
        
            
                
            
        

    Ó Copyright 2019 by The Publisher - All rights reserved.
 
 
It is not legal to reproduce, duplicate, or transmit any part of this document either by electronic means or in printed format. Recording of this publication is strictly prohibited and any storage of this document is prohibited unless with written permission from the publisher. All rights reserved. 
 
Respective authors own all copyrights not held by the publisher. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table of Contents
PrologueA Series of Worsening Events
Chapter 1Not What I Expected
Chapter 2One Life Over
Chapter 3An Unexpected Attachment
Chapter 4What a Person’s Worth
Chapter 5A Lowering of Defenses
Chapter 6Loss and Gain
Chapter 7Taking Care of Basics
Chapter 8A Wrench in the Plan
Chapter 9Two Worlds Collide
Chapter 10When Things Are What They Seem
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Get Your EXCLUSIVE Copy of
TAJA’S DRAGON

http://authorlisadaniels.gr8.com/
CLICK THE LINK TO RECEIVE YOUR COPY
 
Table of Contents
PrologueA Series of Worsening Events
Chapter 1Not What I Expected
Chapter 2One Life Over
Chapter 3An Unexpected Attachment
Chapter 4What a Person’s Worth
Chapter 5A Lowering of Defenses
Chapter 6Loss and Gain
Chapter 7Taking Care of Basics
Chapter 8A Wrench in the Plan
Chapter 9Two Worlds Collide
Chapter 10When Things Are What They Seem
 
 



The Wolf Prisoner
 Prisoners of Scythia
Book 1
 
By: Lisa Daniels
 
 
 
 



Prologue
A Series of Worsening Events
The day started just like any other.

The familiar kick to my shoulder followed by, “Wake up, you worthless waste of space.” The cruel, high-pitched voice was a far worse torture than the physical assault. There was a good reason why the woman there to torment me was nearly 40 and unmarried.
Before my eyes were open, I was already apologizing and trying to scramble to my feet. “I’m so sorry. I will get right to work, I swear it.” I knew that she was waking me up increasingly earlier to find something to blame me for. Trying to point out the problems with her accusations would have been about as logical and effective as pointing out that the world didn’t revolve around her. I was in no position to do anything that would be considered critical of her anyway. For now, all I could do was just act the way she wanted. 
Just as I was beginning to push myself off of the floor, my elbow was knocked out from under me. Rolling my body with the momentum, I minimized the pain. Not that I could let that show. Making sure to moan a little louder than was necessary, I could hear the satisfaction in her voice.

“Get up and get to work before I report you to my brother.”

It was a hollow threat, but she didn’t know that I knew that. I scrambled up as I listened to her footsteps echoing out of the barn. The sigh of relief was out of my mouth before I could stop it. Instinctively, I held my breath to make sure she had not stuck around to listen. As cruel as she was, it was her brother that scared me. Once she realized that he was interested in me, Catharine made sure to be my tormentor in the mornings and evenings. The way I’d seen her looking at her brother… well, wasn’t my business. I just needed to keep my head down and get out of the situation alive and as whole as possible. Slaves don’t really have much say in how they are treated. But I was always certain that the place I had been in for six months was not going to be permanent. My plan to escape was already well formed. I just needed a little more time to make enough money to pay for passage out of the gods-forsaken country. 
I was never the idiot they thought I was. But I would soon find that I was much more of a fool than I had believed. 
I quickly changed into something presentable. Part of my job was hiding the bruises and lacerations under a clean exterior. Smiling through the pain was much easier knowing that the situation would only last a little longer. It was far more challenging to keep the clothes looking clean. They were third- or fourth-hand, and I had to completely replace much of them with scraps from the bolts of material Catharine threw out. No one would mistake me for nobility, but I definitely did not look like a slave. The family that owned me would never have allowed me to represent them in business if I looked like some of their other slaves.

I checked out my image in the mirror. My black hair curled around my face like snakes around a trainer. My green eyes barely looked at my face, though. A misplaced hair or wrinkle on the dress were not my main concerns. Everything about the way I was treated, and the fact that I was a slave, had to be carefully hidden. Once I left the barn, it would be easy to mistake me for a merchant’s daughter—it was as much a point of pride for me as it was a requirement by the family. 
Picking up the basket and a list of items that I needed to purchase, I had no idea what I was about to literally walk into. Had I known… I probably would still have gone. As it was, I left worrying about things that would cease to seem important an hour later. 
At first, nothing seemed different. The market was buzzing with life as people haggled over goods, gossiped about their neighbors, and argued over who had things the most difficult. 
“Good morning, mistress.” I felt someone pulling at the sleeve of my dress. Turning, I looked into the smiling face of a man who reminded me of a boar. He had a thin set of whiskers around his face, beady eyes, a large nose, and cheeks that were red and round like apples. “A woman as lovely as yourself should have—”
Pulling away, I smiled at him. “Thank you very much, but I am here for my mistress. She is expecting me home in a few minutes.”
“Ah,” there was a glint in his eyes that I did not like. “Perhaps I should try to hire you for myself. Who is your mistress, my dear?” There was a leer on his face as he began to look over my figure. 
“I must hurry if—”
He grabbed my forearm, stepping closer. “I’m sure you can make time for me.” Patting a place on his hip, and letting me know exactly what he had in mind, he said, “I have no doubt that I can convince your mistress to lend you to me for a few hours.”
The guy was even creepier than Catharine’s brother. 
Looking away from him, I held up my other hand and waved it. “Yes, mistress! I am over here!” Hoping that my ruse would work, I put everything into looking concerned. The man was momentarily distracted, trying to look for whomever I was frantically waving at. Pulling my arm away, I gave him a quick bow and hurried off before he could catch me again. I could hear him shouting after me, so I decided that the best way out of the situation was to make my purchases from a different area of the market. It would mean having to rush home, and I would likely get a beating for taking too long. I decided that was preferable to meeting up with the man again. 
Unfortunately, I was entirely unfamiliar with the city beyond the small area of the market and where I was living. Fleeing from the man had caused me to hurry away, zigging and zagging so that he could not follow me. Before I knew it, I was completely lost. There was no point in stopping to ask for directions because my accent was so heavy that many of the people outside the market barely made an effort to understand me. It was rare to encounter someone like the guy whom I had just left behind in the market, and it had given me a false sense of security there. Most of the people in the market came from somewhere else, so my accent blended with many others of people selling their wares and purchasing goods for the people they served. 
Trying to look less concerned than I felt, I studied the buildings around me, hoping to see something familiar among the roofs and spires. Which was stupid. I should have been paying attention to where I was going or stood still and tried to get my bearings. If nothing else, the shouting around me should have let me know that there was something much more serious happening close by. But my mind was focused on trying to keep myself from getting any further from where I needed to go. Being home late was bad, getting home more than an hour after I was expected could have meant a broken bone or two. It was not a risk I was willing to take, so my mind was trying to find a way out of the danger I knew was coming. 
That left me open to more imminent danger.
While my attention was on the sky and the spires, an arm slid around my waist. Just as I was about to protest, I felt something cold against my neck. My body went rigid, instinct telling me that protesting, maybe even breathing, was a bad idea.
A voice near my ear boomed, “As I said, luck is always on my side. If you don’t want to be responsible for her death, let him go.”
My eyes had begun to take in the things happening in my more immediate surroundings. There was a small group of guards pointing their swords at me. Well, technically, they were aiming for the man behind me, but I was standing between them. One of the guards stood closer than the rest. He took a few steps forward. For such a tall man, he had a higher voice than expected, though not entirely unpleasant. “Let the girl go. Clearly she is a simpleton who can’t even recognize danger. Even a lowlife such as yourself would not harm someone with the mind of a child.”
I was extremely offended, but his clear blue eyes scowled at me, accusing me of something that I didn’t understand. If I were being honest, the guard glaring at me wasn’t entirely wrong. That must have been the shouting that I had ignored, and through my poor judgment, I had walked myself into an even more precarious predicament than the man in the market. 
The arm tightened around me. “A lowlife such as myself would be more than happy to sacrifice someone for his own safety. That is why the burden is all on you to call them off and let us go. Including your prized prisoner.” Despite his words, I realized that he was not my biggest threat. My mind had recovered from the shock and was now paying a lot more attention to the little things. Yes, there was something metallic against my throat, but it wasn’t very sharp. This was hardly my first time in such a predicament. Women from my country were trained in how to handle these kinds of situations since we were always at war with the countries around us. When you had soldiers constantly invading, gender had nothing to do with protecting your country or yourself. Not that a “civilized” place like the country of Scythia would understand that. Women here were more like delicate trophies. Now because of my situation, I was unequipped to defend myself. As a slave, I did not have a weapon of my own, but I was quickly realizing that I didn’t need one. The man behind me was bluffing. The guard looking at me was a much greater threat. That was obvious from the look in his eyes. 
“I have no time to go saving every fool who ambles into danger. My job is to capture criminals like you.” His eyes went above my head and he nodded. I heard a woman scream from somewhere, and from her tone, she clearly expected people to listen to her. Apparently, she was not pleased with whatever the guard had just done. Her shouts were too distant and unimportant for me to pay attention. 
I felt the body behind me laugh, and he said loudly, “Ah, sweetheart, just what kind of trouble have you gotten yourself into?” The warm, jovial voice suddenly became much harsher as it hissed in my ear. “What in the world were you doing? You could have gotten yourself killed. If I’m being honest, there is still a very good chance that will be the outcome anyway.” I could make out the voice muttering so that I almost couldn’t hear him as he said, “Women in this country are no better than the sheep. Can’t even recognize danger when they are about to walk right into it. How do you account for that kind of stupidity when trying to plan an escape?”
I suddenly became aware of something hard hitting my head and the feel of my body falling along with something warm and solid behind me. No longer certain of anything, I was somewhat surprised when there was no further pain as my body landed on something softer than the cobbles.
Far away, I heard a voice start to give orders. “Take the prisoner to the dungeon.”
I felt something warm and small press against my neck. Then a gentle voice nearby asked, “What of the woman?”
The cold response was, “I imagine the idiot can be chucked into the next mass grave.”
“Um,” the voice was hesitant. “She’s still alive.”
Everything sounded much further away, despite my best efforts to prove the voice right. I could barely make out a very put-out voice as the final verdict came down about me, “If he really did spare her life, the laws are very clear that …” 
I didn’t hear the rest as my mind slid into unconsciousness. 
 



