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Content Warnings





This story contains the following content: 


	Teenage protagonist


	Death of parents


	Blood, violence, torture


	Captivity


	Restraints





If this book isn't for you, no worries! But if it is, we hope you enjoy this story about a sarcastic, electrokinetic girl…
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The Kill Touch





Y’Starren’s family trudged down the walking path to Wenterglen, where Strangers’ College nestled; a beacon of hope. They had been wanderers for most of her life, and when they weren’t actively running from police, they were pretty happy. But Strangers’ College was supposed to be a safe haven for people like them. 

Everyone in her family had the gift of electrokinesis – what most people called “the Kill Touch.” If only they’d been born with something stupid like clairvoyance or illusions, they could’ve lived in peace. But instead, her family had the unique ability to cause extreme pain, or even kill, using electrokinesis. Every time someone found out about them, they had to move on from that town. No one was comfortable with someone that could kill just by touching them, and her parents had had to fend off several pitchfork-wielding mobs and even a few assassins already.

Still, when they were together and felt safe-ish, like right now, life was great.

“I’m so hungry,” Wackee complained, doing a little dance of hunger as he rubbed his stomach.

“Like that’s going to help.” Mother ruffled his hair good-naturedly. “Put some pressure on your stomach.”

Wackee groaned.

“It hurts, Mother, that’s just going to make it worse.” 

Y’Starren focused away from her own knotted-up stomach, listening to the birds around them, watching for wildlife, admiring the golden morning sunlight shining through the leaves. It made a spotted, twinkling pattern on the forest path that their bare feet tramped over.

“Just keep an eye out,” her father said, walking at the front with his anxious eyes shifting through the foliage for predators, assassins, Ghost Men, or whatever else he was worried about at the moment.

Suddenly Wackee let out a squeal and dashed forward and to the side of the path, crashing into the underbrush with a roar of excitement.

“What’s wrong?” Father shouted.

Y’Starren jogged forward hopefully. 

“Apples! Apples!” Wackee screamed back at them.

Y’Starren broke into a run after him, following him down a tiny little rabbit trail into a meadow. How he’d seen it from the main trail was a mystery to her. 

He was already rooting around among the apples on the ground like a wild animal, throwing them behind himself, crawling forward.

“That one’s rotten. That one’s wormy. That one’s rotten and wormy … ”

“So pick from the tree.” Y’Starren rolled her eyes, picking one from the sagging branch nearby and tossing it in front of Wackee.

He pounced on it with his whole body, and she heard a crack as he bit into it recklessly. 

“Horizons,” he cursed through his bites. “It’s delicious.”

There were so many apples. Y’Starren was going to dream of apples that night, she just knew it. Heavy clusters of palm-sized red and green apples weighed down the thick branches, making them droop low enough into the meadow for her family to grab to fill their packs.

“We could make apple pie,” Mother commented as she gathered them into her basket.

“Oh, fuck yes!” Wackee roared from inside the tree, mouth still very full.

“It’s bad luck to strip the tree,” Father called from where he sat in the branches, trying to boost her little brother up to grab the higher apples. “Make sure you leave some for the next travelers.”

“Tell that to Wackee,” Y’Starren said, picking a final apple to eat as she lay back on the grass. It’s always better to eat while you’re watching the clouds.

“Now all we have to do is find somewhere safe to camp tonight,” Father said.


      ***Something told Y’Starren that she was alone.

Her eyes flashed open and she rolled out of the bundle of blankets she’d shared with her little brother last night. She looked around in the shack they’d used to camp in the last leg of their journey to Strangers’ College, training her ears to the outside. 

Besides the birds and breeze through the underbrush, there was nothing.

The orange-haired girl jumped up, grabbing a cloak and fastening the buttons as she thought. 

Had they decided to go ahead to the college without her?

“Like Wackee’s the only one going … ” she grumbled. “And he forgot his papers. Again.”

She grabbed them and stuffed them into her tunic as she dashed out the front of the shack. 

“Guys?” she called. “Wackee?” she called for her crazy twelve-year-old little brother.

Nothing.

She pulled her hood over the dread-like braids she’d left in her hair overnight; it was cold on the trail as she hurried up the mountainside. 

For the first time in her family’s history, they’d had a hope of living somewhere that their gifts would be considered normal.

“If they’ve ruined my introduction to Strangers’ College, I’m going to be mad,” Y’Starren muttered, hurrying down the path. Maybe they were just exploring. Without her.

