgiving, and the cold inside the canvas had shifted overnight into something stale and tight, trapped heat gone sour against skin that had never fully stopped bracing, so that when Elowen’s eyes opened the first sensation was not sight but the ache in her wrists where iron had held her through sleep in shallow increments, her hands stiff from being kept close to the ring as if her body had spent the night learning how to become smaller without permission to disappear.

The camp moved outside in the low, efficient noises of a convoy that did not treat rest as relief, boots grinding grit, leather pulled snug, fire pressed down into ash so it would not advertise itself, and each sound arrived through canvas as vibration rather than clarity, making the tent feel like a thin membrane stretched over a machine, while Thane’s silhouette held the same place near the flap where he had remained, his posture unchanged enough that it suggested he had slept in the way soldiers slept—standing, listening, letting fatigue settle only as far as discipline allowed.

When the flap lifted, cold air cut in with immediate authority, carrying dust instead of snow, and the shift made Elowen’s throat sting as she inhaled, because dust did not taste clean, it sat on the tongue like old cloth and asked the mouth to work harder for moisture it did not have, while a guard stepped inside and went straight to the chain without looking at her face, fingers moving with the brisk certainty of someone untroubled by the fact that the smallest motion of his hand could make pain bloom in another person’s skin.

The clip came loose from the iron ring and snapped back onto Thane’s belt with a sound that felt too final for how ordinary it was, and Elowen’s wrists reacted before she could steady them, tendons tightening as if anticipating the first pull of movement, the skin beneath the bracelets tender from yesterday’s abrasion, while the guard gestured outward and the gesture contained its own contempt in how little it needed words.

Outside, the ground looked stripped, not white and silent the way Caldris insisted the world should be when it wanted to appear righteous, but bare in patches, the earth cracked at the surface as though it had forgotten how to hold water, and Elowen’s boots met that ground with a dull impact that traveled up her legs and settled in her hips as fatigue’s first claim, because walking today would not be softened by snow’s cushion or hidden by its sound, it would be loud enough for men to hear and hard enough for bone to remember.

The convoy began to move with less ceremony than yesterday, as if the first day had been for placement and the second was for attrition, and Elowen felt the difference immediately in the pace Thane was required to keep, a fraction faster, a fraction more relentless, the chain between them tightening with each step until it became a constant line of pressure rather than a series of corrections, and the pressure made her wrists warm where metal rubbed, heat rising not from comfort but from friction, the kind that promised rawness long before it promised injury.

Wind came in low and steady across the road, lifting fine dust and pushing it against their faces, and Elowen’s eyes watered in spite of control, lashes catching grit that made each blink feel thick, while the air scraped at the inside of her nose and left dryness in its wake, and she kept her lips pressed together to conserve what little moisture remained, because opening her mouth too often would turn breathing into swallowing dust, and swallowing dust would make thirst louder than it already was.

The waterskin they had allowed her yesterday was not offered again when the morning stretched into hours, and the absence announced itself in her body first as a tightening at the back of her throat, subtle at first, then more deliberate as her saliva thickened, the tongue dragging against the roof of her mouth with each breath, while her lungs worked harder in the drier air and demanded more than her body could comfortably provide, turning each inhale into an effort that pulled at her ribs like hands trying to pry them wider.

She kept her gaze on the road’s broken texture, reading ground the way she had once read court faces, because missteps here carried immediate consequence, and the chain did not allow the privacy of stumbling, it translated imbalance into punishment by yanking at bone and making her wrists take the cost of every error, while Thane’s pace remained steady enough that any weakness in her stride would be exposed in the tension between them like a snapped thread.

The first time she heard the water counted it did not arrive as an announcement, only as an exchange between guards on horseback, voices low and casual as if discussing rations were the same as discussing weather, and one of them shook a waterskin near his ear, the liquid inside sloshing with a stingy sound, while the other answered with a laugh that lacked joy, and the laugh made Elowen’s stomach tighten because laughter around scarcity always meant someone believed they would not be the one to suffer.