Chapter 1
Not What I Expected
The first thing that I was aware of was the throbbing pain in my head and the brilliant light that was making it impossible to see my surroundings. Through the pain, I couldn’t remember anything. Feeling a little panicked, I turned my head slightly, hoping to block out whatever was creating such a blinding light. Or at the very least to keep my eyes from looking directly at it. 
Big mistake. 
My head felt like no more than an egg in a baker’s hands. Not a great turn of events. Worse still, I couldn’t think clearly enough to remember anything that had happened to give me such a splitting headache. 
“Gascho Nga!” I muttered the curse as softly as I could because it was clear that any kind of noise would only make the pain worse. On the edges of my mind I heard something nearby. It sounded like someone shifting around or moving, and I wondered if perhaps I wasn’t alone. Trying to push my thoughts through the pain, I searched for any memories of recent events. Still, I couldn’t come up with a single thing. 
Finding that my mind wasn’t willing to assist in piecing together what had happened, I decided I was going to have to get up and do something. Anything was better than lying helplessly on my back. Knowing full well that it was a bad idea, I tried to push myself up into a sitting position to look around me.
Two things happened in quick succession. 
First, I realized that my eyes had actually been closed. This was disconcerting, but not quite as terrifying as the feel of a hand on my shoulder and a voice that I knew I had heard before. Something in my mind triggered, but too much of my brain was focused on the pain for me to figure out where I had heard it. The hand was pushing me back down as if to let me know that someone else was in control.
“Not a good idea, my little Shingite. You are a blessedly long way from home, and not in any condition to fight.”
The alarms in my head were trying very hard to make themselves heard over the throbbing pain that was fighting back. 
Immediately, I began to try to analyze the voice, words, and anything else that would give me information about the person near me. One thing that had already been made obvious was the fact that I was nowhere near my home—I didn’t need to understand his words to have figured out that much. His accent alone gave me a rough idea of where I probably was. My initial reaction was to get out of there, though it wasn’t immediately obvious to me why. I didn’t remember having an aversion to Scythia, but my initial reaction had never been wrong before. It was somewhat of a relief to know that the important parts of my brain were still working, despite everything else. 
There was no point in pretending to be asleep. Obviously the guy knew I was conscious. And there was a chance that there were other people in the room, but the gaps in my memory didn’t seem to have an answer either to who he was or if he was likely the only one there. Whatever my situation, being vulnerable was clearly not an option. 
My sense of self-preservation finally overtook the pain, and my mind cleared enough to be somewhat useful. Lifting one of my eyelids and bracing for what I knew was going to be a searing pain, I focused on what I could see instead of what was happening in my head.
Immediately a hand went over my eyes. “Sorry, but for now you are going to need to trust me. In your current condition, opening your eyes is going to do a lot more damage than letting them rest.”
“There is nothing about this situation that suggests trust is a good idea.”
The laugh was low, almost comforting, which was surprising considering how much my own voice had hurt my head. “Given the way you literally walked into my life, I don’t think that your instincts are that well honed. Which is a surprise, considering your origins.”
My body reacted before I had time to think about it. Springing up from the bed, my eyes flew open as I prepared to fight anyone who would insult me. Or worse, anyone who had knowledge about my purpose. My mouth was open, ready to let him know that the insult would not go unanswered. In my rush to fight, I knocked something over. The sound of something metallic and wet hitting the floor was all too loud and echoed in my surroundings. It became clear that the bed was little more than a bunch of straw, but that didn’t absorb the sound of metal on stone. He had clearly anticipated this because for the brief moment where my eyes were open, I couldn’t get a good look at anything. His large hand covered my eyes almost as soon as they had opened, stopping the pain that had started to shoot through them. He stopped my mouth by covering it with his own. Before I could scream or let out another sound, he blew air into my mouth, taking me completely by surprise. The way he pushed against me caused me to fall right back onto the uncomfortable bed. Somehow he managed to cushion the fall so that it didn’t hurt quite as much as I had expected. Or maybe I was just so surprised by everything that I didn’t notice as my body fought to recover from the air forced into my lungs.
“What is going on in there?”
My body was flailing under him as I desperately tried to get him off of me. To my surprise he felt incredibly light, almost as if he weren’t putting his weight on me. “I’m just enjoying the little fool you left with me. I’ll thank you not to ruin my fun.” His body suggested he was turned to talk to someone, but I couldn’t see with his hand over my eyes. 
“Please, help me!” I cried, not caring too much who was nearby. My voice sounded hoarse and wrong as I panted for air. I sounded pathetic even to myself. 
There was a derisive laugh. “I see that the simpleton survived the Gargoyle they dropped on your heads.”
“Yes. And since I kept her alive, she belongs to me now. Even your captain would have a hard time arguing with that.”
There was a scoffing noise, and it sounded like the other man was turning away from us. His voice sounded further away. “I don’t care what you do with her, just don’t wake up our other guests.”
The hand never let up from my eyes, but the man holding me down did not attempt anything further. Instead of talking about what had just happened or explaining what was going on, he surprised me by showing something that could have been mistaken for compassion. His voice was low and close to my ear as he asked, “How much do you remember?”
Unwilling to accept anything from the stranger, I shot back, “Why do you care?” My lungs still had not fully recovered, but I was pleased to hear that my voice was already stronger. 
There was a silence as the man appeared to think about it. “Maybe it is pity. I dare say for someone from your country to walk so blindly into death, there must be a very good reason for it. I know that even the women in Shingyon are fighters who don’t easily give up. I’ve seen first-hand what it takes to kill one of your kind, and it isn’t usually obliviously walking into certain death. Everything is calculated and planned, so for you to appear in the courtyard at that moment, I can only think of a couple of reasons. None of them good. ”
Something in his words sounded like a warning. Deciding to pick my words a little more carefully, I focused on his own admission. “So you have killed some of my people.”
I could feel his body shrug as his hand shifted. “Hasn’t everyone?”
A low growl escaped me, immediately causing my head to protest the noise. 
“Keep your eyes closed.” His hand shifted from my eyes to the back of my neck. “As I’m sure you heard, you were hit by a Gargoyle. One that they carelessly broke off of the palace façade to take me down. Well, you were hit by enough of it to do some real damage to your skull.”
I paused for a moment. “A Gargoyle? Do you mean like one of those large, ugly-looking things glaring out over the city?”
“I don’t know of any other kind.”
I could feel my expression lapse into one of disbelief. “No one can survive being struck in the head by one of those things.”
“You are welcome.”
It was not the response I had expected. My thoughts seemed to come to an impossible conclusion as I realized why he had said it. “Are you trying to say that you took the brunt of the hit, and that is why I survived?”
“I had been hoping for something a little gentler when they took me down, but when you strolled into the middle of my confrontation with the guards, it was either watch you die or take most of the damage.”
“I repeat, no one can survive being struck by a Gargoyle.”
“Just because your weak human frames are so fragile they break under rock doesn’t mean that other humanoids can’t survive it. That kind of inability to understand other species is exactly why you always lose.”
My body froze. After listening to him, little pieces of memory had come back. The barn. The market. Clear blue eyes glaring at me. And a soft voice accompanying a warm body pressed against my own. 
What had I walked into?
The questions in my head began to get backed up to the point where my mouth chose one at random. “Why did you save me?”
Again he paused. “That is the second time you have questioned the motives of someone trying to help you. What kind of life have you lived that you keep asking these kinds of questions?”
Without thinking, I raised a hand to my forehead and began to rub it, “Not the kind that anyone would envy.”
“I would never envy the life of a human, but that doesn’t answer my question.”
“You didn’t answer mine.”
There was a gentle laugh. “Fair enough.” His hand stopped massaging my neck and I felt the warmth move away. The pain was far less intense, more like a mild throbbing than the explosive pain it had been. “If you would like, I can roll you over and work on your spine, try to fix some of the rest of the pain you undoubtedly feel. I would have done it while you were unconscious, but I wasn’t sure how much damage there was. If you are able to stand up, it is a good sign. However, you will still need to keep your eyes closed. After I am done, it won’t hurt so badly. You might be able to sleep without that blinding light.”
My expression must have shown my confusion. I could hear the smile in his voice, “I have enough experience with humans to know how your bodies react to trauma. Particularly blunt force to the head. Without the right medicines, I can’t do more than reduce the pain.”
Against everything I knew I should be saying, I found myself nodding ever so slightly. “If you can make it a little less painful, then I accept.”
He was surprisingly gentle as he lifted me and turned me over. “You are definitely unlike your fellow Shingites. At least the ones I’ve met. I have not met them all, though, so encountering an oddball here and there isn’t too surprising.”
This got a small laugh out of me that I immediately regretted. “You’ve no idea,” I muttered into the straw. 
“Here, I’m going to lift your head and put something under your head so that you don’t get straw all over your face, hair, and in your orifices.”
I was about to say something when a few pieces of straw went into my mouth. This quickly shut me up.
His voice was warm with amusement, “Exactly. Hold on.”
Gently, he lifted my head and slid something under it. The material was far softer than anything I had ever felt. Nothing about my current predicament made any sense. That’s when my mind latched onto the most logical explanation. “Have I died?”
There was dead silence before a low rumble went around the room. It was over a full minute before he finally spoke, his voice a little labored, “Thank you so much. It has been a while since I laughed that hard. My apologies if it further hurt you.” His hands were very warm as they began to work along my shoulders. “No, you are not dead. I’m not quite sure what gave you that impression.”
I knew my face was beet red. Trying to shift my face so that my hair fell over it, I muttered, “None of this makes sense.” 
One of his hands left my shoulder and pushed the hair back. “Wouldn’t want you to suffocate,” he explained before resuming. I suspected that he was enjoying seeing my discomfort, but given the magic his hands were working against the pain, I decided it was the least I could do. His hands massaged my back, forcing muscles to relax for the first time in years. His voice was just as warm as he spoke, “I suppose you haven’t ever felt silk before. It’s a luxury that not even the leaders of your country have been able to enjoy. It’s pretty common where I am from.”
“I take it you aren’t from Cholania, then.”
“Decidedly not. Bunch of self-important barbaric humans who have gotten too big for their britches. If you are referring to the accent, I adapted it to blend in a little better. Once we are done here, I look forward to shedding it like soiled clothing.”
“You are very contemptuous of humans. What are you if not human?”
His hands never stopped working the muscles along my shoulders and neck as he murmured. It was his voice that let me know that my words were not being taken well. “I’m going to give you a few seconds to consider your question.”
Confused, I furrowed my brow. “Well, I know you aren’t demon because they would never help a human. For the same reason, you aren’t a sprite. Judging by the size of your hands, you can’t be about half a dozen other humanoids, including the only two that I have ever known to not be hostile to humans. I’m still trying to figure out just why you are being so kind to me. Since you know where I am from, you already know that I have nothing to offer you. If you are a humanoid, there are only a couple who could make any use of me. And none of the things I can think of are agreeable to me.”
There was humor in his voice when he replied, “Maybe I just find you attractive.”
I could not stop myself from laughing, and my head immediately reminded me that I was in no state to find humor in anything. 
Over my groans, I heard him say, “Serves you right. It was a very personal and clumsy question.”
“I’m not trying to offend you, so no need for you to act like I’m an idiot.”
“The jury is still out on that. Given how and why we met, there is a lot of evidence suggesting you don’t have much going on in your thin skull.”
I opened my mouth to protest, but quickly realized that he was right. Sighing, I managed to say, “That’s a fair point. From the pot to the fire.”
“What?”
“Of what little I remember, there was someone in the market trying to buy an hour of my life from my mistress.”
“So, you are a servant here, so far from home? That doesn’t…” Whatever he was thinking, he didn’t finish his thought. 
“I… no. That isn’t right. I’m no servant.” The memories from before the market were still hazy, but something told me I really didn’t want to remember.
“I won’t press you since I realize that it is a bit personal.” He left no question that he was taking a shot at my own clumsy questioning. “I’m going to start working down your spine now.”
“Okay.” I wasn’t quite certain why he would warn me.
“I mention it because it will hurt when I first apply pressure. Please try not to scream so that I don’t have to sell the same idea to the guard again.”
“What, you mean you don’t want to pretend to be raping me?”
“It may surprise you, but my kind are not so barbaric that we have to force ourselves on women.”
“That’s… very unhuman of you.”
“That is the pinnacle of compliments.” I could hear his smile again. His hands began to move down my back, and true to what he had said, the pain was excruciating. Far from the worst I had ever experienced, though, so I set my jaw and didn’t utter a sound as he worked. 
A few minutes passed without either of us speaking. As he reached the middle of my back, he said softly, “You handled that far better than I could have expected. No doubt it is your unenviable life that has made you so capable of managing extreme pain.”
“Something like that,” I pushed my face into the silk. It was then that his hands slid to my lower back, and a pain tore through me that made me turn and clamp my teeth on the makeshift pillow. 
Immediately, his hands let go of me. “What happened? Are you alright?”
Gasping a little, I turned my head slightly, “Don’t worry about it. You are almost done.”
“It should not hurt worse on your lower back. When I shielded you, the impact should have been minimal, ensuring that most of your spine was spared. It was your head, neck, and upper back that should have been the most painful. The rest should be largely unaffected.”
“I don’t think that the pain is related to that incident. It’s… from something else.”
There was silence while he thought about what to do. “Do you mind if I take a look at it? Perhaps there is something I can do.”
“If you are asking if you can lift my dress, absolutely not.”
“Are you still trying to protect your honor? Because I can assure you—”
“No, you would not be the first by any means. And I would kindly ask that you drop it.”
“Alright. But I will need to keep working along the spine to make sure everything is aligned.”
“That is fine.”
“Are you sure?”
“There are very few types of pain you can inflict that I haven’t felt before.”
His hands were very gentle as he began again. The same pain shot through my body, and it was much worse than the pain in my head. I couldn’t help but let out a cry as his hands tried to gently work along my spine.
He took his hands away. “What kind of pain is it?”
“It isn’t a bruise or tension,” I muttered to myself as much as to answer his question. There were some horrible memories lurking in my mind that I was now seeking. I knew that my brain was protecting me, but I needed to know. 
“More like an abrasion or laceration?”
That was when I began to remember about my enslavement. My shoulders released the tension I had been holding as the memories started to flood back. “A nine tails.”
“What?” His voice was loud and angry, and I heard people stirring around us. It was a while before he spoke again, and this time he was very close to my face. “Have you been enslaved?”
Cursing myself for speaking my memories aloud, I gave a little nod. “To my shame, yes, I was captured and bought.”
There was a low threatening growl, and his voice was much harsher as he began to question me, “Were you looking for death? Is that why you walked into certain death?”
I shook my head as much as I dared, “Hardly certain death since I am still alive. No, I was running from a lecherous merchant and got lost. Not wanting my fingers or other body parts broken, I was desperately looking for anything familiar so that I wouldn’t be gone too long.”
There was another low growl, “Humans.” The word was spat like a curse.
Uncertain if he was directing that at me, my owners, the city, or the entire species, I became very aware of my situation. There was no way to return now, and that meant all of my planning was now for naught. If Catharine or her brother learned what had happened, they would likely refuse to pay to retrieve me. By the rights of Scythian laws, my life now belonged to the person sitting near me with obvious loathing of my entire species. 
And if he was captured by the guards, that meant that it would be a steep price to get me back from them if he decided to discard me. 
It suddenly became clear that my chance at freedom had died the moment he had decided to save me. 
 