The forest near Wenterglen turned out to be pretty damp in the springtime. Y’Starren buttoned her cloak further down over her arms, huddling deep under the hood for warmth.

Y’Starren followed the tiny trail to a meadow, where it disappeared among the grass and stumps of trees.

“Wackee?” Y’Starren shouted. “Guys? This better just be an unusually bad case of diarrhea. There’s no other reason to go this far without telling me where you went!”

She heard no response, and was about to turn back when she saw a dark shape at the opposite end of the meadow.

Clutching her cloak around her with a frown, she moved toward the creature. Suddenly it broke from the forest and darted in her direction. It was a man in black and white, and he was holding a sword. She started back, but then she raised both hands, snapping her fingers. Magic cracked in the air between her fingers as she glared into the man’s eyes – it was a warning. The moment the man saw that, he veered away from her with a frightened look in his eyes.

She knew that look, and laughed a little.

That was the look of a Clairvoyant who had met with an unforeseen circumstance.

She heard him slow down in the bushes just past the clearing, panting and moving around, probably adjusting his position to prepare for a better offense.

“Hey, mister,” she called. “You alone?”

He didn’t answer.

“If you’re alone, think again,” she said. “And put that sword back in your pants.”

She heard him stand up and the sound of a sword going back into a wooden scabbard. Then she heard him sigh and mutter, and then tramp away through the woods.

This close to barbarian land, it was pretty normal for people to go around with weapons, but Y’Starren didn’t like it.

She tucked her cold hands back under her warm cloak and kept walking toward a larger hill. Wackee had begged to go there on a picnic today, and Y’Starren wondered if that was where he was.

As she reached the foot and climbed out of the brush onto another trail, she saw him.

He was standing there, without a cloak, without even a pouch, as if he’d just climbed out of bed and run into the woods. And he was standing in front of their mother on the ground, eyes fixed on her, blood all over his hands.

“Wackee?” she said. “What happened?”

He stared at their mother as if he didn’t see or hear Y’Starren.

Y’Starren knew what she’d see if she looked down, somehow. 

Her mother’s wide eyes were staring into the treetops, unseeing, yet somehow shocked. 

“Where’s Dad?” Y’Starren said, finding herself going numb in the face with a sense of shock.

As she pulled stray hair from her face, her hood fell back, allowing the bracing mountain air to whip around her cheeks. They stung. She was crying. “Where’s Dad?” she repeated. “Wackee, what did you do?”

Finally, Wackee’s arm moved; he pointed to the left. 

Their father was face-down in the bushes a bit further off. Y’Starren softly stepped over to him, knelt and touched his bare shoulder, then flinched back. It was like cold, hard clay. 

“Are they gonna be alright?” Wackee said, and his voice was husky like he’d already screamed several times. Y’Starren felt horrible for not having heard it. 

“How would they be alright?” she said. “They’re dead.”

That was when Wackee broke into a horrified groan, and Y’Starren pulled him away from their parents, wrapping her cloak around him, trapping him in a hug.

“It’ll be okay, it’ll be okay,” she comforted him. She didn’t know why she was saying it, but it was all she could think of to say. “We’ll be okay.”

At that, he cried even louder.

“Wackee, stop it. Stop it,” she said. “I saw a guy coming my way with a sword. Did you see what happened?”

As he continued to cry and not answer, she glanced over her little brother’s shoulders and looked at the wounds on her mother’s neck again. 

A sword could easily do that, she thought. But then, so could any sharp object, probably. She wasn’t sure. “Wackee, a guy with mud-color hair. Angry eyes. Did you see him?”

Wackee kept crying.

“Were you here when they … When did you get here?”

Wackee shook his head.

“I didn’t,” he cried. “I was too late.”

Y’Starren let out a small breath of relief.

It didn’t feel exactly real that they could be gone. She felt like she could just take him back to their old town and they’d find their parents waiting at home for them, like they always used to.

At the same time, the present reality did make sense. Rather than seek to imprison such dangerous, gifted citizens, the government would probably prefer to simply assassinate them. Which meant that if that man Y’Starren had seen was the assassin, she was next. He couldn’t possibly know about Wackee, or he would’ve killed him when he got to their parents. Better keep Wackee a secret, then. 

“Wackee, I need you to do something for me,” she said, releasing her brother. 

He looked over his shoulder at his parents on the ground.

“No, Wackee – ” She pushed his shoulder and dragged him away from the spot. “Come on. Let’s pretend.”