When the first distribution came, it happened without stopping the line, a rider moving down the column and pressing a cup or skin into each soldier’s hand for a brief swallow, the amounts measured not by need but by policy, and Elowen watched water pass near her without reaching her, the sight making her mouth ache as if her body had tried to produce moisture out of sheer proximity, while the chain tugged at her wrists as Thane shifted slightly, and the shift carried the scent of him closer—leather warmed by sun, dust lodged in cloth, the faint metallic tang of iron that did not belong to him yet followed him all the same because of her.

A guard moved to Thane and offered him the waterskin’s mouth without slowing, and Thane did not take it immediately, the pause small enough to be missed by anyone not tethered close, yet Elowen felt it because the chain’s tension changed in that moment, his body holding still a fraction longer as if resisting the reflex to accept, while the guard’s hand hovered with impatient certainty and the commander’s attention remained forward, trusting discipline to do what it always did.

Thane took the waterskin and did not drink.

He angled it downward instead, arm moving with controlled economy, bringing the mouth of it toward Elowen’s face without turning his head fully, and the motion made the chain slacken in a way that startled her wrists, the iron easing for a heartbeat before tightening again as she stepped closer, her mouth already dry enough that the simple sight of water made her throat constrict, while the guard’s eyes widened slightly, a flicker of surprise that turned quickly into calculation as he looked toward the commander for permission to object.

Elowen hesitated only long enough for caution to burn against need, because accepting water from Thane would look like reliance and reliance was a story men liked to tell, yet refusing would turn her into weakness and weakness was a story men liked to punish, and the choice made her pulse quicken beneath the bracelets, the beat visible in the thin skin of her wrists where iron pressed.

“Drink,” Thane said, voice low enough to keep the word inside the space between them, and the command in it felt like an iron bar placed across her choices, not gentle, not intimate, simply necessary, and the necessity cooled any softness the moment might have threatened to create.

She leaned in and took a swallow, the water hitting her tongue cold and brief, not enough to satisfy but enough to make her body flare with relief so sharp it almost hurt, her throat tightening around the swallow as if trying to keep the water from leaving, while dust on her lips turned to grit-mud and made the second swallow taste faintly of earth, and she forced herself to stop before desperation became visible, pulling back and letting the air hit her mouth again, dry and cruel.

Thane handed the waterskin back without looking at her, his hand steady, his posture unchanged, and the guard accepted it with a tight expression that suggested he would remember this, while Elowen felt the water settle in her stomach as a small, temporary warmth that did nothing to solve thirst but changed its shape, making the absence more noticeable because her body now had proof of what it lacked.

They walked on, and the sun climbed higher into a sky that offered light without mercy, the heat not softening the air so much as cooking it, drawing moisture upward from soil that had none to give and leaving the world feeling thin and abrasive, while Elowen’s skin warmed beneath her cloak and sweat formed at the base of her spine, trapped there, unable to evaporate cleanly because the wind kept pulling it away in cold flickers that made her shiver despite the heat, and the contradiction turned her body into a constant negotiation between too dry and too damp, neither side offering relief.

Her breath began to change in small increments, the inhales shorter, the exhales louder, and she caught the sound of her own breathing more often because it no longer vanished into cold quiet, it rasped faintly in her throat, a dry scrape that made swallowing painful, and each time she swallowed her tongue dragged over the roof of her mouth as if searching for moisture that had already been taken.

The chain at her wrists grew heavier in a way that had nothing to do with its actual weight, the metal warming from her skin and rubbing against tender places until the sensation stopped being sharp and became constant, a dull burn that made her hands feel separate from her body, as if iron were slowly teaching her wrists that they did not belong to her any longer, while the tether to Thane meant she could not shake out tension without pulling at him, and that awareness kept her movements restrained, careful, contained.

The landscape thinned around them into sparse scrub and exposed rock, patches of pale ground that reflected light back at the eyes, making Elowen squint until her forehead ached, and the glare turned everything into harsh outlines, men and horses reduced to moving shapes cut against brightness, while the road ahead shimmered faintly in the heat, not a mirage beautiful enough to tempt but a distortion that made distance feel uncertain, as if the world were unwilling to promise how far it would let them go before it broke someone.