Chapter 2
One Life Over
To my surprise, he continued his work, and his touch was much different than before. Two fingers traced down my lower spine while the other worked on the top of my back. Whenever I would flinch, his hand on my upper back would almost immediately relax me again. It was almost sensual the way his other hand touched me, and I quickly realized that it was his way of countering the pain. Taking a deep breath, I let my mind focus on the hand that was running down the side of my back. A couple of times his hand brushed against my breast, and he immediately stopped working. I couldn’t help but laugh a little at his reaction, but didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to further offend or incite him. After a couple of silent seconds, he would resume his work without uttering a word. Time seemed to stop as his touch removed most of the pain. When he was finally done, he moved away and said nothing. 
I found myself surprisingly curious about the humanoid. Having remembered the last words I had heard after being hurt, I knew that I was in a dungeon. According to the laws, I belonged to him. There was no one who would fight to get me back. If he decided that he was done with me or that I was too much trouble, I would become the property of the guards. 
At best, I was the property of someone who was probably going to spend the rest of his life in the dungeon. 
I understood all of this, but my desire to talk to him went well beyond self-preservation. My occupation for Shingyon had meant that I was always on my own, always facing the enemy by myself, with death the inevitable end to it. Dying in a dungeon so far from home had always been something I was prepared to endure for my country. 
No, what I felt was entirely new and unique. 
When it became obvious that he wasn’t going to say anything, I pushed myself up on an elbow, keeping my eyes closed. Sitting up, I felt around for the material that he had placed under my head. It was just an excuse, but it was the most natural way I could think to engage him in further conversation. Listening carefully, I heard some very faint sounds of breathing. “Here,” I held it out in the direction of the sounds. 
“It’s yours.” His voice was detached, and in my mind I began to imagine the man I was talking to. He was large and hairy, like a bear, his belly round and his face full. I had never known a rotund humanoid, but he reminded me of the man who had raised me. Perhaps it was that connection that began to color my picture of the prison. 
I smiled a little at the thought. Giving my head a little shake, I moved my hand to indicate he should take it. “I realize that you can get this material from anywhere, but as a prisoner, I think you will soon find you miss home. I am not going to take something from you, especially since it can give you peace here.”
The lack of sound made me think perhaps I had said something to offend him again. Just as I was about to speak again, he asked, “Are you speaking from personal experience?”
“I’ve never been imprisoned.”
There was a quick laugh, “Of course not. You would never allow yourselves to be taken prisoner, not if there were another way out.” I imagined the smile on his face as he looked at me. “But I wasn’t asking about you being imprisoned. You are a long way from home. No one would have captured you and sent you halfway across the world. There are no slaves in your part of the world either, which leads me to believe that you were enslaved somewhere around here.”
“Oh.” It had not occurred to me that trying to engage him in conversation would result in me exposing so much of myself. Seeing no reason to hide anything—we were very likely to die in that cell—I shrugged. “No. I never had anything of home with me because it would have given me away. But I have been told that it can help bring someone peace when they cannot return home.”
“You make it sound like you work for Shingyon.”
“Until very recently I did.”
“What ended your time with them?”
I know that my expression must have shown my incredulity at the question. “I don’t know any prisoner in Scythia who can continue to be of any value to any nation except Scythia. After a year of silence, my government will believe me dead. There is no one coming to rescue me, and I don’t have the necessary charms to work my way out of a place like this.”
This caused him to laugh, “I think you may be underestimating your charms.”
I could feel my face assuming an expression of annoyance. “I am not willing to debase myself to get out. Even if there were a 100% success rate for it working, which there isn’t. The people of Scythia are much more likely to toy with me, dangling freedom as an option to get me to do unspeakable things. They would never actually let me go, though. I’m not so stupid that I don’t know what my situation is. Any doubts I would have had about the kind of people who populate this city were erased by those who wanted to be my masters.”
He made a noise of reproach, “You should never color an entire people with a single brush.” His seriousness quickly lapsed into a chuckle, “That’s what my mentor would have said anyway. I happen to agree with you wholeheartedly.”
I moved my hand a little, the silk dangling down. “Is this from your mentor?”
“What? Oh, gods no. That’s just a handkerchief. You can get a dozen of those for a gold coin.”
“A gold coin!” There was no way to hide the surprise in my voice. Quickly clamping my hand over my mouth, I forced my emotions down. “Take it!”
“It is yours.” There was some amusement in his voice, which I did not understand.
“Absolutely not. It is worth more than I will make in 10 years. I cannot accept it.”
“I was under the impression that you believe you are going to die here. Why not enjoy a little luxury that you would never have found while you were free?”
“Are you making fun of me?”
“Not at all. I have more, so it really doesn’t hurt me to give it to you.”
“Unless you have them on you, I don’t see how you can enjoy any of your fine stuff while you are here.”
“That’s alright. You don’t have to.”
“What?”
“Don’t worry about it and just enjoy it.”
I shook it a little roughly. “And I am telling you to take it back.” I began to open my eyes to glare at him, forgetting about his warning earlier. 
“No, no, that’s unnecessary.” He sighed and I could hear him stand up. I felt the fine material slide out of my hand. A bit of regret followed the loss, but I had no time to consider it as something touched my face. My eyes flew open at the sensation, but the only thing I could see was the handkerchief covering my eyes. “Hey!”
“There,” he finished tying it around the back of my head. “I have taken it back and this is how I choose to use it. Now, stop arguing about it.” As if adding as an afterthought, he said, “It really looks good with your hair. Surprisingly so.” 
Choosing to ignore what felt like a slight, I decided to learn what I could from what I was given. My hand felt the back of my head where the silk was tied in a knot that I could not identify. Frowning, my fingers explored it. “That’s a strange way to tie something.”
“Strange in what way?”
“It feels entirely unfamiliar. And I’ve worked on docks in over two dozen countries.”
“What?” The shock in his voice gave me a little pleasure. “Since when do people of Shingyon travel extensively? Aren’t you too busy trying to fight off invaders?”
“Sometimes the best defensive move is to be offensive.”
“Ah, you are a spy.”
I gritted my teeth. The pain reminded me why that was a bad idea, but the small voice in my head reminded me that it no longer mattered. I gave a mirthless laugh, “I was, yes. For a long time I was quite good at it. All it takes is one wrong mission, and—” I held my hands out to indicate what I meant. 
My admission was met with a long silence. I wasn’t entirely sure why he had suddenly become so quiet, but I was getting lost in my own thoughts as they returned. Dying in a dungeon wasn’t the worst way to go. At least I had someone to talk to for the time being. Once he tired of me, I could probably find a way out. The guards were going to be a problem—they always were. The thing about guards is that you rarely encounter an intelligent one in dungeons. Intelligent guards served in positions where they could be more effectively used. A pair of cold blue eyes flitted across my memory and I shuddered as I remembered the guard who had seemed ready to sacrifice me. 
“Are you cold?” He had sat much closer to me, though I wasn’t sure why. 
“No, just remembering the guard. He was… I’m glad I never had to face him on my own. It is rare to meet someone that analytical and calculating who is so open about it. He strikes me as the kind of person who wears everything on his sleeve. It is very difficult to fight people like him.”
“You might be surprised just how many secrets a guard like that has.” I detected something in his voice, but he didn’t let me dwell on it. “You don’t need to worry about the captain or any of the rest of them.”
“Obviously, not all the way down here.”
“Oh, you think that they are going to ignore us down here, don’t you?”
“Of course. That’s what dungeons are for. To bury all of the people opposed to you in a place where they aren’t dead yet and aren’t really alive either. It’s just pure survival down here.”
“That is generally the case. Unfortunately, you happen to be linked to me now.”
“Do you really have such a high opinion of yourself that you think they would take a special interest in you now?”
I imagined the look of anger on his face, so was surprised when his tone was entirely amused. “Let me paint you a little picture. A couple of weeks ago, the good king of Scythia captured a powerful humanoid. He—”
“Couldn’t be that powerful if he was captured,” I said, slightly offended on behalf of my species, even a Scythian ruler. 
He simply laughed, “So predictable. Anyway, negotiations weren’t going well with the humanoid’s people, so the king threatened to kill his prisoner. The people predictably sent someone to help the prisoner escape. This someone managed to attract the attention of the entire palace guard, and they were all drawn into the courtyard to try to finally capture him.”
I closed my eyes, beginning to understand what he was saying. “And into that, a stupid woman blindly strolled onto the scene. She was nothing to either side beyond a simpleton to be pitied.”
“Or spared if at all possible.”
“I don’t understand your motives at all. You should have focused on getting your leader out. Neither of you are any good to your people here. You should have let me die so that you could save him.”
“Is that what you would have done in my place? Would you have watched as an innocent person was killed because of something you had done?”
“I absolutely would. I have.”
There was a sharp intake of air. He changed his tactic a little, “What if that innocent was a child, or a small creature that didn’t understand what was going on?”
“I am not a child!” My hands clenched, and I added as an afterthought, “Nor am I some small pathetic animal that lacks understanding.”
“Just awareness.”
His jab cut deep, and I turned my face from him. “I was stupid. Worrying about what was coming, I failed to remember that I was not out of danger. Six months have lulled me into feeling a degree of safety away from those people that was never actually there. Nowhere in this city is safe.”
“After a while, living on your own takes a toll. No one should always feel alone because it breeds some of the worst sentiments.”
I shrugged, “I accepted it as part of my career. There are worse things.”
A hand patted my head, and I flinched at the touch as my head hurt. “I’m sorry.” I didn’t know if he was apologizing for the pain he had caused or if he was apologizing for the life I had just confessed to. His hand began to run down my hair, as if I were a child he was trying to comfort. As much as I wanted to be offended, after everything that happened over a decade, it just felt nice to have someone care. I found myself responding to the touch. Before I knew it, I was leaning against him. Parts of my brain registered that he wasn’t quite like I had imagined, though they were buried beneath the feeling of comfort. Placing my face against his chest, I soon realized that I was crying. His arms moved around me, holding me close as I silently cried into his shirt. 
During this time, he sang a quiet song in a language I didn’t know. His voice was beautiful and comforting as I began to accept what the rest of my life would be. It wasn’t long before I had fallen asleep to his quiet crooning. 
 



Chapter 3
An Unexpected Attachment
I woke again to a headache, though it was much milder. Groaning a little, I raised my arm to put my hand on my head to brace myself against the ache. When I moved, a hand fell off of my arm and gently bounced a couple of times against my stomach. That was when I realized that the prisoner who owned me had spent the night sleeping at my back. 
Ordinarily, I would have been angered by such an intrusion. Such an invasion of my space and abuse of my vulnerable position would have meant immediately extracting myself from his grasp and taking whatever revenge I could. I had seriously injured several men for taking such liberties in the past when I still lived in my country. However, I did not feel the same indignation or anger at what I should have found to be a serious transgression. It had been the first time since I left home where I had allowed anyone to see me so vulnerable. Even sleeping in the barn, I had maintained a state of near perpetual awareness, sleeping lightly and only appearing to be asleep when one of the family came to wake me. 
Maybe it was because I felt that everything was over, so it really didn’t matter what happened. Maybe I was simply comforted by the feel of someone else after so many years working on my own. Whatever the reason, I found a sense of peace. Closing my eyes against the yellow of the blindfold, I pushed further back into my new owner. 
It was then that I realized it did not bother me that I had simply changed hands. Given the way I had expected to die, this was hardly worse than what could have happened. 
In a week, a month, or maybe even a year, we would probably hate each other. As long as he was there, I had no chance at freedom. He hadn’t been wrong about my people. I had never known someone who would simply allow themselves to be taken prisoner as I had on several occasions, usually with an eye on escape to send my people information that I had acquired during my captivity. The one thing I had witnessed of my people, for all their brave fighting, was that no human could beat a humanoid in a direct fight. With no weapons of my own, there was no chance of escaping a humanoid. 
Yet I wasn’t bothered. When he tired of me, I knew that I would have a chance against the guards, no matter what I said to my new master. It hedged things in my favor because if he thought I would be worse off once he tired of me, it was more likely he would pit me against people I could manage. Being at the dungeon of the palace, there was even a chance that I could steal some valuable information. 
All that was in the future. The present was a strange sense of calm that I wanted to soak up like a desert plant during the rainy season. It might be a long time before I would again find such kindness or comfort. 
Not that I was unaware that he must have something he wanted from me. Just because I couldn’t fathom what benefit he would get from keeping me didn’t mean that he wouldn’t have some design on me. Perhaps he was hoping to use me as bait to gain his own freedom. Maybe I was going to be some kind of sacrifice to whatever gods his people worshipped. Or maybe it was as simple as him wanting some companionship while he was in captivity. After the brief story he told me, I had no doubt that there had always been a plan for his leader’s rescue. It was unimaginable that his people would send a single member in to rescue their leader. Something in his word choice had made me suspect he was just a decoy, and that the real rescue was occurring as he was attracting all of the attention to himself. It made no sense to me why they would need to create such a distraction if humans were as pathetic to them as he seemed to believe. 
Which meant they were probably after something else. 
“Nothing about you makes sense,” I muttered as I drew his arm around me. 
“Right back at you,” his voice murmured in my ear. 
Startled, I scrambled away from him. Putting a hand over my heart, I tried to gain my composure. “Gods, you startled me.”
“Why? I don’t require much sleep.”
“Then what were you doing?” I frowned as I faced the direction of his voice. 
“You were shivering and the service here is some of the worst I have ever seen. Can you believe that they didn’t give us a blanket, let alone two?” He was obviously making light of the situation. 
My frown turned into a scowl, “How can you jest at a time like this?”
“How could I not?”
“You don’t plan to stay here, do you?”
Silence met my words, but I heard movement to suggest he had shrugged. 
“Oh, sure, it’s very easy to escape the dungeon of humans, even if it is one of the best guarded fortresses in a dozen kingdoms.”
“I wouldn’t say easy. Do you consider it easy to wake and step out of the door in the morning? To be perfectly accurate, yes, it is easy, but it is so routine that you don’t really think about it.”
I tried to give him a look, which I knew would not translate with a blindfold. Deciding that there was no point in arguing with him, I sat back down and pressed my body against his. This seemed to have startled him as he tensed for a moment before laughing. 
“I’ve never tamed a human before. Would never have thought it possible to tame a Shingite.”
“I’ve never been in a position where I was completely at someone else’s mercy.”
“That has never stopped your kind before.”
“I don’t see any need to fight you. What would I gain? You protected me from death, alleviated my pain, and don’t seem to have any immediate plan for me. Instinct tells me to fight, but given that my instinct’s failure led to meeting you, I’m going with rationality over gut.”
His arm moved around me, “An interesting thought process.”
Since meeting him, I had done everything wrong, but at that moment I did not care. “What is your name?”
“What?” 
I felt his head turn to look down at me. Turning my face to him, I asked again, “What is your name? I don’t want to call you humanoid, and I’m not about to call you master.”
He chuckled in response. “I’m Bryce.”
I tilted my head to the side, “That is a strange name. I couldn’t even begin to figure out where you live based on your name.”
He rumpled my hair, “No, you wouldn’t be able to tell. I’m from a country not too far from here. Well, it is near compared to your country. And I’ve no doubt you haven’t heard of it, despite your travels.”
“I’ve heard of a lot of obscure countries.”
“Human countries, yes.”
My hand knocked against his knee. “I’ve been to Purgato, Decyl, and Sommel, and have heard stories from more than a half dozen other countries. It’s not like you are the first humanoid I’ve met.”
“Svarga.”
“Okay, you were right. I haven’t heard of it.”
I felt his laugh before I heard it, and I couldn’t help but smile. He patted my head again, “Don’t know any humans who have heard of us. Besides you, of course. We don’t exactly go around advertising our existence.”
“Seems like an intelligent way to live.”
“That is no surprise coming from a Shingite. Your country’s problem isn’t that you call attention to yourselves, but from your location. If you would just move, then—”
“It would no longer be home. We built our country after being forced out of everywhere else. After all of the work and love that went into making our country, there is no way we will give it up to those who covet it. Some things are worth fighting for.”
“Even if you never get to go home?”
This made me pause. It was true that I had always accepted that I would probably never see my home again. The love I had once felt for it had certainly faded—not that I was going to admit that. I was still proud of my people and what they had done, but I was no longer sure how much more I could offer them. My shoulders slumped and I said something that I had been unwilling to admit to anyone, even myself, “It stopped being home for me a long time ago. That’s why I chose this path.”
He placed his head on mine, “And why is that?”
I pulled away, echoing his reprimand from the day before, “I’m going to give you a few seconds to consider your question.” 
Bryce placed a hand on my head and pulled me back to him. His voice was warm and gentle. “I’m sorry. I meant no offense. If you ever feel like telling me, I will listen.” As soon as he finished speaking, his stomach rumbled. 
Laughing, I gave it a poke. To my surprise it was nothing like I had imagined—it was more like poking a wall than a pile of blankets. My finger bent back at an odd angle. Masking my shock, I laughed again, “I guess that room service isn’t something we can expect either.” The words were no sooner out of my mouth than my own stomach reminded me that I had not eaten since the night before going to the market. 
He poked my stomach as he laughed, “Indeed. Fortunately, I have my own service. Sit tight.”
As soon as Bryce’s warmth was gone, I wanted to protest. Fighting my initial displeasure at him leaving, I decided to focus on quelling the revolt in my stomach. I had gone much longer than a couple of days without food. 
He soon returned, taking his place beside me. “Here you go.” I felt something be placed in my lap. “Sorry that it is cold, but they haven’t come in to start the fire in the fireplace.”
“There’s a fireplace?” I turned my face to him.
“You are right, they will need to build that before they add the fire. Talk about terrible service. I’m going to vacation elsewhere next time.”
“You should let your leader know that you protest the abominable conditions you were forced to endure at the hands of humans. Starting with having to let them capture you.”
He chuckled, then began coughing. I felt around until I was certain my hand was on his back, then I thumped a couple of times. “Thanks,” he choked out. “I will make sure to point that out. Next time, he should use someone else as bait.”
“You mean you didn’t volunteer?”
“Oh, I did. I always do.”
“Then that is your fault.”
“It’s nicer to blame someone else when you are imprisoned.”
I giggled into my hand. He nudged the food in my lap, “Eat.”
“What, before it gets cold?” I smiled at the food.
“Before your stomach revolts.”
I waved my hand, “It will get over it.”
“As long as you are with me, there will be no more of this useless self-deprivation. Eat.”
“Or what?” I asked pushing my luck. 
“I’ll stop talking to you.”
I shrugged, “Silence is something only wise people can appreciate.”
“Is that your way of telling me you aren’t wise?”
Frowning, I turned to face him. “That was uncalled for.”
“I will strive to be kinder if you eat. No promises.”
I was trying to figure just how anyone could be kinder than Bryce had been to me. “That isn’t much incentive. I don’t think you could possibly be kinder than you have been.”
Suddenly the warmth moved away, causing me to lurch to the side. Righting myself, I kept the food from falling to the floor. “Hey, you almost wasted it.” 
Nothing responded to my accusation. 
“Oh, is this the silent treatment you mentioned?”
The only response was my stomach as I smelled the food that was so close. With a sigh, I picked up something that was small and round. Taking a hesitant bite, my mouth exploded with tastes that I had never experienced before. “Oh, dear gods,” I muttered into the food. “What is this? Mana?” Shoving it into my mouth, I didn’t stop eating until everything was gone. 
To my disappointment, Bryce did not sit back down. The only sign I had that he was still nearby was the rhythmic sound of his breathing. Brushing off my dress, I said indignantly, “I think you lied to me. I am dead, and you are easing me into my next life.”
“That is not what your people believe.”
“I never said that I held their beliefs.” I hid my happiness that he had finally broken his silence and continued. “I think that is what the Djoser believe. The shock of death triggers such a change that no one can enter the afterlife with a full grasp on their new state. Those who know they are dead return as blighted spirits. The gods have appointed someone or a group of beings to ease the dead into their new existence.”
“I admit, I have never met anyone from Djoser, so I could not say. What I do know is if this is the afterlife, it is very disappointing.”
“I can’t agree with that. For the first time in a long time, I finally feel at peace.”
Silence met my words. A moment later I felt the familiar warmth at my back. Bryce wrapped his arms around me, and I leaned into the embrace. Neither of us spoke as the time ticked slowly past.
The warnings in my head were loud and clear. I was forming an attachment with someone, and that could only lead to pain and misery. I didn’t care, though. After a lifetime of being alone, it felt good to be held by someone who seemed willing to consider my perspective instead of just my use. 
The fact that I didn’t want it to end was something I was not willing to face. Instead, I kept telling myself that I just wanted it to last a little longer. Just a little longer, and then I would return to myself.
 