“I’m not in the mood!” he said.

“Wackee,” she said, pulling him along. “Let’s say that they’re back in Seechatee. Okay? They sent us – they sent you to the college. They already paid for your first three months.”

“I don’t understand … ” He sniffled, wiping his nose on his hand, then wiping his hand all over his shirt.

It was true that they’d already paid the first three months at Strangers’ College in advance for both kids. But if Y’Starren went there with him, she’d only draw assassins after both of them. Besides, they’d have nothing to do after three months.

“I’m going to get a job in Wenterglen,” she said. “You’re going to Strangers’ College.”

“You’re gonna leave me?” He covered his mouth to keep from crying anymore. “How could you – don’t leave me!”

She stopped and wrapped him in a hug again.

“I’ll visit you,” she said. “But if I come, then … ” She didn’t want to scare him.

“Then what?”

“Look, I’ll explain later,” she said. “Now you better trust me. You go to the college and show them your papers.”

“Will you come with me?”

“I can’t.”

He looked at her with his big eyes, legs trembling like he might just collapse. 

“You can take care of yourself,” she said. “I know you can. I have to go report the murder to the Investigator’s Guild. Okay?”

She hoped he’d take the bait and stay in safety while she figured out who the killer was. It had to be someone in the guild, if they were local.

“I’ll just wait for you,” he said, turning toward the shack, which was now in sight.

“Not that way,” she said. “Here.” She pressed his papers into his hand, which she’d grabbed for him on the way, just in case they’d already gone straight for the college and forgotten them. 

“Go straight to the college. I’ll see you there tonight.”

Finally, he listened to her and tromped off toward the college.

Y’Starren sighed as she watched him go, then suddenly her knees gave out and she sank back against a large clattery bush, which crackled under her as she leaned back. 

“Oh, fuck,” she whispered as the realization of what she’d seen began to sink in. She was going to cry for real; she could feel it gathering with the heat in her face. “Fuck.”


      ***Y’Starren arrived at the Investigator’s Guild hot and tired, cloak pulled back over her shoulders with her orange hair even more windblown than before. She hadn’t had the energy to re-braid her hair on the way, as she normally would have.

Her face ached from the set expression that wouldn’t change since the moment she’d separated from Wackee.

The Investigator’s Guild had a front lobby that felt like it was outside; light shafted down through the huge openings under upper arches made of weathered wood, and the roof had a hole right in the middle. A large stage for a bard rose up all bare and lonely in the middle of the day, and only a few investigators were even there.

As she paused, wondering who to speak to, several of them got up from nearby tables. One of them, a man with a barbarically brown tint to his orange hair, got up with a generous smile and sauntered over to her, followed by two others from the same table.

They wore black coats and white waistcoats, which had completely gone out of fashion for everyone except for people in the government.

Suddenly she stiffened and stared at the man with the brownish hair. He was the guy she’d brushed by in the forest earlier today.

She tilted her head.

He tilted his head in the opposite direction.

“Do I recognize you?” he said, squinting. “Are you the one that snapped your fingers at me this morning in the woods?”

“You … ” She hesitated, realizing that if he was, she was in danger. Someone who killed her parents for their gift would absolutely be coming for her next. 

“Who’s in charge here?” she said instead of finishing her accusation.

“I am.” The dangerous man folded his arms.

“The half-barbarian is in charge,” she said, not smiling. “Yeah, right. I’m surprised they haven’t deported you yet.”

As she said that, a dark scowl overtook his face and he stepped toward her, hand on the hilt of his sword.

But a man behind him with white hair and a young face put his hand on the half-barbarian’s shoulder, stepping out in front of him and extending his other hand to Y’Starren.

“Merreth, she asked who’s in charge,” he said as she shook it. “I’m Relleck. Constant. You?”

A Constant’s gift was to live longer and heal more quickly. They developed white hair and kept their youthful-looking faces for most of their lives.

“Y’Starren,” she said, finding herself unable to smile. “So, I came here to ask you to investigate a murder, but … ”

Her stern orange eyes rested on Merreth as a bitter grimace came over her face.

Merreth scowled deeper at her and he laid his hand on his sword. Y’Starren lifted her hand, magic running between her fingers, but then Relleck thrust his hand behind himself and pushed the sword back into the scabbard.

“Relleck. She’s the other target,” Merreth said.