When a soldier near the front began coughing, the sound carried backward in dry bursts, harsh and ugly, and it set off a chain of smaller throat-clearing noises among others, men swallowing against the same dryness, their bodies reacting despite their discipline, while Elowen’s own throat tightened in sympathy and fear, because coughs drew attention and attention invited correction, and the convoy’s correction could come as punishment for weakness masked as enforcement of order.

A rider moved down the line again, counting water with visible economy now, tipping skins into cups and watching the liquid fall as if each drop were a coin, and Elowen saw the way hands lingered under cups, fingers curling as though they could trap moisture against skin, while the rider’s mouth tightened in irritation whenever someone took a fraction too long to swallow, and the irritation made Elowen’s stomach knot because it meant the ration was not simply limited, it was resented.

Thane took his portion when offered and held it without drinking, his fingers closing around the cup with a stillness that drew Elowen’s attention as sharply as if he had touched her, because the refusal was not dramatic, it was simply deviation, and deviation in a convoy was always noticed by someone.

He shifted a fraction closer to Elowen, close enough that his shoulder nearly brushed her upper arm through layers, and the proximity made her skin heat and prickle at once, danger registering in the physical fact of another body within her space, while his hand moved down and the cup lifted toward her mouth again, the gesture controlled, offering without offering softness, because softness would have been a weakness men could exploit.

Elowen felt the urge to refuse rise like bile, not because she did not need the water but because receiving it made her part of his choice, and she had been taught by too many courts and too many commanders that being made part of someone’s choice was how debts were formed, debts that could be collected later with interest.

“Stop,” she said under her breath, the word dry enough that it scratched her own throat, and her eyes stayed forward because looking at him would make the exchange personal, and personal was a story the Order would punish.

Thane’s voice came without visible movement of his mouth, low and clipped, “Later,” and the single word held more instruction than comfort, because later implied a moment when eyes would not be on them as sharply, a moment chosen not for tenderness but for survival, and the knowledge that he was planning around watchfulness tightened Elowen’s chest, because planning suggested he expected scrutiny to increase.

He did not force the cup to her lips this time, not in the open line where the commander might glance back, and he drank a small swallow himself with measured restraint, the motion precise as if he were rationing the act of swallowing as well as the water, while Elowen watched the line of his throat move once, then still, and the sight made her mouth ache so sharply she pressed her tongue against her teeth to keep from making a sound.

The day continued in a slow grind that felt like walking through fabric, each step resisted by heat and dryness, and Elowen’s muscles began to tremble faintly at the edges, not yet visible to others but present in the way her thighs burned and her calves tightened, the fatigue turning from simple tiredness into something more threatening, because muscles without water became brittle, and brittle meant one wrong step could turn strain into injury.

Her thoughts did not form clean sentences, not because she lacked intelligence but because the body’s needs were drowning language, sensation overriding everything—dry tongue, tight lips, burning wrists, the steady pull of the chain, the heat trapped under cloth—until she felt like she was being reduced to a set of needs the Order could manage with rations and commands, and the reduction made anger rise in her belly as a tight, sour heat that had nowhere to go.

When the convoy finally slowed near dusk, it did not stop for comfort but for logistics, setting camp in a shallow depression where the wind was less aggressive, and the shelter of that depression made the air feel heavier, dust settling instead of being carried away, the smell of sweat and horse and old leather thickening until Elowen’s lungs felt coated, and she swallowed again and again, each swallow producing less relief.

The tents went up with the same brisk economy as before, and Elowen was guided toward hers, the chain still linking her to Thane, still denying her the privacy of being alone even while denying her any claim to companionship, and when the tent flap dropped behind them the dim light made her eyes sting, the transition from glare to shadow too sudden for a body already strained.

A guard entered with a cup of water, smaller than any cup should have been after a day like this, and he held it out to Thane without meeting Elowen’s gaze, while Elowen felt her stomach drop at the sight because it confirmed what the convoy’s dry coughs and counted drops had already implied: water was no longer assumed, it was controlled.