Chapter 4
What a Person’s Worth
Several days passed in what was like a dream to me. I came to think of the world in terms of sounds and was perfectly content to trust Bryce for almost everything. Occasionally he would ask me questions, but he never pressed when I exhibited reservations about discussing my past. He was more than happy to fill in the quiet times with stories of his own, and he must have found me to be an eager audience judging by the number of stories he told me of his exploits. I often wondered just how he could manage to pull off a lot of them. It seemed to me that he was either very much embellishing or outright lying about what he had done. He never asked whether or not I believed him, and I never offered my opinion of his wild tales. 
After a delicious dinner, we sat down together, our bellies full. Bryce was a bit lethargic. Placing his head on my shoulder, he said in a sleepy voice, “Would you mind being the storyteller tonight? I’m not sure I will be awake by the end of one of my stories.”
“My tales aren’t nearly so magnificent or entertaining as yours. And you will likely find me lacking as a narrator. Even in your current state, your offerings are far better than mine.”
“If your stories put me to sleep, so much the better.”
“You had best be careful what you ask for because if it happens you have no one to blame but yourself.”
“Oh, I can still blame you for it.”
“That doesn’t give me a lot of incentive to try.”
He shifted a little. “Sleeping isn’t a bad thing. And considering it has been too long since the last time that I really slept, it is time for me to get a bit more than a few minutes at a time.”
“I remember doing that for a while. It’s not great for the body.”
“Maybe not for a human body, but my kind are quite used to foregoing sleep for long periods of time. We’ve evolved so that we can maximize our brain capacity.”
“Well, this feeble human brain is too unevolved to have any tales to keep such a pristine being as yourself entertained.”
“Didn’t I just say that putting me to sleep would be a good thing?”
“Fine. I’ll see if my low-capacity brain can go back beyond the last couple of days to come up with something worth relaying.”
“That’s my girl,” he said, and I could hear the smile in his voice. His head moved from my shoulder as I started to think. I was momentarily surprised and turned to ask him why he had moved when I felt his head plop down in my lap. “Make it nice and boring so I sleep for days.”
I scrunched my nose at him, but let my mind roam back over the years to find something worth turning into a story. “I spent some time in Theadus.”
“You mean that enormous human city in Bastion?”
“That’s the one.”
“It must have been awful.”
“You have no idea. I could probably recognize the place just from the smell. Why they consider that place a cultural hub still completely escapes me. Then again, what visitors see and what most of the people who live there see probably aren’t at all similar. I wasn’t there on vacation, of course. My mentor had asked me to check out some rumors of an imminent attack.”
“Where did he get his intel that he knew of an imminent attack?”
“I don’t know, but they attack us about once a decade and had been quiet for almost two. It was really past time for them to initiate aggression.”
“Ah, so more like a hunch than intel.”
“They never sent me anywhere on just a hunch. No, he must have received something because I was usually the one they called when they knew something was coming soon.”
“So you were like their ace card?”
“Their what?”
“You were the person they sent in when they needed to know what the enemy planned to do so that they could nip wars in the bud as early as possible.”
“Ah. Yes. I was one of a select few who always sent good intel.”
“Were all of you women?”
“I never asked.”
“You weren’t a big believer in questioning, were you?”
“Not my superiors, no. My job wasn’t to go after them. We have other people for that. My job was to help keep Shingyon as safe as possible. I trusted my mentor, and he never let me down.”
“Except when you got captured.”
“That was my fault. And it is a different story.”
“If it had been me, I wouldn’t have let someone important to me or my country be taken prisoner. I would have found a way to get you out of danger.”
“Then you don’t understand the point of a spy.”
“Not the way you humans do it, no. My people don’t think anyone is disposable.”
I sighed, “Again with the criticism of humans.”
“I suppose when you can populate at the same rate as rats and bunnies, you can view other humans as disposable.”
I furrowed my brow, but decided to push forward with my story instead of going down the line of questioning he had dangled in front of me. “Anyway,” I said in a way that shut down any further interruption, “I had earned a position in the palace as a maid.”
“Were you a maid to the queen?”
“Do you want me to continue with my story?”
“Of course. But you aren’t giving many details.”
“Maybe I would if I could say more than a couple of sentences before you interrupt.” In response, his head shifted in my lap, and I imagined him looking up at me expectantly. “That’s better,” I said, giving a final nod. Turning my face away, I thought back to the experience. “It was not what I expected. The palace was all glitz and gold on the outside, but inside,” I shook my head, “it was obvious they had not taken care of it. Everything seemed to be falling apart. What they needed were architects and hard laborers, not maids and butlers. After a few weeks in the palace I think I knew why they had not attacked. As a maid to the eldest son, I had seen just how lazy the king was. I am not a big believer that a man should have a woman around to take care of him. If a man can’t take care of himself, he shouldn’t be alive.”
“And a woman who can’t defend herself doesn’t deserve to live.” His voice was low as he said it.
I nodded, appreciating that he understood my people so well. “Exactly. Anyway, his son was far worse than his father. Without his hoard of servants, that boy would have died within a couple of days. He literally couldn’t even brush his own teeth. For whatever reason, he had gotten it into his head that he was a much better man and better fighter than his father. What could have led him to the conclusion still escapes me. Some kind of blind belief in himself, an unjustified confidence that I’m certain was instilled in him when he was a child.”
“I would never want my children to get that full of themselves.”
Smiling down at him, I asked, “Are you sure? You have put on quite the display of confidence, with a lot of condescension towards humans along the way.”
“That isn’t based on a figment of my imagination, but a wealth of experiences. But I digress. Apologies. Please continue.”
“This completely incompetent fool had taken a liking to me, and I found myself increasingly dragged into his quarters under the flimsiest pretenses. Finally, he declared that he did not like these games and threw himself on me. Easily one of the most horrific things I’ve ever experienced. I will take a slash across the gut or a Gargoyle to the head any day over reliving that experience.”
“You are reliving it now.”
“Hush,” I said, rumpling his hair. It was surprisingly soft, and I began to run my fingers through it almost unconsciously. Almost. “Fortunately, I had a vial of something that would knock him out. So I suggested we drink to our union before he proceeded too far. Once that boy started drinking, he always went overboard. Within three hours of entering his chambers, I emerged with all of his plans to attack my people. These were promptly sent to my mentor.
“When the fool woke the next day, he believed that he had done what he wanted with me, so he dismissed me. He very likely thought he had impregnated me like so many of his other maids. I heard that his military was absolutely routed, and soon after they returned home, he and his family were forced to abdicate.”
The pressure in my lap lifted, “You mean you were partly responsible for the fall of the city?”
“I was just a small part of it. I was several countries away when the war started and ended. Our military strategists were the real heroes. They figured out how to combat our enemies against some staggering odds.”
“You shouldn’t be so modest. Without the information you sent them, they would not have been able to win.”
I shrugged, “Without them, my information would have been worthless.”
“They would have other strategists. Believe me, what you did was far more valuable than anything they did.”
“I didn’t fight on the battlefield. It was hardly brave to live in a palace to gather information.”
“You endured the son and being dismissed. Did that not bother you?”
“Why would it? It was never my real job, just a means to an end.”
“Your dedication to your people is almost admirable.”
My mouth went into a line, “Because I’m human, it isn’t something to aspire to, right?”
“You were too blind and trusting, minimizing your own difficulty and precarious position to help a people who may not deserve it. Did you ever receive praise for what you did?”
“Why should I be praised? I didn’t do it for recognition. By definition, a spy should not be known.”
“I disagree. What incentive do you have to go on if no one knows what you did?”
“The perpetuation of my people is enough.”
“And yet you have been enslaved for how long? Your people probably don’t even know you are still alive. Worse, do they even care if you have fallen? And what do you know of how they are affected by your disappearance? Without your intel, how are they fairing?”
His accusations against my people began to offend me. “Look, I’ve put up with your constant insults against my species, but I draw the line at your insinuations against my people.”
“I’m not insinuating anything. I am flat out saying that the way they have treated you is shameful. It is wrong to treat someone as something that can be thrown away once they can no longer serve the job they did. There are always other ways to serve. And if a spy is captured, you don’t just leave that kind of gem, especially one like you, to rot. That isn’t what you deserve, and the fact that they have brainwashed you into thinking that this is acceptable is just infuriating.”
“Brainwashed!” I stood up, my voice raising along with his. “I am not brainwashed!”
“I’ve never known anyone to admit to it. That’s one of the side effects of brainwashing. A person who has been through it will vehemently deny it, much more so than someone who isn’t brainwashed.”
My fists clenched, “What if I were to tell you that you had been brainwashed? Would you not get defensive?”
“Not at all. I would look at my situation—imprisoned in a human dungeon—and question if perhaps I was here because I had been tricked into believing it was the right thing. Only after considering that I not only volunteered, but that everyone understood the value of my actions—and let me know that they were thankful for them—would I come to the conclusion that no, I am not brainwashed. I act of my own volition.”
I scowled, “Of course you would say that.”
“And how long has it been since you reported back to them?”
I gritted my teeth, “Over a year. They probably believe I’m dead.”
A hand grabbed my shin and forced my face up. “Would you like to know how your people have fared since you went silent?”
Jerking my chin away and stepping back, I glowered at him. Fully aware that my blindfold negated my expression, I was too incensed to care. “There is no reason to believe anything you have to say.”
“Have I lied to you yet?”
“How would I know? Everything you have told me is so fantastical I don’t believe more than half of it.”
“What? Really?” My words clearly came as a shock, but it didn’t last long. He laughed, “And yet it is you saying that you only play a small role for your people that is the lie. Your country fell to one of the other neighboring countries less than three months ago.”
It was like a dagger to the heart. 
You are a blessedly long way from home…
His words at the time had been strange, but if what he said was true, then they made more sense. Shaking my head, I refused to believe it. “You are lying.”
“What would I gain by lying to you?”
My hands clenched and unclenched, “It’s impossible.”
“Who imprisoned you and sent you far away so that you wouldn’t be able to send any more information? Did you just think you got unlucky? You were the reason why your country was able to successfully combat so many invasions. They grew reliant on you, not anyone else. Yet they let you believe that you were just one of a few elite. They didn’t even try to find you, believing their own wisdom in relying on others who were far less capable. We wondered what had happened, but I think that meeting you has answered that question. You have been gone for more than a year, and that was too long for them to go without you. As I said, a resource such as you was too valuable to lose.”
I began to shake, whether from anger, despair, or fear, I don’t know. A hand touched my shoulder. Violently, I shrugged it away. “Don’t touch me!” My voice carried around the cells. 
Several minutes later, a voice I had not heard in almost a week caught my attention. “What’s going on here?”
Bryce was standing much further from me than I was accustomed to as he responded. “Still haven’t broken her in yet. I’m not sure that women from Bastion are worth the trouble at this point.”
There was a leer in his laugh, “Well, if you have no use for her, I can think of a few people who would be eager to have some tail from somewhere so exotic.”
“Maybe in a few days. Should she continue to give me this much trouble.”
“Still better than a bitch from Shingyon, eh? I’ve been told that they will kill a man before letting him bed them.”
“That’s definitely the rumor.”
The guard continued, “From what I hear, the few that are still alive are fetching a good price on the market, though. I dare say we will have a few end up here before too much longer.”
“It seems to me that your people are courting disaster, bringing them here.”
“There’s nothing quite like taming a wild bitch like that. Not all of us want something as tame as a civilized lady like you have.”
“I thought you were interested in having your turn with her.”
“Well, it would be impolite to turn down something offered to you. It’s impolite to refuse such an exotic feast.”
“Quite.” Bryce’s voice was cold as he appeared to end the conversation. He had accomplished what he wanted. I had confirmation that my country had fallen. Of course they would have enslaved those who didn’t fight to the death. 
The echo of footsteps heading away from the cell were like a death knell. As patient as he had been with me, Bryce definitely had a dim view of my species. There was every chance that I was just entertainment for him while he planned his escape, or waited for his own rescue. Once he was gone, I would have a much better chance at escape, but for what purpose? If what he and the guard had said was true, there was no country left for me to spy for them. I could always return and die fighting for the cause, but how long would it take for me to get back home? One year? Two? Would there even be anyone to fight beside me if I returned?
I sank to the ground. Bringing my knees up, I placed my head against them. There were no words, no tears as my mind tried to process what I had learned. And to determine if there was still a purpose to my life.
 