At that, heads perked up around the room. Y’Starren heard people outside moving closer, blocking the entryway. But her head was beginning to buzz with magic and adrenaline. Nothing mattered except this man standing before her – the man who had killed her parents.

“The fuck did you just say?” she said, stepping toward him.

He stepped backward, drawing his sword. 

“Don’t make yourself a murderer, girl,” Relleck said from behind her.

Y’Starren wasn’t even listening. She stared down her parents’ killer, eyes wide.

“Come on, girl, snap your fingers for me,” Merreth said.

“Oh, trust me, you don’t want me to do that,” she said, appraising the investigators outside, blocking her exit. They weren’t even scared.

“I dare you,” he said, advancing on her with his sword.

She cursed and stopped as she reached the door. She’d never had to hurt anyone before. She wasn’t sure she could. She glared. 

Then she raised her hand and snapped her fingers. 

Magic arced out from her fingertips, down Merreth’s sword, and arced over the leather-wrapped hilt to his hand. The sword clattered to the ground.

“Ah! Fuck!” He shook and wrung his hand.

At that moment, she felt a yank on one of her braids. She spun around, igniting with anger, and clamped a hand over her attacker’s, sending magic into them.

She felt it climb up their arm and hit them in the chest, knocking them backward several steps, and they fell to the ground.

“Do not,” she shouted, “touch the hair!”

The others began to surround her more warily now, gripping their weapons tightly.

She cursed and backed against the wall as the other investigators from outside the front of the guild came inside, holding crossbows. As they got closer, she lowered her hands and stood up straight, as straight as she could, looking around with a hard expression. 

A woman behind Y’Starren laid a hand on her shoulder. Y’Starren spun around and pointed two fingers at the woman’s forehead. She pulled her in front of her chest quickly, a shield for the crossbow bolts, she hoped. She had seen one up to the feathers in a deer’s chest before, so she wasn’t sure it would work, but maybe they’d think twice about killing another investigator.

The other investigators got closer and closer, jumping in, but then jumping back just before she touched them. 

Snap-snap-snap.

Each snap arced out a few inches into a reaching hand, a sword, a dagger, and jumped into their bodies.

They screamed, and some of them fell suddenly or dropped their weapons. Most of what Y’Starren could do was to inflict pain, and she hated it.

“I told you, you don’t want me to.” She panted, holding up her left hand threateningly over her lowered head, fingers still pointed at the woman’s temple. She could feel her magic skittering between her fingertips, hotter than the blood rushing through her head.

“Go ahead and shoot!” Merreth shouted, slashing down toward her with his sword.

“Don’t you dare!” Y’Starren shouted. “I will kill this woman.”

“Don’t … ” the woman whimpered. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you, I was just trying to do my job. Please, please don’t hurt me.”

“Shut up or I will,” Y’Starren lied through her teeth. The woman’s pleading was wrenching her heart, and she couldn’t afford to look indecisive right now.

The others around her had paused when Y’Starren made her threats. She could hear the crossbowmen above her whispering to each other – 

“Do we … Do we do it?”

She glanced up to see one of them vigorously shaking his head.

Y’Starren put her hand back down on the hostage’s shoulder.

“Please … ” the woman whispered, shaking in fear.

“Shh,” Y’Starren said under her breath into the woman’s ear. “Calm down.”

The woman was about the same age as Y’Starren’s mother had been. Y’Starren bit her cheek, keeping her face stuck in that resolute expression that had been frozen on her.

“I will do it – I will kill her,” Y’Starren said, more loudly. “So nobody shoot me if you want this woman to live.”

There was a silence and Y’Starren heard people moving behind her, around the corner where she couldn’t see.

“Don’t hurt her, please,” Relleck said, hands out pacifyingly. “Please. Don’t make yourself a murderer.”

Y’Starren looked over to the surrounding guild members. They were dangerous – these were the highest-trained police in the entire country of Baneon. Even the woman she had her fingers pointed at was glaring at her as if she’d already accepted that this job was going to get her killed.

At this point, she wasn’t going to convince them that she wasn’t dangerous, which meant that as soon as she was subdued, they’d certainly execute her. Baneon had no prison system – it was basically liberation, deportation, or death.

But she also knew that one of the most popular things to do with criminals was to work out a deal with them to benefit society in some way, which meant they might be interested in an agreement of some kind … 

“Hey.” Y’Starren licked her lips. “So, yeah, you think I’m a danger.” She looked around. Now that she had gathered her wits a bit, she could see the terror more plainly on their faces. Like everyone else who had ever heard about what her family could do, they were scared.