Thane took the cup and did not drink, and the guard’s eyes narrowed slightly as if anticipating defiance, while Elowen’s wrists throbbed under iron and her mouth filled with the thick taste of dryness that made her want to lunge forward like an animal, the impulse humiliating in its purity.

The guard lingered, watching, perhaps waiting for Thane to comply in the expected way so the story remained intact, and Elowen felt the moment stretch inside her body as tension, her pulse speeding, her hands tightening into fists that made the bracelets bite, because she could not bear the idea of being offered water as a spectacle of control again.

Thane’s voice came, quiet and even, “Leave,” and it was spoken to the guard with the authority of someone who understood command structures well enough to use them, the tone not pleading and not aggressive, simply placed, while the guard’s jaw tightened and his gaze flicked toward the tent flap as if listening for someone outside to contradict.

A pause, then the guard stepped out, his boots scuffing dust, and the tent fell quiet except for the distant murmur of camp and the faint crackle of a small fire, while Elowen stood with her hands held forward, wrists aching, throat burning, and felt the absence of witnesses like a sudden loosening of air pressure, a space that did not feel safe but did feel different.

Thane turned then, finally allowing his attention to touch her without the commander’s eyes as intermediary, and the shift in his gaze made Elowen’s skin tighten along her arms, because being seen directly by him carried a different danger than being managed by guards, a danger of becoming real to someone who could be used against her, yet his expression remained controlled, discipline written into every line.

He lifted the cup toward her without ceremony, and the gesture was stark in its practicality, offering not kindness but resource, and Elowen’s body responded before pride could arrange itself, her tongue pressing against dry lips, her throat tightening around a swallow that produced no moisture, while her hands trembled faintly from fatigue as she reached up, constrained by the chain’s shortened length.

“Take it,” Thane said, and the words were firm enough to be command, because command was the only language permitted between them that would not look like intimacy if overheard, and Elowen hated that she needed command to accept what her body required.

She drank slowly, forcing restraint into each swallow, letting the water slide over her tongue and down her throat with painful clarity, because water against a dry throat did not soothe at first, it burned, scraping over rawness like salt over skin, and she held the cup with both hands as far as the chain allowed, the metal bracelets clinking softly against the cup’s rim, a sound that made her flinch because it reminded her that even this act of survival was performed under iron.

Halfway through, she stopped and lowered the cup, breath trembling slightly as it left her, and she held the cup out toward him, her arms already aching from the effort, while her mouth protested with immediate renewed dryness because stopping meant admitting the water had not been enough.

Thane did not take it.

His eyes stayed on her face, steady and unsoftened, and he said, “Finish,” and the insistence in it landed in her chest like a weight, because it meant he had already made the decision to go without, and the decision was not hers to refuse without turning it into struggle.

“No,” Elowen said, and the single word came out rougher than she intended, sharp with the edge of panic, because watching someone else choose deprivation on her behalf felt like being returned to a palace where love had always come with conditions, and she felt that old claustrophobia rise, the sense of being trapped inside someone’s idea of what she should be.

Thane’s jaw tightened, the movement subtle but visible, and when he spoke again his voice dropped lower, “They will count what you receive by how long you last,” and the sentence carried the cold logic of the convoy, the truth that weakness would be punished with more weakness, and Elowen felt the words land in her stomach like a stone, because it meant her endurance was not private, it was evidence.

Her fingers tightened around the cup until her knuckles stung, and the pressure made the chain pull at her wrists, iron biting, a reminder that her body did not belong to her alone, while the air inside the tent felt suddenly too warm, too stale, dust settling on her tongue again even as water tried to clear it, and she hated how quickly need could make her compliant.

She lifted the cup and drank the rest, forcing herself to swallow steadily, ignoring the way her throat burned, ignoring the way her stomach clenched as if bracing for the loss of something precious, and when the cup emptied she held it for a moment as if waiting for water to appear again out of stubbornness, then lowered it slowly, breath leaving her in a long exhale that sounded too loud in the tight tent.