Chapter 5
A Lowering of Defenses
The next couple of days I largely shut down. Besides an occasional pat on my head or nudging with a plate, Bryce left me to my own devices. The only real contact we had was at night when he wrapped himself around me, keeping me warm without asking anything else in return. The first night I thought he would ask questions in his calm voice, but he said nothing. I kept my body still that first night and dozed on and off. The next night I managed to sleep for a few hours, but mostly my mind was elsewhere 
Over time, I realized that his suspicions that I was trying to commit suicide stemmed from what had happened to my country. It was only because of my recent story that he realized I had no idea about my country’s fate. From that, he had formulated an impossible role for me, thinking that I had been the one thing between my people and destruction. 
That was, of course, ludicrous. 
If I had been that important, I would have known it. My skills were certainly beyond that of those who had trained me, but there were those who came before and after me that must have been just as successful. 
But one thing bothered me. Bryce had not lied to me before—what would he gain by lying to me now? Even if my country had not fallen, I was just a human from a small country halfway around the world. Humanoids really did not need humans for any pleasant purpose, and I could not think of a single reason for him to be kind to me that would benefit him. 
I had no idea how much time had passed when he finally sat down next to me. “It has been almost three days since you last ate or drank.”
I had no response. 
“I have a small flask of wine, if that would help.”
Again, I said nothing.
“Look, I’m not about to let you sit here and kill yourself, so either you will eat and drink by your own hand, or I will force you.”
“What do you care?” I muttered.
“I care as much today as I did that day when you wandered blindly into my life. Even without knowing who you were, I wasn’t about to let you die. Knowing you now, I’m certainly not going to watch you fade away.”
“I’m no one.”
“I disagree.”
“You don’t even know my name, Bryce.”
This caused him to remain silent for a lot longer than I had expected. I had almost thought that he had left me alone again when he spoke up, “If I asked you, would you give me an honest answer? Or would you just make something up?”
“I don’t have any reason to give you an answer at all.”
He chuckled, “And that is why I never bothered to ask.”
“You thought of me as no more than a child and a lot more like an animal. Perhaps you’ve been grooming me to be your pet. I’ve no idea what it is you want from me, but I know that your actions aren’t as altruistic as you pretend.”
“And you are not entirely wrong. But what I have in mind for you now is not what it was when I first met you.”
I turned my face in his direction, “There is no reason to believe you.”
“I suppose that I will have to earn your trust some other way.”
After so many days of feeling so alone, I realized just how much I had missed him. I leaned over, and he caught me before I hit the ground. Apparently he was sitting a little further from me than usual.
Apparently thinking that I had lost my balance, he began to push food into one hand and a small flask into the other. “My little Shingite, please eat and drink.” 
“I don’t want to.”
“Pouting isn’t doing you any good. Please.”
“I don’t want to,” I muttered more defiantly.
He sighed and moved away. Having finally felt him again after so many days, the sudden loss was almost painful. It must have been clear on my face because he said, “I will return to your side after you prove that you will eat and drink.”
I glared at my hands, considering whether to continue my defiance or to finally give in and do what he wanted. Having lost so much already, I took a bite of the delicious food in my hand. He had never explained how he had gotten such good food in prison, but until that moment it had never occurred to me to ask. “Where do you get this food? I never hear the guards coming around delivering food.”
“They lower it from above. I immediately throw it away because it is poisoned.”
“What?” I dropped the food, causing him to sigh. 
“That isn’t anything they fed us. I believe I mentioned that the events of that day were planned. I came fully prepared for my stay here. Well, not all of it. I had no idea that I would have a guest.”
“You mean a slave.”
“Absolutely not. We do not enslave people. Once we are gone, you will be free to do whatever you please.” 
A few seconds later I felt him sit down next to me. I scooted closer and pressed up against him. Immediately, I began to feel a little better, which I attributed to the food.
“Drink,” he instructed. “After so many days, I am more concerned with you being dehydrated, even down here in this dank cell.”
I lifted the flask to my lips. The taste stunned me as it washed over my tongue. It wasn’t wine or water, but some bitter-sweet juice that I had never tasted. Pulling back, I held it out, “What is this?”
“Grape juice.”
“I know what wine is, and this is not it.”
He laughed, “Right. It’s grape juice, not wine. If you don’t let it ferment, you get a completely different drink. No alcohol.”
“I think I would prefer wine.”
“I don’t doubt you would. However, considering how many days you went without food and drink, I think it best that you get something in your belly that won’t leave you drunk and more dehydrated. I will give you wine if you still want, after you finish everything I’ve given you.”
I ate as instructed, not sure what else to do. The threat of him leaving was far worse than it had been in those early days. “I really am more like your dog, aren’t I?”
“What is that supposed to mean?” Something in his tone let me know that I had struck a sour chord.
“You take care of me more like a pet than like a person. You deny me access to you to get my obedience. The only times that has ever worked was with children and dogs. At least as far as I’ve seen.”
“I am very sorry that you feel that way. I do not see you as either a child or a pet.”
“You admitted to it in the beginning.”
“I—” Whatever he was about to say, Bryce thought better of it. “I suppose you are right. That is certainly my view on your species, but I assure you that you have always been something more in my eyes. I can’t explain it, but from that first interaction, I wanted to protect you.”
“Yeah. I hear that is what parenthood and having a pet do to a person.”
He laughed, “I wouldn’t know. I have no children and have never had a pet. They are a bit unnecessary for my kind.”
My brow furrowed and I turned toward him, “That’s one more cryptic thing you’ve said. It’s almost like you are testing me, trying to see if you can get me to ask again.”
“Maybe I am,” I could hear the smile in his warm voice.
“Somehow I doubt it, but if that is your goal, I will happily disappoint you.” I took another bite of the food and leaned my head against him. “How can you be so certain that you will make it out of here?”
“How could you be so certain that you would make it out of the clutches of the prince of Theadus?”
“If I’m being honest, I wasn’t certain. I trusted in my skills and luck to get me through. It could just have easily gone sideways.”
“But you wouldn’t have just accepted it, would you?”
“No, I would have kept fighting until I got the optimal results.”
“Well, I don’t have to fight to ensure I get the results I want. Not even when there are unexpected complications.”
“What would you do if your people were wiped out?”
“It can’t happen.”
“I’m sure the demons could do it.”
“Oh, well, sure. But that’s why we don’t advertise. We survive by being inconspicuous and mostly sticking to ourselves.”
“Then why did your leader let himself be captured?”
“Ah, and so we reach one of the topics that I cannot safely discuss with you.”
“Because it will compromise your mission?”
“No.”
“Because you don’t know the answer yourself?”
This caused him to chuckle, “Certainly not.”
“Then why?”
“I will tell you later. I promise.” He rested his head on mine.
“What you have planned for me has got to be something big for you to keep being this nice to me. Sharing your food and drink. Taking care of my back.”
He sat up straight, “You know about that?”
I pulled away, “Of course. We talked while you… what did you call it? Realigned my spine?”
“Oh right, that.”
“Of course. Wait, what did you mean?”
He cleared his throat. “I… um… don’t think I can say without angering you.”
Putting the drink on the floor, I could tell that it tipped over. Bryce’s reaction was almost immediate so that it did not spill all over the cobbles under us. “What did you do?”
“Promise that you won’t get angry?”
“I promise to get angry if you don’t explain.”
“Close enough. Well,” he paused and I imagined a wide range of expressions going across a round, apple-cheeked face, “I, um, treated the wounds.”
“What w—Oh.” After so much, I had not even realized when my back had stopped hurting where the nine tails had torn into me. I had been accustomed to ignoring the pain, so I hadn’t even realized when it stopped hurting.
“When you were sleeping, I took certain liberties to ensure that your discomfort did not continue. There is still considerable scarring and by the time we are out of here, it will be too late to minimize it.”
“I’ve no concern with scars.”
“Clearly, since you were unwilling to let me treat it when you were awake. But I mind that you were in such a state. And if I ever find the humans who did it to you, they will not get off so lightly.”
“Are you forgetting that I am human?”
“I meant no offense to you.”
“I take no offense at being a human.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“Forget about them. They are hardly worth my concern, even less yours. There is no point in your seeking them out for my sake.”
“What about for the sake of anyone else they enslave? Do you not think they are a blight on the species?”
“I…” Never having cared how people treated others as long as my country was protected, I had never considered the larger implications. “If I had to think about it, then clearly they would only make life worse for anyone they encountered. But does that mean they deserve to die? Who am I to make that determination?”
“You made those kinds of decisions for your country many times over. It was thinking on a much smaller scale.”
“Well, people of other countries are not my concern.”
“And that is how humans differ from most other species. I think it is because of how easy it is for you to produce children.”
“Do you think it is easy for a woman to have children?”
“Considering how the human population greatly outpaces every other humanoid, I would say yes. No other species has so many children or values their own kind so little as humans. That is not a coincidence.”
The thought was one I had never even considered, but to hear it, I could not deny that he was right. In my time, I had met a lot of humanoids, and they were always intrigued by how much humans warred with each other. One demon even admitted to me that they hardly needed to do anything to start wars. I was horrified to learn that they would make bets on which side would win after they had instigated a war among human countries. However, my horror turned to disinterest when he mentioned the most recent wars they had started. He had not pointed out at the time how strange this apathy to other countries was. Humanoids and humans did not have the same outlook on their kind. Humans were so populous that we broke ourselves down into nations to create the kind of closeness that other species felt naturally. I muttered, “Perhaps it is too much to care so deeply when there are so many of your own kind. It is easier to create communities and vilify others instead of trying to treat everyone the same.”
“I don’t know. It is something I don’t think I could ever understand. Wouldn’t it be easier to simply have fewer children and stay connected to your kind than to create artificial alliances and hate everyone else?”
“I don’t know. We have been doing it for so long, it would be creating a new species to think the way you do.”
He pulled me to him and began to stroke my head. I closed my eyes behind the blindfold and pressed closer to him. Bryce kissed the top of my head. “Thank you for eating. I was not looking forward to force-feeding you.”
“Do you really think you could have?”
“Not without some resentment on your part. I much prefer it when you take care of yourself. No doubt your future children will appreciate it, too.”
I let out a mirthless laugh, “I can’t have children.”
His hand stopped. “What do you mean?”
I moved away from him. Drawing a line across my stomach, I replied, “I told you that even being gutted was preferable to being touched by that prince. Did you think I was speaking metaphorically?”
“May I see?” His voice was soft, the concern obvious. 
My initial reaction was to refuse. But so much of my instinct did not seem right with Bryce. He had treated me in my sleep—against my will, but he had done it to help me, not to use me. Not as far as I could tell. Finally, I shrugged and lifted up my dress to expose my stomach. 
His finger gingerly touched my stomach, causing me to take in a sharp breath at the unexpected touch. “This doesn’t mean you can’t have children.”
“As a human who knows our anatomy, I can assure you that it does. It should have killed me. The man had intentionally managed not to damage any organs so that I could die slowly, but he didn’t count on my abilities.”
“How old were you?” His finger stopped tracing the old scar.
“12, I think, 13 at the oldest.” I pushed the dress down and immediately my hand stretched out to find him. It was only after I was pressed up against him that I continued to talk. “It was why I chose the path I did. I couldn’t bear children for anyone, and working as a spy was the only thing I thought I could do to help my people.”
“They used you and your pain.”
I shook my head, “No. Like you, I volunteered.”
He began to stroke my head again. I turned my face to press against his muscular bicep. We sat in quiet for a while, each of us lost in our own thoughts. 
“What do you think you will do with your life if you cannot return to your country?”
I shrugged, “I don’t have any idea. At the moment, I don’t want to think past the present.”
“Why’s that?”
I turned my face up to his, “Because I am content with where I am. The problems of the world aren’t part of my world at the moment. And for once in my life I want to focus on the here and now.”
His hand came up and gently touched my face. I leaned into it. Before I knew what I was doing, I kissed the palm of his hand and worked up his arm. At first he froze, but soon he began to respond. His arm went around my waist and pulled me to him. I straddled him, pushing my hips into his as he gently kissed me. 
“Will you tell me your name?” His voice was so sweet that I hungered for his kiss. When I leaned forward, he pulled back, waiting for my answer. 
“Joslyn. My birth name is Joslyn.” As soon as I spoke, he put a hand behind my head and kissed me passionately. His tongue slid into my mouth and caressed my own. Moaning, my hips pushed harder into his. 
Bryce’s hand slid up under my dress, and the feel of his warm hand on my bare skin was electrifying. Breaking the kiss, I leaned my head back and moaned. His teeth nipped at my neck as his hand grasped at my skin, working the muscles like he had when he was trying to realign my back. This time there was no ulterior motive. 
He pulled the dress off and slid a hand down the side of my naked back. Gently he lay me down. My hands reached for him and found his bare stomach. It was flat. Moving my hand down it, I was able to feel each of the individual muscles. “I want to see you,” I murmured. 
“Let your hands be your eyes for one more day.” His body covered mine. “Let your body show you what your eyes could not see.”
I had expected him to penetrate me almost immediately, but that was not what he had in mind. For I knew not how long, he tortured and teased me, stroking me until I panted into his chest, “Please, no more. I want you.”
“All you had to do was ask.” The smile was clear through his husky voice. 
As soon as he began to slide inside me, my body gave in to the pleasure. He laughed a little, “You are very easy to please.”
I clutched myself to him as soon as my body began to relax. My voice was raspy as I pleaded, “More.”
“I’m just getting started.”
 