“So, this is me when I’m trying not to hurt anyone,” she said. “But we don’t have to be enemies … How about this: give me a job here.”

She’d been looking for a job in the city anyway, to pay for Wackee’s protection at the college. Not this job, but … 

“I’m tough, and I’ve got the most powerful gift in the world,” she said. “Sure you don’t want to use that? You hire me, you … ” She hesitated, realizing they had relaxed a bit and were looking at each other with more interest in their eyes. “You hire me, you get to see what I can do for you when I’m serious.”

“You have a job.” Relleck was the first to step forward and extend his hand.

Y’Starren released the woman with a muttered apology and a pat on the shoulder, which made her flinch.

She stepped forward and shook Relleck’s hand.

“Thanks,” she said gravely. “Honestly, I have nowhere else to go. Now that my parents are dead.”

She turned her icy gaze on Merreth. He raised his hands in an exaggerated shrug.

“I didn’t do it,” he said.

“Didn’t do it, bullshit!” Y’Starren spat. “I – I saw you!”

“I just happened to be there, traveling through the area,” he said, then rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. Maybe he was coming up with some more bullshit. “I was looking for your family, but not to kill you. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Y’Starren glared at him, wracking her brains. Should she believe him? How could she know for sure?

“If you’re going to be working with Merreth, you need to make peace with him,” Relleck said, folding his arms.

Not completely convinced, Y’Starren frowned at the floor. Her chest started to heave as she thought about her parents, and she blinked back the tears and looked up at the bit of sky visible through the small vents at the top of the arched ceiling, trying to keep from crying.

“Right,” she sniffed, and nodded after a moment. “Of course I am.”


      ***Two days later, Y’Starren was alone, swinging a sword at a practice dummy but too afraid to actually hit it, because it looked kind of like a person. A person that hadn’t ever done her any harm; an innocent bystander.

She paused, lowering her sword at the dummy and walking up to it.

“You know, you look a little beat up,” she said to it. “If I had my way, I’d sit you down and get you a nice flask of tea. We’d go over there up the hill, sit down on that bench, and watch the sunset. You could show me your scars. I’d tell you about my little – ”

She was interrupted by a quick woosh that ended in a blow to her shoulder. She clutched her shoulder and spun around, sputtering curses.

It was Merreth, and he was swinging the stick again in the direction of her head. She blocked and took the blow on her forearm.

“Motherfucker!” she shouted.

“Pick up your sword,” he said, pointing the stick at her. “Let’s see how well you fight.”

“It’s been two days, asshole,” Y’Starren growled, arm throbbing now. “Horizons, do you even know how to be nice?”

“It seems you’ve got enough niceness for both of us,” he said, glancing at the dummy behind her. “Looks like you’re making friends already.”

“I take what I can get.” She shrugged, picking up her sword. “Now leave me alone.”

“Make me.”


      ***Y’Starren yanked the visitor’s chair away from Relleck’s desk by the arm and sat down hard with a huff, glaring at Relleck.

“I’d ask you not to act like you were raised in a barn, but – ”

“But I was.” Y’Starren rolled her eyes. “Look.” She pointed at the fresh bruise on her arm. “He hurt me. Again.”

Y’Starren hadn’t had a moment to rest since starting her job. She’d been too worried about being followed to try to visit Wackee – she couldn’t have Merreth finding out about her little brother, just in case he really was the assassin. 

And she’d been being pushed to learn how to fight by the guild trainer, and fitted for some investigator clothing, and introduced to some serious rivalry in the guild. Apparently no one under twenty-three had ever joined the guild before, and almost everyone here had about ten years of experience refining their gifts, going through training academies, often with a background in police work. The investigators were the best of the best, often hand-picked by a king to join the guild.

Apparently they saw Y’Starren as someone who had been dealt a good hand that she totally didn’t deserve. It pissed her off. But at least she didn’t have time to think about her troubles, with all the stress of her new position.

“I don’t care about your little bruise.” Relleck sighed. “You’re supposed to be practicing fighting. And I’m very blazing busy, so please get out of my – ”

“In what world is a two-hundred-pound man beating up a teenager acceptable?”

“So just--zap him a little.”

“ … I can’t.” Y’Starren sighed uncomfortably and looked out Relleck’s high window onto the calm street of Wenterglen’s banking district.

“You can’t?”

