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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      The path through the woods was unlit. It only took about half an hour to walk from one end of the path to the other—in broad daylight. In the darkest hour before dawn, with no light to guide me, having to skirt guards and attract no attention, it took only slightly longer. I paused at the edge of the clearing. My lips curled back from my teeth. My favorite guard was on duty tonight. All the better. Andrew sauntered past the tree I was hiding behind, and I ghosted behind him. I hoped he'd be whipped if they discovered I'd gotten past him.

      Navigating the barracks was little more than keeping to the shadows and out of view of any soldiers who might still be awake. The guards were less vigilant this close to the buildings.

      I paused under an open window. Fortuna favored me. She'd been most kind, lately. I grinned and leapt. My fingers caught the ledge; I pulled myself up easily. I tipped forward and rolled silently into the room, coming out of my crouch directly into a staggering slap.

      I collapsed, my face stinging, but before my assailant could land on me, I'd caught his ankles with mine, and he fell heavily beside me. I slammed an elbow into his ribs, and he grunted before his hand smashed into the floor where I'd been just a moment previous. I leapt for his cot, but he caught my ankle, and I fell into it. Dammit. My ribs were going to be complaining about that when the adrenaline wore off. I snarled, angry now, and swiped, twisting in a hard arc. I connected with his face, and felt blood against my nails. My lips peeled back in a savage grin. Got you, you bastard.

      My momentary triumph was my undoing. He slapped me back, rocking my head to the side, and as I fell, he followed me down. His weight knocked the wind out of me, and I struggled against his bulk, trying to angle a knee up between his thighs, but he blocked me.

      He clicked his tongue at me. “Ah ah, Marri. Don't even try it.”

      I snarled at him, my mouth stretched wide in a laughing taunt, and he shifted my wrists to one hand so he could use his free one to slap me again. My face burned, but I felt the desire start between my thighs. His scent filled my nostrils—piney and green, like the forest on a cool day, underlain with animal musk. He pressed down with one knee, and no matter how tightly I clenched my legs together, his weight and the size of his knee won. He forced my thighs apart, and I finally gave in with a gasping cry. Oh, Fortuna, how fucking delicious. I melted.

      That was all he needed. He knelt up, yanked my pants down and left them around my ankles, caught by my boots. My snarls turned to purrs when his teeth nipped along my jaw, and then I gasped when they sank into the skin at my throat. He yanked my shirt over my head, and my nipples ached for his rough touch. He didn't disappoint. My back arched while he pinched and twirled the sensitive tips.

      “Oh, come on, Dinis, stop teasing me!”

      “Not a chance.” He dipped his head to my breasts and bit down. “You know you love it.” I forced my chest closer to him, pleasure skittering along my skin. He released my wrists, and I yanked hard on his short hair. His bites increased in force until I gave in, gasping. “I'm going to take you every way I can.”

      I bared my teeth in a rictus grin. “Not a chance, fuck face.”

      He grinned and pinched my nipples until I shrieked, high and breathy. “Yes, I am. And you won't be able to stop me.”

      And that right there was the reason he was my current favorite nighttime rendezvous. His teeth left a trail down my belly to my thighs, and then he jerked my legs up, put his head between my open thighs and buried his face against my vulva. I keened, arching hard against the floor. His tongue was thick and strong, and when he went to work, he went to work. I clawed at his hair, but he ignored me. When I wriggled too hard, he wrapped his broad arms around my thighs and held me down, forcing me to take it. I began to grunt, my belly clenching and my cunt tightening like a fist. I came, the intensity of my orgasm ripping through my soft spots until I saw stars. My voice was bemused.

      “You goddamn fucker.”

      “Damn straight.”

      He crawled up through the O my legs made, my ankles still tangled together with my pants, and then his dick was pressing against my slippery lips. I grunted and yanked his face to mine when he thrust in. It hurt just a little – I loved the way it hurt. He was short but very thick and his dick never failed to stretch my cunt to the edge of pain. I bit his lips and when he tried to invade my mouth I bit his tongue, laughing when he jerked away from me, cursing.

      “Damn bitch.”

      This time I was the one grinning. “You know you wouldn't have it any other way.”

      He kissed me hard, holding my jaw open and ramming his tongue into my mouth. I could taste myself on his tongue. I moaned; my thighs clenched around his hips. I didn't come this time, but I came close enough to be angry when he stopped thrusting and groaned, his hot come spurting inside.

      “Take what you can get, bitch.”

      It made me hot and furious at the same time. “You don't satisfy me, and you can forget about seeing me in your bed ever again.”

      He made a show of looking around, and I suddenly hated the shape of his profile in the slightest lightening of the window. “I still don't see you in my bed.”