Chapter 6
Loss and Gain
For the first time that I could remember, I woke feeling happy. Stretching, I smiled and rolled over, expecting to encounter the warm body that had been so close every other morning. Nothing. I stretched out a hand, thinking perhaps he had moved a distance away for some reason I couldn’t fathom. 
When I didn’t feel him, I sat up. “Bryce?” I asked into the emptiness.
There was no response. Frowning, I thought maybe he was playing a trick on me. “This isn’t funny. Where are you?”
Still no response. 
“Look, if you aren’t going to respond to me, I’m going to remove this.” My hand touched the blindfold. “So if you don’t want me to hurt my eyes, you had better stop me.” I was surprised to find that it was much harder to remove the handkerchief than I had anticipated. Struggling with both hands, I finally managed to undo the knot. “See? I’m not kidding. If you don’t say something now, I’m going to remove this and finally get a good look at you.”
Silence met my threat.
“Fine,” I let the handkerchief fall, a smile firmly in place as I imagined what he would look like. Expecting him to be beaming at me from somewhere across the cell, I began to talk as I blinked against the dim lights, “You should have taken me seriously.”
As soon as my eyes adjusted, I was surprised to see just bars and a stone wall in front of me. Turning around, I blinked, trying to adjust my eyes to the darker parts of the cell. It was a lot smaller than I had thought, and I felt a bit claustrophobic. Putting that feeling aside, I scanned for the man who had taken care of me since the moment we had met. 
“Bryce?” Now that I could see him, he had disappeared. “Bryce, this isn’t funny.”
A sound from behind me caused me to turn around a little too fast. I had not used my legs much, and the quick motion caused me to lurch to the side. Stretching out my arm, I hit the stone wall. Placing a hand on my forehead, I felt dizzy. Letting myself sink to the ground, it began to dawn on me that I could very well be alone now. 
It had been a very long time since the idea of being alone had inspired fear. Now the thought seemed absolutely terrifying. “Bryce, please, where are you?”
Something nudged my hand. Shocked, I pulled away, my back hitting the wall. It was then that I noticed I was fully clothed. Bryce had made sure to put my clothes on before disappearing. It was a bit of a relief as one of the guards finding me in a state of undress would have invited attention I definitely did not want. 
My mind was registering this as my eyes met a pair of golden eyes a few feet from me. At first, my mind completely rejected the sight. 
In front of me was a wolf, his golden eyes the only thing that didn’t look capable of killing me. The creature sat down and looked at me, and I half imagined it was waiting for me to say something. Blinking a few times, I tilted my head to the side. My people hated wolves, dogs, and any creatures of their kind, a hatred that I no longer shared. I had once been saved by a wolf, and many of the places I had been included some friendly canines that had been the closest thing I had to a friend since leaving home. 
The creature stared into my eyes, waiting for something. 
My eyes moved around the cell. This had to be some kind of sick joke. Given how much he knew about Shingites, I had no doubt Bryce understood that there was a loathing between my people and this kind of animal. 
Or maybe it had been the guards. Maybe they had taken him in the night and left this creature here to… 
I shook my head. I had been entirely vulnerable as I slept, so if they had left the beast behind to kill me, it was obvious that plan had failed. 
“Unbelievable,” I muttered into the empty space. “Even in prison, men find a way to escape a woman.” My attention turned to the wolf who sat silently watching me. “I guess it’s you and me now.” 
Stretching out a hand to let the animal sniff me, I was startled when it put its muzzle under my hand. It was almost like a gesture of understanding. Tilting my head to the side, I smiled, “This might be a better arrangement. No more listening to someone bad-mouthing my species or pointing out my faults.” No one to hold you at night or to let you know that it was going to be okay. The thoughts were unbidden and unwelcome. Ignoring them, I began to pet the wolf, inching closer to it when it did not seem to mind. “And I promise not to belittle your kind either. Deal?” I asked. The wolf stared at me, then tilted its head. 
I moved closer until I was almost right up against the wolf. Still it did not move. My eyes went down and I quickly identified the creature’s gender. Looking back up at the wolf’s face, I said, “If I could, I would ask your name. But even if you understood me, I wouldn’t understand you. If you don’t mind, I’m going to call you Bryce.” The wolf titled its head in the other direction, a gesture that I interpreted as I pleased. “In fact I’m going to call you Better Bryce.”
The wolf lowered his head and gave me a look that if he had been human would have been perfect with a set of glasses on his nose. That was the look of someone with something to say but no words to say it. It was a look that said everything that needed to be said. 
I laughed, “Don’t give me that look. I’m not good at making up names and I can’t name you after any of my people. That would dishonor their memories and you. They hate wolves and dogs, and you deserve a name that isn’t associated with hatred of yourself. So Bryce will have to do. If I think of anything better, I will use that. But please bear with me because I...” My voice trailed off. I what? What could I possibly tell a wolf about myself when I had no idea how I felt? I sighed, “I don’t even know what to think anymore.” I scooted so that I was sitting right next to the wolf. Not caring what the wolf would do to me, I put my arms around him and buried my face in his fur. “I don’t know anything anymore.”
The wolf didn’t move as I began to cry. 
How long had it been since the day I had met Bryce? A week, or two at most. Yet somehow I had come to completely rely on him. Now he was gone without a word. I had no idea if he had managed to escape, leaving me behind. Or if the guards had come for him. There was no explanation for the wolf either. 
I had learned of my country’s fall and lost the only person who had showed me any compassion. Things just kept getting worse. If the wolf turned on me, I had no intention of fighting him. It would end a life that no longer had meaning. 
When I ran out of tears, I began to look around the cell. Maybe there was a note or some indication of what had happened. It was something I should have thought of earlier, just another symptom of how far I had fallen that I let emotions take me before fully exploring everything. 
My eyes definitely hurt as I looked around, but the light was dim. I had no idea what kind of damage Bryce had expected. Hopefully enough time had passed that there was no danger. 
After searching every part of the cell, I sat down on the cobbles. “Nothing. He didn’t leave me anything.” The wolf padded over and sat next to me. Without thinking, my hand reached out and I began to stroke him. “Well, at least that removes one problem.”
Again the wolf titled his head, almost as if to ask me what I meant. At least that was what I imagined it to mean. 
“There was no chance that I could outsmart a humanoid. I saw that more than enough with my own eyes. He wasn’t wrong about that, at least—people simply cannot compete with the other species. It’s like a fox trying to take you on. The fox will be shredded and it won’t even register exertion on your part. I don’t know if he looked at me as his—well, that is no longer in question. Clearly he did not see me as his, whatever the laws of Scythia say about our relationship. ” The wolf lay down, his eyes still watching me. “Human guards are entirely different. With them, I can expect a lot greater chance of success. If you can wait a little while, I can formulate a plan to get us out of here. After that, you are free to go your own way. I suppose you are welcome to stay with me if you are homeless like me.” I patted his head, “Not that you can tell me. I won’t be offended if you run off on your own. It’s not like you asked to be here any more than I did.”
I stood up and began to pace around the cell. “The question is what to do with myself after I’m out of here.” Those golden eyes watched my movements, but I didn’t feel threatened under the intense gaze. Instead, I stopped moving and placed my hands on my hips. “Don’t give me that look. I’m not like you. I can’t just go running off into a forest and find a new pack. My species is even crueler than yours, which is why we are both locked up. And living in the forest living off of berries and foliage doesn’t exactly appeal to me.”
The wolf startled me by giving a low growl. 
After regaining my composure, I frowned at him, “Well, excuse me for not finding solitude the most suitable option. I may have worked alone, but I was always surrounded by my own kind. Look at me now,” I gestured around me. “Trapped in this place for how long with only one person to talk to. Now I’m having a conversation with you.” I waved my hand at the wolf. “It suggests that I’m already losing it.” 
Moving to a wall, I slid down and brought my knees to my chest. The wolf again padded over to me and placed his head on my knees. I smiled and patted his head. “At least you don’t seem to judge me too harshly.” I scratched behind his ears, and he leaned into my hand, his tongue hanging out a little. “Thanks,” I murmured before lying down on the cold stones to go back to sleep.
 



Chapter 7
Taking Care of Basics
When I woke, my brain was already in full swing. I had a purpose, and I had a rough estimate of the odds. Humans I could outmaneuver, especially guards. 
The real question was how to protect the wolf. I couldn’t call the guard’s attention to the missing Bryce, not without putting the wolf in danger. I had fully dismissed the idea that Bryce had been hauled away, not after all of his bravado. No, he had done exactly what he had said—he had escaped, leaving me to my own devices. 
“So much for wanting to protect me,” I muttered, rising from the floor. Realizing there was no reason to speak in a foreign tongue, I switched to my native tongue. If anyone heard me talking, there was no chance they would have any idea of what I was saying. 
My eyes went to the ceiling where there was an opening. It might have been big enough for Better Bryce to squeeze through, but my body was not going to fit in that small gap. And the wolf wouldn’t be able to reach the ceiling. “That’s where the food comes down. But I’m going to have to keep you from eating it. I wish I could just tell you not to touch the stuff that comes out of the ceiling, no matter how good it smells to you.” The wolf blinked at me. “But I’m just going to have to make sure to get rid of it when it arrives.” 
I began to nip at my thumbnail, the sound of it against my teeth helping me to start focusing my mind. “We will need to find food to eat if what they send down is poisoned, though. It wouldn’t do much good to avoid eating poison only to die of starvation. Oh, that might work.” Remembering that I had not finished eating the day before, I looked around for whatever was left. I wasn’t sure where we had slept, or if the food was still whole. We hadn’t exactly stayed in one place over the course of the night. I didn’t even know what the food looked like. When I started to scan the floor, the wolf stood and came toward me. Mostly to convince myself I was on the right track, I looked at Better Bryce. “I didn’t finish eating last night.” I mimed eating food, as if a wolf could understand human miming. “There must be some around here somewhere.”
The wolf made a little sound and moved over to a small smooshed pattern on the floor. When I got close, I could see that it wasn’t part of the stone as I had thought. “You are incredibly smart, aren’t you?” I smiled and patted Better Bryce on the head. I tried to peel some of it up. Managing to get a little under my nails, I held it up to the wolf’s nose. “Can you sniff this out? There has to be more here, but I have no idea where he kept it.” 
I was not willing to contemplate the idea that Bryce would leave me without food, even if he were willing to leave me to fend for myself in a prison. Nothing about the way he treated me suggested that he would save me from starving in his presence only to leave me to starve after he abandoned me. That just didn’t seem right. It was a human thing to do, something that he would avoid doing. Of course, nothing he had done suggested he would abandon me either. Not that I blamed him. He had comforted me, and perhaps he felt he had nothing else to offer me. After seeing the scar, he had to know that I wouldn’t get pregnant from the encounter, so perhaps he felt there was no harm done. 
“He only showed that kind of interest in me after I showed him that I couldn’t get pregnant. Maybe that was his way of saying goodbye. Even he had to know that I had come to …” I shook my head, unwilling to let my mind go down that route. “He left, so he is no longer my concern. If he cared what I thought of him or was interested in what happens to me, he would have taken me with him. Or at least left some kind of message. That would have been the easiest thing to do, since getting me out with him probably would have made things more difficult.” I kept coming to his defense every time I tried to fault him for something. “His plan didn’t involve getting out with me. But I’m not going to wait to be saved either. Not leaving any kind of missive was as much of a message as he could possibly leave to let me know what I need to do.” My hand stretched out and patted the wolf. I looked down into those golden eyes. As soon as the wolf was certain he had my attention, he turned and trotted over to a small area, where he stared intently. I moved over and put my hands around a stone. It came out easily without making a noise. 
“Impressive. Not sure how he managed to set all of this up, especially since there was no guarantee what cell he would be in. Still,” I reached my hand in and found a much larger hole with plenty of food in it. Grabbing what was on top, I pulled it out. It was a different color than what had been on the floor, but it tasted just as delicious. I broke a bit off and held it out to Better Bryce. “I hope you don’t mind eating out of my hand. I’m not about to make you eat from this disgusting floor.” 
Better Bryce’s eyes watched me as he licked a little food from my hand. He didn’t eat much. 
“Go ahead.” I moved my hand, “There is plenty more, and now is the time to get our strength up.” 
Better Bryce sat down a little distance from me, clearly uninterested in the food. Unwilling to let it go to waste, I finished the food. It was easily the best thing I had eaten, so there was no chance I was going to throw any of it out of the cell. 
Reaching back in and moving my hand to the other side, I found several flasks. Pulling out a couple, I sniffed the contents until I found one with water. My eyes moved around the cell, looking for something to pour it in. There was a small container on the other side of the room, but I wasn’t sure if that had held the poisoned food. “I’m sorry, Better Bryce, but I think you are going to have to drink out of my hand for now.” Those golden eyes looked at me, and I held up my hands, “I know it isn’t the best solution, but I have no idea what in this cell has been used for poisoned food. That doesn’t leave me with much choice. I promise to come up with something, but for now I can let you use me.”
I moved over to him, not sure how he actually felt about any of it. After all, I was making up our interactions based on my own feelings (or what Bryce would have said—I quickly dismissed that unwelcome thought). I placed my hand near Better Bryce’s nose and offered a drink. His eyes didn’t leave mine as he leaned forward a little and drank. Again, he didn’t ingest much. When he was done, he sat back and watched me. 
Wiping my hand on my dress, I apologized. “I’m sorry. The next time it will be more comfortable.” I smiled at him. “Now to think of how to get out of here without exposing your presence. And to keep an eye out for the food so that you don’t eat it. I suppose it really isn’t that much, huh? It’s a fairly light work load compared to some of the missions I’ve had. Still, one is going to be some work, and the other is going to be vital to keeping you alive. At least I know that I have a purpose at least for a little longer.” I smiled at the wolf as his eyes never seemed to leave mine. It was surprising to once again realize that I did not feel threatened by the way his eyes followed me around the small area. “Ah, you are right. I also need to find you something safe for drinking and food. That’s probably the most important and the trickiest. Should know what kind of plates or trays they use after a meal or two, so we can rule them out of whatever we have available. I know what that bucket is for, and it isn’t food.” I frowned and tilted my head to the side. “I don’t suppose I can convince you to use the bucket for going to the bathroom. I have no idea how often they clean it, but I suppose if you go near the bars, they aren’t likely to say anything. We just need to keep you out of sight whenever they make their rounds. There are a lot of variables here.” I began to nip at my nail again. “It’s going to be a challenge, but I will make sure to get you out of here safely. You don’t eat me, and I will get us both out of here. Doesn’t seem like the worst deal we could strike.” 
I knew that I was talking to myself, that nothing I said would make sense to my companion, but it made me feel better to have someone to talk to. The wolf was intelligent anyway. That was obvious from our limited interactions, and it made me feel like my attempts to communicate weren’t completely useless. Even if he didn’t understand everything, at least Better Bryce was able to understand when I was asking him to do something. He’s quick to pick up on what I want to do. Maybe he’s worked with people before me. Then what happened to those people?
The thought rolled around my head as I pulled out all of the items that could potentially work as dishes for Better Bryce. A noise attracted my attention. Looking up, I saw Better Bryce sniffing one of the containers, his eyes still looking at me. He then moved a paw and knocked the small container away. 
“Do you understand what I’m trying to do here?” I asked, getting up to retrieve the dish. “Your mouth isn’t going to let you drink from a flask, and I don’t want to pour the liquid all over the floor. I’m not sure how much you can drink because I don’t know much about your species. I’ve heard you can’t have grapes, so not only is the grape juice out, but the wine, too. The only other stuff I have found was the water and several other things that smell like alcohol. And I’m not about to get you drunk. That means making the most of the water.” I put the dish back in line with the others. 
Better Bryce stared at me as he again flicked the dish away. He moved to the next, never breaking eye contact. His nose moved down, then he flicked it away. Repeating this, Better Bryce made it through several before he put his mouth down and picked up a small bowl. He padded over to me and dropped it at my feet. 
I picked up the bowl and sniffed it, knowing full well that it was pointless given my sense of smell was only human. Giving the wolf a faint smile, I said, “I hope you do understand what I am trying to do. You will still need to be a little patient with me because I want to make sure that this is safe for your water.” There was a flash in the eyes that could have been amusement or maybe something else. With a shrug, I knew that I was attributing my thoughts to the wolf’s actions.
“Give me three days and we will be out of here. One way or the other, I will make sure you make it to safety.” I sat down and began to stroke Better Bryce as I pondered just the best way to go about getting a wolf out of a dungeon. 
Over the next few hours, I studied the bars until my eyes hurt too much. Whether because of the injury or because I had not used them, I wasn’t sure. What was obvious was that I would have to use them only when it was necessary. The bright light of the outdoors would be bad enough. 
Lying down, I placed my arm over my eyes. “I guess that pretty much means escaping at night. There are definite pros and cons to that. The pros—there will be fewer guards skulking about the place and they will not have any better eyesight than me. Much worse than yours,” I peeked out from under my arm to see Better Bryce walking toward me. He lay down beside me, his body touching my own. I placed my hand on him and began to stroke his softer fur as I draped my other arm over my eyes. 
“The seduction route would be easiest.” Better Bryce let out an unexpected growl. Sitting up quickly, I looked around me. There was no one there. “What are you doing?” I asked as I roughly rubbed his fur. “Scaring me like that is not a good idea.”
I got as comfortable as possible, then picked up where I had left off, “Easy as it may be, I’ve never resorted to it before and I’ll be damned if I seduce someone for freedom. I doubt any of them will care if I get sick, unless… hmm.” I began to get lost in my thoughts as I started to work out a plan in my head.
It was only when Better Bryce stood up and moved to place his head on my stomach that I realized that I had internalized my thought process. “Sorry, boy, but I can’t share the ideas with you just yet.” I scratched his ears. “Don’t want anyone to overhear my musings.” I laughed at the idea that others overhearing me was the reason for me to keep quiet. 
I must sound completely insane talking to myself. 
At that thought, the beginning of my plan began to form. It was going to be a difficult sell to the guards, but they obviously didn’t regard me as a person. That was definitely something I could use to my advantage. 
The sound of something striking the floor startled me, bringing me out of my thoughts. Sitting in the middle of the floor were a few dishes full of some of brownish sludge that I could only imagine was supposed to be a combination of food and drink for me and Bryce. Sure enough, the dishes were those that Better Bryce had discarded. 
I put my arms around Better Bryce’s neck. “Sorry for doubting you, boy. Obviously you did understand what I was doing. I have no idea how you learned to speak my language halfway around the world. Actually, you probably understand intentions. I would never admit this if original Bryce were here, but I feel that his words against humans were fairly accurate. You are far smarter than almost any human I have ever known.” 
Better Bryce gave a low rumble, showing his teeth a little. It would have been terrifying if he hadn’t immediately gotten into a playful position afterward. 
Looking around, I turned. “You want to play, huh? Alright, you asked for it.” 
If you had told me a year ago that I would be romping around a cramped cell with a wolf, I would have said you were crazy. Yet that was exactly what I was doing. Better Bryce seemed to enjoy it nearly as much as I did. He nipped me a couple of times, always grabbing onto my clothing instead of my body. Wrestling with him on the floor, I felt that the world had more to offer than I could have considered if I had been alone. 
I had a purpose. I had someone who depended on me. And Better Bryce was easily among the best companions I had ever had. Almost as good as original Bryce, the treacherous thought crawled into my mind. Sweeping it away, I put an arm over Better Bryce. “You are much better than original Bryce. You won’t leave me until we get out of here, will you?”
He licked my face, then put his head down on the floor near my head. 
I rubbed his head, “Goodnight, Better Bryce. Thanks for playing with me.” Those golden eyes stared at me as I closed my eyes. 
 