“I mean, I don’t know if a little bit of magic, or a lot, is gonna come out, I don’t want to give him a seizure or something.”

“You mean that’s not people getting possessed by your magic?”

“It’s nothing that a witch can heal,” she sighed. “This magic can bounce around in their brain for the rest of their lives, and it’d be my fault.”

“You were just bluffing, huh,” Relleck said, taking a stack of books from his desk and carefully arranging them on the bookshelf by the window. “You couldn’t have killed that woman.”

“Oh, I could’ve, but it would’na been on purpose.” Y’Starren shrugged, standing up. “Look, I appreciate not having a bolt through my chest right now, but am I ever allowed a weekend off? Oh, and where’s my money?”

“That wasn’t discussed,” Relleck said, not turning to face her. His finger trailed across the row of books, stirring a tiny puff of dust that showed up in the sunlight shining in through the window. “But what could you possibly need? We give you everything here – food, shelter, clothes.”

“A girl has needs,” Y’Starren said, trailing her fingers through her hair as Relleck looked over his shoulder at her suspiciously. “Look at this braid. So empty. No decoration at all.”

“Do they decorate their hair back in Seechatee?”

Y’Starren sighed pointedly. Seechatee was where she said she’d come from, a small farming town with locals that didn’t “take too kindly to strangers.”

“Fine,” Relleck said. “I’ll tell the steward to give you your pay at the end of each week.” 

“Cool,” Y’Starren said, turning to go.

“In exchange for you practicing,” Relleck said. “Learn to control what your magic does, at least.”


      ***The job at the Investigators’ Guild was a high-paying, life-risking career where you were about at the end of your rope when you got to the middle of a job, Y’Starren had been told.

But you wouldn’t think so to see her walking down the trail through the barbarian wilderness north of the Baneon wall, swinging a shortsword at the nearby bushes along the trail, training her ears for the sound of a river to follow. They were on their way to attempt, for the third time, to open communications with Chaza, the closed-off, technologically advanced country to the north of the barbarian wilderness. The only man that had ever come back alive from this mission was Merreth, and Relleck said that he hoped this time Y’Starren would come back with him. He’d told her she was the most powerful Gifted that had ever joined the Investigators’ Guild. Yay for her.

“I can prove that I didn’t do it,” Merreth said for the third time.

“And yet, you refrain from actually doing so,” Y’Starren sighed. “You afraid I’m going to murder you in your sleep?”

Merreth shot her a look as he slowed down behind her again. He lagged back a lot, keeping a full six feet away from her, at least, at all times.

“I’m not a murderer,” Y’Starren looked back at him. “Though I might make an exception for you.”

“I just happened to be there, Y’Starren,” he insisted. “I had my sword out because I was afraid of you.”

“You weren’t afraid till I snapped my magic at you.”

Merreth didn’t answer as he tramped after her. Y’Starren had been raised in a small town with plenty of outlying farms and places to explore, so she was already used to forests. She was comfortable in the environment, but he apparently wasn’t.

The morning mists had barely cleared before a heavy evening fog came down into the sunset-colored light ahead, gathering beneath the trees in a way that felt cozy and warm, as if to welcome them to sleep. Merreth had started to walk closer to her, eyes darting side to side with anxiety as they got closer.

“You know of the Warminds, don’t you?” he asked.

She squinted at him. “I know nothing more than what you told me.”

“But you grew up in Seechatee,” he said, not making eye contact.

“Yeah, Seechatee, where we don’t take too kindly to strangers, and we definitely don’t talk about them,” she said. “Just tell me.”

He shook his head and sighed, making a “this close” finger sign at her, and then shaking his head again instead of elaborating. He came closer and lowered his voice as he shyly approached her.

“I don’t bite,” she said. 

“Shh,” he said. “No unnecessary talking. The Warminds will either kill us right away, or sacrifice us, if they find us.”

She frowned. This was old news. Everyone knew that barbarians were like that. 

“This tribe is brutal. Don’t you get that?” Merreth said, more softly.

“So we avoid them?”

“We’re in their territory, and this path isn’t exactly new,” Merreth said. “I’d have gone another way, but I don’t … know one.”

Y’Starren walked thoughtfully forward, digesting the information. She was half-tempted to tease and pretend not to believe him, but she was starting to feel the need for some companionship. As they trekked up toward the top of a hill, she could see the last golden bits of sunset seeping through the murky fog. 

“Does that look a little … ” Merreth interrupted himself by sniffing, catching her arm suddenly to stop her. “I smell smoke.”