      “You know what I meant, you fucker.”

      “No way, bitch. Say what you mean.”

      “Make me come, or I won't fuck you again. Clear enough, you slimy, poxy, wanker?”

      He slapped me again, and slid out, then shifted his face down to my dripping cunt. “I'm going to make you come until you can't stand up. We'll see who's laughing then.”

      A cold spike of fear lit up my chest. I needed to get back before I was missed— Oh, Fortuna! You two faced harpy! His tongue rammed into my cunt, and his teeth scraped my swollen bud until I writhed, wordless with pleasure and fury.

      He was true to his word—three more orgasms later, I lay limp on the floor, my legs trembling with aftershock. I could barely muster the energy for a verbal assault.

      “You—goddamn—fucker.”

      “I would have thought you'd learned better than to insult me by now, Marri.”

      Insult him? Oh, it was on.

      “I would have thought you'd have learned to shave by now, soldier. Your face always that ugly, or did you cut yourself on purpose? Try to pretty it up?” He kicked my thigh idly, and I flinched, my insides wrung out with pleasure. I grunted and rolled away from him. “Good thing I scratched it up. Give you a few pretty scars to distract from the rest.” My breasts throbbed; my nipples were sore. I tried to sit up, but my belly quivered with exhaustion. “Help me, goddamn it.”

      He grinned cruelly and shrugged. Reveille sounded, and the other soldiers in his room began to wake up. Adrenaline fueled me. I sat up, scrambling for my shirt and yanking it over my head, jerking my pants back up. His bunkmate caught sight of me and helped me up with an unfriendly hand in my hair. I snarled and swiped at him with my claws, but he thrust me away from him, and his arm was longer.

      “Dinis! And you didn't share?”

      Dinis chuckled, enjoying my anger as I struggled against the younger soldier. One of the others peered at me.

      “You know who that is, don't you?”

      I twisted around to glare at him. “I'm the person who'll give you a new asshole if you don't shut your face and tell your lover boy to let me go.”

      He flushed, but the one holding me was undeterred.

      “Do tell?”

      Dinis spoke up. “She's the baddest bitch in the women's barracks.”

      I'd had enough. I shifted my weight into the soldier's hand and kicked him in the throat. He fell away from me, gasping, while I leapt out the still-open window and ran like mad for the tree line. Subtlety would do no good here, not with soldiers boiling out of the barracks to assemble for their morning exercises. I dodged friendly and unfriendly hands and feet, my heart pumping overtime to reach the safety of the trees before the guards realized what was up.

      “Hey! Who are you? Stop! Halt! Catch her!”

      Their cries followed me as I ran like a deer, leaping between the trees and weaving around the thorns. The mud sucked at my boots, but it always did. I was late, but maybe if I went straight to the middle square— I heard pursuers, but gradually I left them behind. Few knew these woods better than I.

      I burst into the clearing I'd come from a few hours before. Everyone was up, and the exercises had started already. Gods be damned. Fortuna, you're a real sweetheart, you know that? I cursed her name for a little while as I slowed to a brisk walk, my whole body trembling with exhaustion and anticipation.

      I tried to join my patrol, but Bearnice was the only one who looked up at me.

      “Sorry, Marri.”

      My voice was ragged. “What are you sorry for?”

      “Soldier Kristof, come with us.”

      I whirled on the two heavyset women behind me. For a moment I considered running, but I'd already spent the last hour running, and that on top of no sleep and Dinis's ungentle attention did me in. I followed them to General Amanda Tell's office.

      “Soldier Marri Kristof, reporting as requested.”

      They left me then, and the woman at her desk waved me forward. I stood at attention in front of her, staring at the wall behind her rather than at her cropped iron gray hair and dark eyes.

      “You, Kristof, are more trouble than you're worth.”

      “With all due respect, ma'am, I've led most of the successful guerrilla attacks⁠—”

      Her voice cut over mine like diamond wire. “I wasn't finished speaking.” I fell silent. “I know you're good at assassinations, at infiltrating the enemy. But you are a screw up. You flout rules. You lead others into outright dissidence and defiance of direct orders.” I wondered if the alliteration was on purpose, and my lip quirked up. Her voice became incredulous. “Are you smirking at me?”

      I quickly schooled my expression. “No, ma'am!”

      She harrumphed. “This is exactly what I'm talking about. No discipline, no manners. You will never be a proper soldier.” My face reddened, and I clenched my jaw. “And punishments won't work. How many times have I had you publicly flogged?”

      “Seven, ma'am!”

      “And not a damn bit of difference.”