Chapter 8
A Wrench in the Plan
The next day went by with very little out of the ordinary. If you could call being in a dungeon in a faraway land with a wolf ordinary. To be honest, I didn’t have the best baseline for what an ordinary life looked like, so it made as much sense to me as anything else that had happened in my couple of decades of memory. 
I began to tell Better Bryce my plan. There was a lot of head tilting and surprising yips, but all of that amounted to me feeling that he really knew what I was saying. It was more likely that I was just desperate for anyone to give me some encouragement. I had never needed it in the past. But then I always had a country that I could marginally consider home, and people with whom I had some kind of attachment. Better Bryce was the only person—or more accurately, creature—who seemed remotely interested in anything I had to say. 
I poured out a small bowl of water as I began to get into the details. “It may be a bit of a cliché, but considering how the people here think of me, some savage from the other side of the world, I think that they will buy it. Even if they think I’m from that wretched Scythia,” I muttered under my breath. 
Better Bryce moved forward and began to drink. I watched those golden eyes, feeling a strange sense of calm in them. “I want you to stay hidden. Don’t come out when I start making loud noises. The guards have already proven that making enough noise will attract attention, drawing them down to see what’s happening. While I expect they are ready for fake illness and fights that turn into attacks, they aren’t going to expect much from a lone ranting woman. More importantly, they will notice original Bryce is gone. That will draw them to the cell more than anything I could do. When they appear, run. Don’t wait for me, just run.”
Better Bryce tilted his head. I waved away the perceived question, “I can handle myself against a couple of guards. Especially as they will be shocked at your presence. That’s going to put them off kilter. If you want to add to that by maybe knocking one of them over, that would be all the better. Even if you don’t understand that, just running past them will be enough. I’ll try to teach you over the next day. As clever as you are, I doubt you will need more than that.” I rubbed his head, and he gave a little yip. “What else? Oh, I’ll have to incapacitate them so that they don’t chase us down. I will lock them up, then come find you. It will be a challenge, but I’ve no doubt that the two of us can outsmart this lot with little to no problem. Just don’t get between me and the armed guards. You may be able to take down an unarmed or unwary human, but these guys are going to be far too dangerous for you to take. Leave the guards who, um, have their guard up to me. Thank gods you aren’t human to appreciate how poorly worded that was. I suppose I’m going to have to find some way to keep you behind me after the initial escape. In the end, it really depends on how much you understand me. Hopefully it is more than I had been led to believe animals could understand.” I wrapped my arms around Better Bryce. “I really hope you understand enough to stay safe. Whatever happens.”
Releasing him, I moved to the other side of the small cell. “It seems a bit ridiculous, but I need to make sure that you understand what to do when I say go. I’m sorry it isn’t much room to practice, but I can’t offer better at the moment.” I smiled at Better Bryce, only beginning to fully appreciate the task in front of people who trained dogs. How was I supposed to even begin to get my idea across? I considered it, then decided that only I could really demonstrate my meaning. I held up a hand. “Go,” I said and ran across the short distance. I put my hands up in time to stop myself against the stone. I turned and held my hand up again. “Go,” I said, but before I could do anything, Better Bryce began running around the cell. After a few moments, he stopped, sat down, and looked at me. 
I tilted my head, “Go.” 
He immediately started running around. 
“That was a lot easier than I thought. Okay, now to understand direction.” I pointed toward the far corner. “Go,” I said and ran to the corner. When I stopped myself, Better Bryce ran under my outstretched arms, then sat down. I pointed toward the cell door, “Go.”
He immediately ran over to the door. To my surprise, he squeezed through the bars, turned around, and came back into the cell. 
“Show off,” I said, bending down and patting him. “I guess you already know everything, so there is nothing left for me to teach you. Hopefully, you will understand what to do when the time comes. Though if I could, I would send you out to freedom without me. I can’t squeeze through the bars, but that doesn’t mean you should be trapped.”
Better Bryce moved forward, knocking me off the balls of my feet and onto my rump. “Ouch!” Surprised more than hurt, I looked at him. His golden eyes were right in front of my face. A long pink tongue flicked out and licked my nose. Before I could react, he knocked me on my back. “Why, you little brat!” We wrestled for a bit, but I quickly realized that we were getting a little too loud. 
“Alright,” I said, standing up and brushing the dirt and straw from my dress. It looked completely different than it had when I had first put it on that fateful day. “That’s enough of that. If you stay with me when we get out of here, there will be plenty of time to play. For now, we need to focus on preparing. There is still plenty of food and drink left. We should probably take some of that since we are going to need to get as far away from this place as possible. No stopping for food or drink. Well, you will probably be fine. I will be obviously out of place in this.” I pulled at the dress. “There’s no making this look presentable now. It would essentially be a new dress by the time all of the rips and tears are fixed.”
I moved over to the place where the food and drink were stored. It was one of the few things that I knew with any certainty about the dungeon. Since original Bryce had disappeared, no one had come to empty the bucket. I had been dumping the food out of a small window in the wall, but the dishes from the feedings had stacked up outside of the cell. Someone must have come around for them at some point since the cell was crowded by empty dishes and the bucket wasn’t overflowing. Not yet, I thought, looking out the window at a cloudy day. 
Staring at the sky, I muttered, “Though I suppose it is good that they haven’t come. They would surely notice that original Bryce is gone. And more concerning, they would see you. Though I suppose we are good on that front.” I knelt down and pulled out some food and a couple of flasks. The handkerchief was tied around my head, keeping my hair out of my face. For a second I considered putting the food in it, but I couldn’t bring myself to dirty it further by crushing crumbs into it. Instead, I tore the cleanest part of the dress. Tying the food in it like a little sack, I began to look around to find some means of carrying it out. 
Better Bryce stood in front of me, a small string in his mouth. I looked at the string, then at the wolf. “Where did you find that?” I asked as I took it from his mouth. To my surprise, he presented his back. That was when I noticed that the string was long enough to go around his body, providing a very convenient way of getting the food out of the cell. “I have said it before, but I have no problem telling you that you are so much smarter than most of the humans I have known. Sad that all it takes is figuring out how to get food out to accomplish that. Hardly seems like a compliment to you.” I smiled and knelt down to pat his head. I turned to do something else, but he grabbed my dress. I looked down at him as he grabbed at the string. “What?” I asked.
He whined at the food, then looked at the string. 
“I understand, but I don’t want you to be uncomfortable all night. If I tie it to you now, it could get loose. Or you would have to sleep standing up. I’m not going to do that to you. It can wait.” 
He grabbed my dress again and repeated the motion. 
“No, Better Bryce. I’m not going to do that now. Later. After we sleep.” I held my hands together, then put my face against them to indicate sleeping. “Sleep first.” 
He hung his head as if I was the one who failed to understand, but he didn’t try again. Instead, he sat down and watched me moving around the small cell, finalizing the plan. There was a lot being left up to chance, but that was true of pretty much every plan I had had to follow. There were so many variables that no plan had more than a 30% success rate. My primary focus was on getting Better Bryce out, and I was not about to fail him. 
After checking, rechecking, then triple-checking everything, I decided it was time to try to sleep. “Don’t know when we will get another chance to sleep. Probably not for a couple of days. Even if they don’t regard me as a person, they are going to be angry about me escaping their dungeon. That will give them a reason to hunt me down. You should be fine, though.” I stretched a hand out and felt the soft fur. Stroking the wolf, I continued. “You aren’t on their registry, so once we are out of here, I want you to run for the nearest forest. Be wary of farmers, of course. They will be a much greater threat than the guards once you are out those doors. Once you are free, I want you to live a long and full life. Have a lot of little kids, or cubs. Whatever wolves have. Maybe think about me every once in a while.”
Better Bryce crawled over close to me. For the first time, he lay along my body, his head nuzzling against me. I hugged him. “Don’t worry about me. Whatever happens. I’m not like you. Without a country or a purpose, there really isn’t much for me out there.”
He whimpered as he rubbed his muzzle against me.
“Oh, stop that,” I said, giggling. “We discussed this. And I have not come up with a single thing for me to do once I’m out of here. The only thing that makes any sense is trying to find passage back to Shingyon. At least I can die fighting for whatever is left of the country. It was small, and not very old, but I find it impossible to believe that they could entirely wipe out everything. There must be a core group of people fighting for our people. Or people whom I can save from slavery. There really isn’t anything else for me. I can’t return to any of the places I have been because they will have figured out that I was a spy. No one is going to take me in now. I don’t blame them either.” I ran my face in the soft fur, almost as if it would make me forget everything. “At least I have a purpose going forward. It isn’t any more or less than the way I lived before everything went to hell.”
Better Bryce licked my hand as if to comfort me. “Goodnight, Better Bryce. Best get to sleep now. Big day ahead of us.”
I closed my eyes and slept fitfully for a few hours.
It was still dark outside when a voice whispered, “They are coming.”
This startled me awake. Unsure if it had been real or if my dream had merged with reality, I stood up and looked at the door. 
“Where is your master?” Glaring at me through the bars was a very angry-looking guard. There were two guards flanking him, and I could hear other guards coming toward our cell. 
Someone had raised the alarm.
“Gascho Nga!” I screamed. I began looking around the cell, but Better Bryce wasn’t where I had been sleeping. 
The guards became agitated. “What did she say? Was that a curse?” The door swung open. 
Hoping that Better Bryce had managed to escape before they arrived, I lunged forward. This was obviously not something that the lead guard had anticipated. Taken completely by surprise, it was easy to wrench the sword from his arm. Giving him a swift kick to the seat of his pants, I hurled him forward head first into the bucket that had not been emptied for a while. There was no time to watch his reaction as the guards who had been behind him were now coming at me. One had his weapon drawn. I moved to the side, striking out with the sword and slashing his arm. The sound of the sword clattering on the floor caused the other guard to lose his composure. Still trying to get the sword out of the scabbard, I quickly slammed the hilt against his head.  
Too slow. 
I had managed to take out the three who had been the immediate problem, but now the guards who had been coming down the corridor had reached the cell. All of them were at the ready, not sure what they would find. Behind me, the one who had fallen into my makeshift toilet was beginning to get himself together, and he was furious. I now had enemies able to come at me from two sides. I grabbed the sword from the ground and leveled a sword at the conscious guards in the cell and the ones at the door. 
“I’m not afraid to die!” I yelled at them in my native tongue.
 