She smelled smoke too. Merreth looked sick with panic.

“If they know we’re here, it’s too late,” he muttered.

“Hie daen!” came a sudden yell from the side of the path.

Y’Starren flinched back from it, only to hear the same cry from the other side.

As she and Merreth backed away slowly, four archers rose out of the bushes, longbows bent and trained on the two of them.

“Ah, fuck,” Merreth said.

“Stop,” boomed a young man. 

As he came down the path, eyes fixed on them, his feet took each step with a surety that said he knew every rock on the road. He was bald, and wore a crisscrossing, knotted network of strings across the top of his chest and shoulders, and a kilt of some kind on his lower half. His feet were booted in soft leather. 

The two of them had stopped, and Y’Starren realized Merreth had stepped slightly behind her.

“So this is how you came back alive,” she said. “By using the other investigators as shields.”

“Just do your thing and get us out of here.”

“Yeah, I’ll use my Kill Touch from fifteen feet away.”

The young man had brown eyebrows and eyes, and he was staring Y’Starren down from a height of about two inches taller.

“What are two witchlings doing in my forest?” he growled, stepping down the hill toward them.

“He speaks our language. Thank horizons,” Merreth muttered.

The barbarian came to a stop a couple feet away from Y’Starren, hand on the hilt of a dagger on his hip. She flexed her fingers into a fist. She wasn’t going to hurt him if she didn’t have to. 

“I guess I came directly to meet you and enchant you with my witchy skills,” Y’Starren said.

That seemed too long and complicated for him to understand, because he frowned at her disgustedly.

“Maybe I should just kill you – ” he started.

“No, no!” Merreth said, pushing past Y’Starren to face the barbarian, bowing repeatedly. Even Banes didn’t really bow anymore. “We’re just passing through. Just passing through. I promise.”

“Yet if I said we were passing through one of your farms, you would kill me,” he said. His eyes took on a grave, resentful expression.

“Well, that’s different – ” Merreth started, and the man slapped him.

Merreth bellowed in anger and hauled off with a punch at the man, who dodged up and back, drawing his knife quickly in the same motion. 

“Get ‘em, Y’Starren!” Merreth shouted.

The barbarian yelled something at the archers, who approached but did not shoot, appearing to be ready to do so. At the same time, Y’Starren heard a rustling and crunching through the underbrush behind them – someone had gone to get more of the barbarians, and the backup was almost there.

The leader stepped toward her.

“Come with us, and we will not hurt you.” He reached for her sword with his left hand, holding a knife pointed downward in his right fist.

She stepped back and made a fair attempt at swinging the sword before he hooked her at the wrist with his knife as he redirected her swing, grabbed her hand, then stabbed the knife into her forearm. 

She screamed and let go, clutching her arm at the wrist. He grabbed her by the hair, forcing her to bend over and dragging her up toward the other barbarians. Stomping into the brush underfoot to brace herself, she clutched the corded muscles of his bare calf. Then she pressed magic through his leg, forcing it to arc between her ring finger and thumb. 

He fell with an anguished cry to his knees. Then something hit her in the back of the head and she fell face-first into moss and bark dust.


      ***Y’Starren struggled toward the waning light as she heard them all around her, someone dragging her by one wrist, someone else dragging her by the other. The young man, apparently not too harmed, kicked her, cursing something in their wild dialect.

“Haela maeglegh!” He shouted.

She stumbled forward onto her feet. Her right arm, extended as she was dragged forward, was killing her. Every jerk felt like a rip of the mangled muscles. She gasped and bit the inside of her cheek, then cursed through her teeth.

“Blazing fuck.” She sparked a shock through her left wrist and the barbarian let go.

She scrambled to the side, and the barbarian holding her other arm yanked her off her feet again and kicked her in the head and the ribs. Y’Starren knew from experience that it was nearly impossible to properly channel magic through an injury, and this was no different. The injured wrist remained securely in the barbarian’s grasp as kicks, and now blows from sticks and hilts, were rained down on her back and protecting arm.

A panicked cry burst out from her as a hilt came down on her shoulder blade so hard it could’ve cracked it. The pain fucked with her magical control and it arced over her body, but she couldn’t send it out into her attackers.

The barbarian leader’s voice raised into a higher-pitched sound as he gave orders to the others. Y’Starren fell forward onto her elbows as she saw him aiming another kick at her. Protecting her head and face with her arms, she crouched down on her knees and shouted.