      I stayed silent, remembering the way the knotted rope had fallen harshly on my naked back, the heat of the sun as it beat down on my welts, the dripping desire between my thighs that had been mercifully hidden by the shorts they'd let me leave on. I suppressed a shudder.

      “You, Kristof, like any soldier that doesn't fit in, are a danger to the cohesion of my unit.”

      “But, ma'am!”

      “I wasn't finished!” I bit my tongue, and she went on. “You are no longer welcome in my army.”

      “What!”

      “Shut up!”

      I finally focused on her, my eyes wide as I finally realized how utterly furious she was that she could not control me, that she had not learned how to wield me as a weapon for her own ends. She couldn't use me, and therefore she was going to destroy me.

      “You're being sold.”

      “What?”

      She turned away, flicked her hand dismissively. “Take off the uniform. You're being sold.”

      “You can't do that to me! You can't—that's not right! I'm a good solider! I spy for you. I win battles. You'll need me!”

      Her eyes were stony hard, and I remembered why the other women called her a cold iron bitch—because she was one.

      “Yes, I can. When you volunteered to join my army, you gave your body to my service. And while I've never had to exercise my right to sell one of my soldiers before, you, Kristof, are an exception to every rule.” She sat down heavily. “Dismissed.”

      I stood gaping at her in shock. My voice was a whisper of horror.

      “But, you can't⁠—”

      Her voice was cold, clipped. “I already have.”

      “What?”

      My brain skittered around frigid hallways, trying to devise an escape. Were they here already? She raised her voice.

      “Vales!” One of the guards who'd brought me to the general reentered her office. “Show in the flesh trader, please.”

      Her voice crawled with revulsion as she said it, and my heart slammed against my ribs.

      “No—”

      I resolved to go down fighting. No one would take me alive. I lunged for the sword on the wall behind Amanda's desk, but she was ready for me, and the short sword I hadn't seen her draw cut across my forearm. I clamped my right hand over it then whirled back around to face the door.

      A man entered, his grin as oily as his hair. “Is this the one?”

      “This is Marri Kristof. I believe we agreed on a price already.”

      “You can't take me.” My voice shook, but I stood up straight. Goddamn it, Fortuna, I swear I'll never curse your name again if you get me out of this mess. “I am a free woman.”

      His voice was oily, too. “You are not. You signed your life to your general when you became a soldier, Marri.” I hated the way he said my name—like Marie, not Mary. “And she has seen fit to profit handsomely from your sale.

      “No. No. I'm a soldier. She wouldn't—she can't. I won't. I'm a soldier. Not a slave.”

      “You are a bit of owned flesh, my dear. Come, you may enjoy your new life.”

      He came close, and I struck at him. Ignoring the cut on my forearm, I broke his nose, and when he went down, screaming, I broke his ribs. I leapt over him, but Vales blocked my way. We traded blows until her dagger came up under my chin.

      “Don't make me cut you, Kristof. I've always liked you.”

      “Not enough.”

      I remember falling against the wall, and then somehow my knees wouldn't hold me anymore. I remember sliding down the wall, and how the room suddenly tilted, then went dark.
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      I woke up in the back of a wagon. At least, I assumed it was a wagon. More like a cart, it wasn't much bigger than I was. The sky was a brilliant sapphire blue, and the sun was merciless. I was covered in sweat—and nothing else. I flinched to cover myself, and realized I couldn't.

      With mounting horror I tugged at first one wrist and then the other. I was caught fast. Each wrist was tied with rough rope to the corners of the box I lay in. Each ankle was, also. I strained my leg muscles trying to close them, but I couldn't. Spread-eagled, naked to the sun, bound hand and foot. I began to sweat with fear.

      I shut my eyes, and started the ritual that I had begun as a young girl. O Fortuna, like the moon you are changeable, ever waxing and waning. I forced my muscles to clench and relax, to clench and relax, as I repeated the last bit over and over in my head. Waxing and waning. Waxing and waning. This too shall pass.

      When my panic continued to close in around my head and the beginning was not enough, I gritted my jaw and began to silently recite the entire verse, imagining, as I did, the words spilling out of my lips down my chin, scrolling along my skin to my left arm and back from my left hand to my right before wrapping around my torso. They continued down one leg before returning to my hips and wrapping down the other, back again, snaking up my body to settle comfortably around my throat.

      

      O Fortuna,

      like the moon

      you are changeable,

      ever waxing

      and waning;

      hateful life

      first oppresses

      and then soothes

      as fancy takes it;

      poverty

      and power

      it melts them like ice.