Thane took the empty cup from her hand with minimal contact, fingers brushing her knuckles only for a brief moment, and the brush was so slight it should not have registered as touch, yet her skin reacted anyway, heat rising where his glove grazed, because her nerves were raw from thirst and strain and iron, and raw nerves made even accidental contact feel like a mark.

He set the cup aside and turned toward the tent flap, listening, posture shifting into readiness again, the same readiness that had held him through the night before, and Elowen watched him with a tightness under her ribs that did not resolve into gratitude because gratitude would have softened the edges, and the edges were the only protection she had left.

“You should have taken some,” she said quietly, the words shaped with effort because her mouth was still dry despite the water, and the dryness made her feel foolish for believing a cup could undo a day’s deprivation.

Thane did not turn fully, but his reply came without hesitation, “I did,” and the lie in it was too clean, too quick, offered not as deception but as barrier, as if he were sealing off a part of the exchange that he did not want her to touch with her voice.

Elowen’s stomach tightened, because the taste of the lie was familiar from Caldris, from rooms where people hid truth behind smooth sentences for the sake of stability, and she felt a spark of anger rise again, sharper now because it was aimed at him, the one person whose restraint had begun to alter the shape of her survival.

She stepped forward as far as the chain allowed, the movement tugging at her wrists, and the tug made her skin sting, yet she used the sting as anchor, letting it keep her from sounding too soft as she said, “You did not,” because naming the lie was not about control, it was about refusing to be managed even by a man who claimed to be protecting her.

Thane’s shoulders held still for a moment, then he angled his head slightly, enough that his voice came closer, “Do you want them to see you argue for my water,” and the question cut through her anger with cruel precision, because it pointed directly at the trap: her concern could be used to bind her, her resistance could be used to punish him, and the Order would not care which.

Elowen’s breath caught, then pushed out slowly, and the slow exhale did not calm her so much as keep her from breaking into words that would weaken them both, while her wrists throbbed under iron and her feet felt heavy in boots that had walked too far on dry ground, the fatigue now deep enough that it seemed to live in her bones.

She turned away from him and lowered herself carefully onto the thin bedding, the canvas smell pressing into her nostrils, the air warm and dusty, and she rested her hands on her lap as far as the chain allowed, letting her fingers go slack for a moment, because holding tension all day had made her hands feel like clenched stones.

Outside, the camp’s murmurs continued, low voices, occasional laughter that lacked joy, the small clink of metal, and Elowen listened to those sounds with her body rather than her mind, the way her shoulders tightened whenever boots passed near the tent, the way her breath shortened when a voice rose, because the day had trained her into constant readiness.

Thane remained near the flap, a shadow against dim light, and Elowen felt the presence of him like a second heat source in the tent, not comforting but unavoidable, and the knowledge that he had given her water before himself settled into her chest as a heavy, unresolved weight, because it was a form of trust she had not asked for and a debt she did not want, yet her body had accepted it anyway, swallowing it down as surely as it had swallowed the water.

She shifted slightly, the movement making the chain scrape against his belt ring with a faint metallic sound, and the sound made her skin prickle because it reminded her that even in rest her smallest motions would travel to him, and she understood with a slow, weary clarity that shared hardship was not a bond formed in softness, it was a bond formed in the way survival forced their bodies to speak to each other through iron and deprivation, and the conversation was one neither of them was allowed to end.

Thane’s voice came after a long stretch of silence, low and controlled, “Sleep,” and it was the same instruction as yesterday, stripped of ornament, because sleep was the only resource not yet rationed by the convoy, though even sleep could be stolen by fear, and Elowen felt her eyelids heavy yet resisted closing them fully, because closing them meant surrendering awareness in a place that punished the unaware.

She lay back anyway, letting the thin bedding take her weight, the ache in her wrists pulling at tendons as her arms relaxed, and the pain made her breathing deepen involuntarily, breath driven by the body’s need rather than her will, while the taste of water lingered faintly in her mouth like a memory that made thirst sharper by contrast.