“Blazes – stop! Stop!”

“Die well, witchling.” He kicked her.

She grunted in pain but didn’t respond, hoping desperately that they would take that as a sign of submission and stop for now. A whimper of pain broke from her as she felt the blows pause. 

The one holding her wrist tightened her grip cruelly just under the wound, and Y’Starren flinched but didn’t pull back.

“Don’t hurt her,” the barbarian leader said. “No hurt.”

Y’Starren bit her tongue as the pain from being stabbed in the arm ached unbearably. Blood dripped up her elbow. She stayed still with her other arm up.

“No hurt, understand?” the leader said again.

“Huh.” Y’Starren nodded, not looking up. She was embarrassed because she was nearly crying, and didn’t want to show it. People said that barbarians never cried.

Another Warmind came toward her, raising an unstrung bow, but the barbarian stopped them with a couple words.

“A maeglegh agnae.”

With … whatever that was, they dragged her off to their camp.

Y’Starren had heard stories about people being kidnapped by barbarians in order to be sacrificed to their gods, but even though the people in the stories often had hands cut off or eyeballs gouged out, they were usually much too tough to do anything more than grunt. Because of this, she had assumed that as injuries get worse, there’s kind of a plateau of pain.

Either getting stabbed hadn’t reached the plateau, or the whole thing was a myth in her mind, because Y’Starren was in so much pain from the cut in her arm that she couldn’t even sit up.

She was writhing in front of the firepit in pain, clutching her left wrist just below the stab wound, gasping breaths in and then holding them so she didn’t scream. They kicked her every time she screamed.

“Are you going to sacrifice us?” Merreth was saying quietly to the young barbarian, whose name was Eugh, which Y’Starren couldn’t even pronounce in her mind.

“Not yet,” Eugh said. 

Y’Starren’s knuckles were white as she gripped her wrist under the cut, trying desperately to focus her mind on anywhere else – anywhere else that wasn’t in pain – as she felt heavy raindrops starting to sprinkle down between the trees.

At the sudden rain, the woman across the firepit from her cursed loudly, throwing down the tools she was using to try to start the fire in Y’Starren’s direction. She stood up and walked around the firepit to Y’Starren, about to kick her.

“Molaidh,” Eugh said. “Kicknae.”

The girl – probably named Molaidh – stopped.

“Sorry … ” Y’Starren said, almost half-sincerely. “It must be my fault it’s raining.”

“Witchlings are bad luck,” Eugh said. “How’s your arm?”

Y’Starren didn’t answer for a moment, thinking he was mocking her, but when he didn’t say anything more or even laugh, she lifted her head a bit to look at him. He was simply looking at her with a serious expression, waiting for a response.

She dropped her head.

“How do you think?” she said.

“ … I don’t understand,” he said simply.

Another ache of pain made her writhe with her feet twisting together.

“It hurts, okay?” she said through her teeth. “When are you going to sacrifice us, anyway?”

“When the moon makes a circle, we’ll kill you,” he said, and she heard him moving toward her. “Don’t hurt,” he said.

She braced herself for another kick. When he put his hand on her upper arm, she flinched. 

“You was holding a weapon in this hand,” he said. “Sacrifices should be clean. You made me ruin you.”

She clenched her teeth and waited for him to stop touching her before she released her breath. “Does this mean you’re not going to sacrifice me?”

He shook his head.

“Maybe tonight I kill you, witchling.”

“So we’re just … animals to you? Sacrifices?”

“We are barbarians to you,” he said. “It’s fair, isnae?”

It was true that she’d been raised to think of them as outsiders, as sun-cursed because they had no gifts. Back in Seechatee, a barbarian would’ve been killed on sight.

She closed her eyes and gritted her teeth against another shudder, images of her parents and of Wackee going off to the college alone blinking through her mind. Then the crazy fact that she was here, not even in her home country anymore, on the ground with a stab wound and about to be sacrificed “when the moon makes a circle.” By barbarians. 

Eugh was talking to the girl that had been failing to make a fire near Y’Starren’s head, and when he knelt down again, he took her wounded arm and pulled it away from her body behind her back. She clenched her arm.

“Don’t – ” she started.

“Don’t hurt,” he said. “You’re dirty.”

He showed her a flask, which he then poured over the wound, washing away some of the dirt and dried blood. She took a deep breath and gritted her teeth, forcing herself not to pull away. It would be better to have it clean. And it would help it stop hurting.
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