      

      Fate—monstrous

      and empty,

      you whirling wheel,

      you are malevolent,

      well-being is vain

      and always fades to nothing,

      shadowed

      and veiled

      you plague me too;

      now through the game

      I bring my bare back

      to your villainy.

      

      Fate is against me

      in health

      and virtue,

      driven on

      and weighted down,

      always enslaved.

      So at this hour

      without delay

      pluck the vibrating strings;

      since Fate

      strikes down the strong man,

      everyone weep with me!

      

      When I was finished, I opened my eyes again. Fortuna, you bitch. She might beat me down, but it wasn't personal. She'd beat them down soon enough. Bastards. I took a deep breath, reminding myself of the words scrolling around my throat. It comforted me enough to keep the panic at bay, and I turned my head to look at my right wrist. There really wasn't a way to get it loose. The rope was wrapped several times around, and it felt taut. I looked to the left—it was the same. I raised my head, but couldn't see my ankles well enough, and a wave of dizziness left me gasping. I looked again at my left arm. It was bandaged, with dark blood dried through it. I suddenly remembered the way the world had gone dark, and wondered just how much blood I'd lost.

      A great crack echoed against the side of the box I lay in, and I flinched, my heart hammering. A man who could be the brother of the oily flesh trader looked in on me.

      “Awake? Good.”

      He moved out of my sight, and I was left alone with the nausea that threatened to engulf me with every lurch of the box over uneven ground. I closed my eyes, and tried to gather my strength. There was nothing I could do yet. But maybe there would be an opportunity later.

      No maybe about it, right Fortuna? There would be an opportunity later. It was just a matter of whether I could take advantage of it.
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        * * *

      

      I woke again with a pounding headache. My whole body ached from the jolting of the cart, but at least the sun was slanting across the box rather than pouring directly down. Mosquitoes hovered and bit, making me angry that I couldn't crush them, but I tried to keep my focus on the traders. I hoped they were being bitten even more than I was. The cart stopped abruptly. A man I hadn't seen yet peered down at my twitching.

      “Be still, or I will beat you until you have no strength left to move.”

      I held his cold gaze and nodded once, slowly. He unfastened my right wrist from the corner of the cart, and then reached over me to my left wrist. I bit back revulsion as his sweaty stench wafted close to my face. When they were both unfastened, he brought my arms together, and my muscles screamed. I sucked in air, my chest heaving with the effort it took to hold back the vomit. He yanked my arms forward, jerking my upper body into a vertical position, and I swallowed hard, trembling.

      “Sit still.”

      I froze, incapable of doing much more than that. He brought my wrists behind my back, then clipped them together. He moved to the bottom of the cart, and cautioned me again.

      “Be still.”

      I nodded, head hanging. I watched him unclip my ankles. The ropes were wrapped three times around my joints and then tied to a metal clip that connected with a metal eyebolt anchored in the wooden cart. Again he yanked my ankles close together and connected them by linking the metal clips together. I sat where he placed me, like a doll. He gestured, and the man who had thunked the cart earlier in the day came to assist. They each grasped an arm and hauled me forward, up over the bottom edge of the cart and onto my feet. My legs gave out, and I fell heavily to my knees in the mud. They laughed. I peered up at them. Fortuna will see to you soon enough.

      A hand grasped my hair and yanked my head back. I stared up into a heavily bandaged face with hatred in its eyes. Without thinking, my lips curled up in a smile.

      His voice was thick and nasal. “Beat her.”

      My blood ran cold and then hot. The two who'd taken me out of the cart lifted me again, turned me and shoved me over the edge of the cart so that the rough wood bit into my hips. I squirmed, but the one who had unfastened me leaned close to my face.

      “Be still.”

      I swallowed hard but obeyed. Inciting a beating beyond what they were already intending to give me would not bode well for my escape plans.

      A tremendous blow landed across my buttocks, and I cried out. It felt like the same sort of rope flogger the general had used; with nothing else to cling to, I relaxed into that familiarity. The pleasure rose inside me as the pain increased.

      Nonetheless, familiar didn't mean easy, or even bearable. The knots bit into my flesh. The rough rope scratched. I sobbed my distress and pain with each heavy blow. It seemed to go on forever. Somewhere in there I lost control of my full bladder and hot piss ran down my legs, inspiring laughter and curses. I lost myself in the pain and humiliation, in the heat that simmered inside me.

      It was over before I resurfaced. A surprisingly gentle touch wakened me to the fact that their laughter was a bit away from me, that the steady throb in my ass was just the after effect, and no longer from the rain of blows.

      “Can you stand?” The voice was gentle, and I turned towards it, incredulous. “Don't try to move quickly.”

      She was dark, her hair even darker and falling in cords around her face. Her eyes were kind.