Outside, footsteps approached and paused near the tent, the pause stretching just long enough to make the air inside feel thinner, and Elowen’s body reacted immediately, muscles tightening, breath caught half-inhale, while Thane’s posture shifted, his hand moving near his belt with quiet readiness, and the chain between Elowen’s wrists and his body went taut as if the iron itself had learned to anticipate threat.

The footsteps moved on, but the silence they left behind did not feel empty, it felt watchful, and Elowen lay with her eyes open in the dim, feeling the rawness of her throat, the steady ache of her wrists, the heavy fatigue in her legs, and the lingering warmth in her stomach from a cup of water that had been offered like a weapon against tomorrow, while Thane stood at the tent flap listening to a world that counted drops, and neither of them spoke the thing that pressed hardest in the air between them: that if the water ran out completely, the Order would not ask who deserved it more, it would simply watch to see who gave in first.
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Chapter 3: Blood Is Not Water
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Morning arrived already depleted, the light too white and too hard to be called kind, and the air carried the same dry scrape against Elowen’s throat as the day before, only sharper now because her mouth had forgotten how to soften anything, her tongue thick against her teeth, the inside of her cheeks sticking when she tried to swallow, while the chain at her wrists warmed from constant abrasion and made the skin beneath it sting as if the metal were slowly learning the exact places it could carve without drawing obvious blood.

The convoy moved with the same relentless competence, yet the rhythm no longer settled into her muscles as endurance so much as intrusion, each step demanding more coordination than it should have, ankles protesting where the ground shifted under dust and thin rock, calves tightening too early, thighs burning with a fatigue that did not fade between paces, while the sun climbed without mercy and the heat it cast did not offer warmth so much as pressure, compressing air until her lungs had to pull harder for breath that arrived thin and tasted like grit.

Dust coated her lips, and the act of parting them even slightly drew a line of pain across cracked skin, so she kept them pressed together for as long as possible, breathing through her nose until the dryness made her nostrils sting, then switching to shallow mouth-breaths that left her throat raw, the sound of it rasping faintly no matter how carefully she controlled it, because control could not replace moisture, and the body did not respect pride when it was being asked to function without water.

The chain between her wrists and Thane’s belt stayed taut more often than slack, not because he pulled deliberately but because the convoy demanded pace, and the pace demanded she keep up, and keeping up meant matching his stride exactly, the iron translating any difference into immediate correction, so that when her foot landed a fraction late the chain jerked and snapped her wrists forward, tendons tightening, shoulders catching the impact, and the repeated violence of that small motion made her hands begin to tremble at the edges, not yet visible enough to be called weakness but present in the way her fingers refused to fully relax.

Thane’s presence remained beside her like a boundary made of heat and restraint, close enough that she could smell dust lodged in the weave of his cloak and leather warmed by sun, close enough that his steps sounded distinct against the road, yet he kept his gaze forward and his posture aligned with command, offering no softness that could be mistaken for choice, and the lack of softness should have been relief, except the chain made closeness unavoidable even when recognition was withheld.

The first water distribution that day came later, and when it came the amounts were smaller, the rider’s hand moving with visible economy as he tipped a skin into cups and watched the liquid fall like something sacred and resented, and Elowen’s mouth tightened at the sight, because the water did not look like rescue, it looked like currency, and currency was always spent where the Order believed it produced the best return.

Elowen’s share did not arrive at all.

Her body registered that absence before anger could sharpen it, the dryness in her mouth turning from discomfort into a heavy, desperate drag, the muscles under her jaw clenching around a swallow that produced nothing, and the emptiness in her stomach tightening as if hunger and thirst were the same ache wearing different faces, while her vision began to shift in small ways she refused to name, brightness appearing too bright, shadows pooling too dark, the edges of distant movement shimmering as if the air itself were refusing to hold still.

The road grew more exposed as the hours stretched, the sparse scrub thinning into nothing, leaving open ground where wind could move freely, and the wind did not cool her so much as strip her, lifting sweat from her skin and leaving behind a cold film that made her shiver despite the sun, the contradiction turning her body into a constant argument between heat and chill, while the taste of dust thickened on her tongue until it felt like she was chewing something dry every time she swallowed.