      “I – I—” I realized my throat was raw from my cries, and I could not speak.

      “Come. Try.”

      I shifted my weight backwards, and for a dizzying moment I thought I was falling, but then my toes squelched into the mud, and I staggered backwards, trying to keep my balance. Her hands on my arm and back helped.

      “Good. Come.”

      I shuffled towards her, all muscles shrieking with pain. The clip between my ankles made it impossible to take a full step, and that infuriated me, spending the last of my energy.

      “Shh. Slowly.”

      I sagged against her, concerned that I would dirty her skirt when it brushed my legs. She led me to the stream the men had made a camp by, and stepped into the water’s edge with me.

      “Crouch down.”

      Instead, when I tried to bend my knees I collapsed into the water. It was shallow enough that I could turn my head and keep my face clear. The pebbles hurt, but the water felt divine on my skin, so I lay where I was, half submerged. I could smell the clean scent of a healthy, swift-moving stream. She tsked at me, but I ignored her.

      She turned her head and called out, a lyrical tone to her voice. “Sir?”

      The man who'd unclipped me came to her. “What?”

      She gestured at me. “She's too weak to stand.” There was censure in her voice.

      “She's not.” He pulled me up by the hair and I struggled against him. “See?”

      He waded into the deeper water with me thrashing and twisting behind him, unable to find my balance with the bindings. Once the water was up to his thighs he dunked me, and I screamed, sure he was trying to drown me. He lifted me, and I gasped.

      “No, no, no, no, no⁠—”

      My voice trailed off in bubbles as he dunked me again. I came up, snorting water out of my nose and sobbing with fear. He released my hair, grabbed my arm and dunked me a third time. I was limp and trembling when I resurfaced. He began to haul me towards the edge again.

      “There. She's clean enough.”

      The woman's voice held a note of reproach. “Sir.”

      He slapped her bottom with his free hand, and she followed us as I stumble-shuffled up the slope back to the camp. My breath was ragged and rapid, trying to fill my lungs with air while I coughed up whatever water had gotten in. She laid a blanket on the ground by a tree, and he dropped me onto it. There was a click of metal as he clipped my wrists to something around the tree behind me. It wasn't long before my body shut down and the world went dark again.
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      I woke up before dawn. She lay across from me, sleeping on a thick bedroll. I wondered if she'd been ordered to do so, or if she had asked. Either way, I was grateful that it was she I saw first and not the men. My wrists and ankles hurt; the water had swollen the rope, and the rough surface chafed. My ass hurt. My muscles hurt. The gash on my arm hurt. My head hurt. My stomach was hollow and nauseous. I couldn't remember ever being so miserable in my life.

      And that was saying something.

      I was twelve when my father was killed defending my mother from thugs who would have taken her. She got away, and together we ran to the next town. It took a month to get there; that was my first taste of bone weariness, of hunger, fear and uncertainty. But I wasn't alone. On the way she taught me everything I knew about navigating silently in the woods.

      I felt my thoughts wandering back to that time, and I let them.

      When we arrived at the town we were fleeing to, the place was deserted but for flocks of carrion eaters, and her terror was suddenly palpable.

      “Stay back. It's the invisible death.” She didn't answer my questions then, but when we had backtracked to where she judged it safe she sat me down to explain. “In the old days, back when our grandparents' grandparents were alive, they had learned how to sheath lightning in wire.”

      “What?”

      “Shush, and let me tell you.” I had bitten my tongue. “You remember the tree near the old house, the one that was split and shattered when the storm came three years ago?” I had nodded. “Remember how I explained it was the lightning that did it?” I nodded again. “Somehow, they had learned how to use it, how to trap it in wire, even tiny wires. Remember the tangles of wire that collect on the edges of the river, corroded and green? Those used to contain lightning.”

      I couldn't resist voicing my awe. “Wow. Why did they do that?”

      She shrugged. “Apparently it was a way to make tools, to do things that we can't do anymore. To communicate, to store information, to play games—it was used for everything. Most of the bits and pieces of broken technology that you find ran on lightning once. They could create pictures on screens with it, could manipulate it with buttons.”

      Understanding dawned. The stupid blank boxes and bits of plastic that didn't look like they had any use whatsoever must have once had pictures on them.

      “Why didn't they paint, like normal people?”

      My mother had laughed. “Imagine a painting that would move and dance and change color and shape so you could tell a story inside that little box.” My eyes had widened. “That's what my grandmother told me, anyway, that her mother remembered the stories. They were like drawings, but they were like watching a play. You could hear what they were saying, could watch them act out the story.”
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TERMINATION
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