Her wrists began to pulse beneath the iron, not from circulation alone but from the relentless rubbing of metal against raw skin, and the pulse synchronized with the throb behind her eyes, a steady pressure that tightened whenever she tried to focus on the horizon, because focusing required moisture her eyes could not spare, and blinking grew slow and heavy, lashes sticking together briefly before separating with a faint sting that made her want to rub at them, though the chain and the cuffs kept her hands from reaching her face without turning the motion into spectacle.

The commander’s voice carried from the front at intervals, clipped orders delivered without pause, and each time the tone rose slightly Elowen’s shoulders tightened instinctively, her chest bracing around breath as if protecting the last thin reserve of air inside her lungs, while the men around them moved like a machine that did not know how to slow for individual failure, the convoy’s discipline treating weakness as debris to be dragged or discarded.

When her knee buckled for the first time, it did not fold dramatically, only a sudden softening that made her weight drop a fraction, and the chain punished it immediately, snapping tight and yanking her wrists forward so sharply that pain sparked white along her forearms, and the jerk dragged her forward into a stumbling half-step that scraped her boot against rock, the scrape loud enough to draw a brief sideways glance from a soldier nearby.

Thane’s hand came down to the chain without looking at her, palm closing around iron near her bracelets, and his grip absorbed the worst of the next jerk as she corrected her stride, yet the contact transmitted through metal and still landed in her body as if it were skin, vibration traveling up her arms and settling behind her sternum with a tight, uneasy heat that made her breath falter.

“Keep your pace,” he said, the words low enough that they stayed between them, and the tone held no comfort, only instruction sharp enough to cut through her growing haze, while Elowen forced her legs to obey, forcing muscle over mind, because obedience was the only thing the road permitted without punishment.

She tried to swallow again and the motion scraped her throat, leaving a bitter taste of dryness that made her stomach clench, and the clench traveled upward as nausea, slow and heavy, because the body did not like being empty and moving at the same time, and the nausea made the world tilt slightly, the horizon slipping sideways for a breath before she dragged it back into place by fixing her gaze on Thane’s shoulder, the dark line of his cloak serving as the nearest stable point in a landscape that had begun to waver.

The next time the convoy halted, it was not for rest, only for a brief regrouping as riders conferred at the front, and the sudden stillness made Elowen’s legs tremble openly, muscles shaking from the effort of holding upright without forward motion to distribute strain, while the chain slackened a fraction and the slack felt wrong, like a door left ajar in a place that punished openings.

She shifted her weight to ease the burn in her calves, and the movement sent a dull flare through her ankles, joints complaining in a language of heat and weakness, while her wrists ached with the constant pressure of iron, the skin beneath the cuffs swollen enough that every link felt sharper, and she lowered her hands as far as the chain allowed, letting them hang for a moment, because holding them in tense readiness had become another form of exhaustion.

The halt ended abruptly, the line moving again without warning, and the change snapped the chain taut as Thane stepped forward, pulling her into motion before her muscles were ready, and the sudden demand made her vision blur at the edges, not darkness, not yet, but a thinning, as if the world were being stretched away from her.

Heat surged behind her eyes, then drained, leaving a cold hollowness that made her stomach lurch, and when she tried to take a deeper breath the air scraped her throat so harshly she coughed once, the sound dry and ugly, and the cough drew attention like blood in water, heads turning briefly, eyes assessing with the quick cruelty of men trained to treat weakness as inconvenience.

Elowen pressed her lips together again, forcing silence back into her body, while the cough left a burning trail in her chest and made her mouth taste faintly of iron, a phantom tang that made her tongue press against her teeth as if searching for moisture and finding only grit.

The road ahead began to rise, a long shallow incline that offered no shade and no mercy, and the climb turned the convoy’s rhythm heavier, boots striking harder, horses snorting in dry bursts, leather creaking, while Elowen’s legs began to move on a delay, each step arriving a fraction after it should have, the chain punishing the lag with repeated tugs, until the tugs became constant pressure and her wrists stopped distinguishing individual corrections, the pain blending into a single burning band.
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