Chapter 9
Two Worlds Collide
I was fully prepared to make my last stand right there in that tiny cell. Before I could act, though, the guards at the bars started dropping to the ground. Seconds later, a man in regal clothing stood in the door, his hand reaching out to me. His silver hair shone in the light, topping a young-looking face that was far more handsome than any man I had ever encountered. My life had taught me that beauty was not to be trusted. I was proof of that. 
Holding my sword up, I kept it trained on him, my eyes glaring at him. He motioned for me to give him my hand. I intensified my glare. “I won’t go anywhere with you.”
The man stepped forward. “Don’t move.” I froze at the familiar voice. A dagger flew inches past my face. My head turned in slow motion, and I saw the guard behind me drop to the floor. 
The man extended a hand out to me, “I thought you promised to protect me on the way out of here. I am just as content to protect you if you don’t get moving, though. I will put it on your tab.”
I blinked, “What in the hell are you talking about?”
A mischievous grin spread across his face. “As much as I would love to stay here and banter, I can think of thousands of better places to let this play out. Strange, exotic, beautiful places where people aren’t trying to kill us. While they can’t do much to me, I worry about your frail little body.” 
The swords had fallen to my sides as soon as the voice registered in my mind. 
“You left me,” they were the words I had fought back ever since the morning I woke to find Bryce gone.
“Never.” His brilliant golden eyes flashed. This his cheeks flushed a mild pink that was hard to see in the dim light. “Well, okay, I did leave a few minutes ago. One of us needed to be alert.” His golden eyes bore into mine as he stepped forward. “You will have to forgive me, but I am ready to call this vacation over.” He took the sword from my hand. Moving it around in fluid motions that my eyes couldn’t follow, he muttered, “I will have to get mine back. This would only work as a door stop or coat hanger.” Taking my hand, he pulled me forward. I had no words of protest to utter. Nothing to say to this handsome stranger who owned the voice of the closest thing I had to a companion in more than a decade. My head was trying to reconcile the two very different men, the one in my head and the one in front of me. 
He pulled me through the corridors, stopping just long enough to take down the guards. I looked behind us, inclined to apologize until I remembered how they had treated us. “Serves you right,” I spat as some of them bled; others were doubled over in pain. I had no idea how many he killed or if he had killed any of them. It occurred to me that he probably didn’t care. They were humans, part of a rapidly spreading problem that annoyed his people, or worse. 
Watching Bryce’s progress through the dungeon, I saw why he had such an attitude. None of the guards posed any challenge on our way out. They were more like flies to him as he skillfully swatted them aside. I still had a sword, but it was about as necessary as a fifth wheel on a cart, much more of a liability than a help. 
When we reached the courtyard, he slowed down. “Planning on dropping another Gargoyle on my head?”
A voice shouted down from above us, “This time we had more opportunity to prepare for your arrival. Archers!”
“Yes, that does make more sense,” he muttered under his breath. “At least that makes things easier.” He pointed at a door a little ways down the wall, “Go!”
I barely registered his words as my legs immediately listened. Slamming into the door a few seconds later, I spun around ready to yell in indignation. The arrow that landed pinned the sleeve of my dress to the door, reminding me now was not the time. Pushing through with my body, my other hand shot out and pulled my sleeve free, ripping almost the entire dress arm off. It hung limply against the door as I looked up to see the archers. They weren’t there. Instead, there was a long stone corridor. “He planned all of this.”
“Of course I did. It was a bit more of a challenge adjusting it to protect you,” he pulled me to him and stole a kiss. “But you were more than worth it.” There was a mischievous smile on his face, and I wondered what look on my face inspired that reaction. Bryce gave me no time to ponder that as he pulled me forward at a pace that was difficult to sustain. We ran headlong through the corridor until guards appeared at the other end. Pulling me to the left, we headed up a flight of stairs. Running with the spiral, I wanted to protest that we were getting further from the ground and escape. 
Before I uttered a word, he turned, that same grin on his face, “You trusted me before. I ask only that you continue that trust now.” With a quick wink, he slammed his shoulder into a door. We burst through into a room full of surprised women. “Excuse us, ladies,” he yelled as we crossed the room to the window. Without stopping, he pulled me out after him. As we fell, he pulled me to him, turning his body so that he was under me, and whispered, “Hold your breath.”
I was about to say something, but instinctively, I did as I was told. Taking a big gulp of breath, I braced myself for the inevitable collision with the ground. Instead, water flew up around us, and most of the air I had taken into my lungs was expelled in my shock. I felt something pull me down further into the depths. I opened my eyes to look into those same startling golden eyes. They were smiling at me as a hand went behind my head and pulled me close. Bryce put his mouth over mine, both kissing me and blowing some air into my lungs. He gave me another quick wink before turning and pulling me forward. We moved much faster than I usually could underwater, but I knew that it was slower than he was accustomed to. How could it not be? I must have been like dead weight to him. 
When we finally surfaced, we had covered a much longer distance than I had ever managed on my own underwater. “There. I did as you said and ran.”
Gasping for air, I clutched at my stomach. “I told Better Bryce to run. And he would have understood to do that from the beginning. Not saunter through the dungeon like he owned the place.”
“Do you really not understand?” He picked me up and began to carry me. 
“I can walk just fine,” I tried to wiggle free of his arms. 
“Maybe you used to, but since I met you I’ve seen precious little evidence that you can manage outside of a cell. So you will have to forgive me for making sure you make it to safety before seeing just how sturdy your legs are.” He smiled down at me, “It is going on your tab, though.”
“What the hell are you talking about? What tab?”
“Well, there was saving your life. That’s easily the biggest item running up your total. Then there was fixing your back, holding you at night, comforting you, feeding you, pretty much every interaction we had since we met.”
“You know damn well that I can’t pay you back. Even if I had money, it would be worthless with my country being wiped out of existence.”
“That’s alright. I can think of something far more valuable that you can offer me.” He looked down at me, his eyes glinting in the moonlight. 
I clenched my teeth, “My body is not collateral.”
“That isn’t even a tempting offer.”
My mouth must have dropped open at the way he disregarded me. At a loss for words, I stared at him. 
Sensing my growing discomfort, he looked down at me. Ever since he had appeared in the door, this version of Bryce was nothing like the one who had been by my side in the cell. Those eyes seemed to taunt me, and his words were far colder, “Don’t give me that look. I’m not a human. Remember?”
He moved impossibly faster, leaving the city far behind us in less time than I could have managed in two days. 
“Ah, this will do nicely.” He turned his steps from the straight path he had been taking and moved off in a different direction. 
A small cottage appeared not too far away from us, and I realized that my eyes were having trouble in the light. Almost as soon as I thought it, a large hand covered my eyes. “I know that your eyes are not yet accustomed to the light, so I will not light the fireplace or any of the brighter lights.” The voice was in stark contrast to the tone he had used earlier. It was the same tone that had comforted me after the incident in the courtyard. 
I simply nodded agreement.
A pair of lips pressed against my forehead as his hand moved from my eyes. “Keep them closed until I say to 0pen them.”
I nodded again.
He sighed, “I would say that I miss the way you argue with me, but right now I’m just so happy that you aren’t hurt that I don’t care that you seem struck dumb.”
The words shook me from my stupor, “I am not dumb.” I pushed away from him, still keeping my eyes closed.
With a laugh, his arm held me tighter, “That’s what I have been missing. You can be really sweet, but I love that you have a mind of your own.”
“When was I ever sweet to you?” I mumbled.
“Mostly since you thought I had abandoned you. Not that you blamed me.” My eyes were still closed, but I could now imagine the smile on his lips. It was very different than my original image, and it sent a shiver down my spine.
“Are you cold?” The concern was rich in his voice.
I was about to say no when I realized that would lead to more questions. And I was not about to admit the thoughts running through my head concerning Bryce. “A little,” I said meekly.
“Of course. You must be freezing in that dress. What little there is left of it. Hold on.” He put me down. A second later, something was draped over my shoulders. “That will have to do for now. I don’t want to go stealing clothing from the good people who live here.”
“What?” My eyes flew open, “You mean this isn’t your place?”
His brow furrowed for a second before a lopsided grin spread across his face, “Why would I have a place this close to humans? It was just somewhere on the way home. I thought considering what we had been through, all undeserved, the good people of Scythia could pay back some of what they owe us for the wrongful imprisonment that their country put us through. That’s their law, not ours.”
“I don’t think any court would find you innocent.”
This caused him to laugh loud and long, shaking the room. “Gods, how I missed this version of you,” he pulled me close, his arms wrapping around me. “But I don’t believe I said you could open your eyes.”
“We are inside, so there is no justification in having me keep them closed. There is barely enough light for me to see in here. What harm could it do?”
“The shrewd, logical woman that you are, that won’t work on me.” He put a hand under my chin and tilted my face up. My heart beat much too fast as I looked into those golden eyes. “I supposed it is just the two of us here, so I have your lovely green eyes to myself.” He moved my head a little. “I’ve never seen such a color. Had I known, I wouldn’t have had you keep the blindfold on so long.” His smile faded. “Of course, without that blindfold, you wouldn’t have been yourself around me.”
I frowned, “What is that supposed to mean?”
He leaned forward, and I breathed deeply of his scent. It was familiar and brought me comfort the closer he got. Bryce’s lips were almost touching mine as he said, “That’s what I mean.”
I opened my eyes, which I hadn’t even realized I had closed. “What?”
He let go of my chin and stepped away. “Now that you’ve seen me, you are acting differently.”
I put my hands on my hips, “Are you saying that women take one look at you and can’t resist you?”
One of his eye brows raised, but there was no mirth in his look. “Are you going to tell me I am wrong? I saw the look on your face when you finally saw me.”
“If I recall, that was when I readied my sword to ram it through you.”
He looked at me for a moment before bursting out in laughter. Leaning against a dark fireplace, Bryce seemed to need to catch his breath before he could speak, “You are absolutely correct. Your initial response was nothing abnormal, but the way you processed that reaction was entirely unique. I have never had a woman threaten me after just a look.” He pulled a sword from the wall. This one was much thinner and more delicate than the one the guards carried. Bryce tossed it at me. My hand stretched out to catch it before it hit me. He smiled at me, “I wonder if that is still how you feel.”
Throwing the sword to the side, I glowered at him, “Don’t be an idiot. I know who you are now.”
Bryce took a step toward me. In the faint light, I could not help but notice how he looked much more like a shimmering god than a mortal. Fighting down the thoughts in my mind, I held his gaze as he closed some of the distance between us. “Then what is your reaction? Now that you know who I am?”
I took a deep breath, “What the hell are you?” The words tumbled out of my mouth before I could stop them. 
He blinked at me a couple of times. His head tilted to the side as he apparently tried to process what I said. Whatever he thought I might say, that definitely had not been in the realm Bryce had considered.
When he was finally able to look at me, his golden eyes flashed. “I believe that I have told you once before that is a very personal question.”
I set my jaw, “You made me think that you had left me, appearing to me as a wolf after a night of passion. If you don’t think that I was delicate with you, how does that rank compared to what you did?”
His mouth fell open, but it was soon clear that Bryce had no response. Finally, a smile spread across his face. A hand slid across my check and pushed a strand of hair away from my face. “I’m a shifter. We are… very rare. Once we reach a certain age, we set out to find mates, and that is pretty much the only time we interact with any other species. I am several years past the age where I should have taken a mate because the women I have found were interested in me for all of the wrong reasons. I don’t want someone interested in me for my looks, and yet it was impossible to mask them whenever I did go out to find my mate.”
“To think all you had to do was encounter a fool who was entirely unaware of his surroundings.”
His laugh was low and calming, “Had I known earlier, I would have insisted on our leader acting a lot sooner.” Bryce’s hand slid down to my lower back, and something flashed in his eyes, “I could perhaps have saved you from a lot of unnecessary, cruel pain.”
I leaned forward, placing my head on his chest, “There was no guarantee that things would have gone better if you had found me sooner. I was far more cautious in those early days. It was only because I was about ready to act that I got careless.”
“Then I’m glad I found you before that happened.” His arms wrapped around my back, all of the humor and playfulness gone from his voice. There was only the man who had comforted me in that room. 
Wrapping my arms around him, I looked up at him. “Despite all of the horrible stuff you have said, I’m glad you found me before that happened, too.”
His eyes shone in the light as he looked down at me. Now that we were safe, I could see that he was only a few inches taller than me. I had imagined him to be shorter than me in the cell, then believed him to be much taller as we left the dungeon. In front of me was the real Bryce. “The original Bryce,” I murmured as I looked up at him.
He frowned, “I prefer when you call me Better Bryce.”
“Can you be better than yourself?” I asked, a sly grin spreading across my face.
“Oh, I believe the answer is yes.” The feel of his lips on mine erased any doubt about what he meant with this words. His hand pulled the blanket from my shoulders and tore the dress from my body. Before I had time to say anything, he had pressed me against the floor, his hands moving skillfully over my body. My objections turned into moans as he reminded me of that night. 
“Always feel free to tell me if I am better than myself.”
I could only manage a scream as he brought me to climax before he had removed any of his own clothes. 
 



Chapter 10
When Things Are What They Seem
The sun shone through the windows the next morning. As I began to stir, a gentle hand moved over my eyes. “Slowly. There is no reason to rush.”
I smiled in the direction of the voice. “Did you watch me sleep?”
“Of course.”
“I feel certain you had other things you could have done.”
A pair of warm lips pressed against mine. “Other things, certainly. But nothing better.”
I couldn’t suppress the giggle. Hiding my face against his chest, he began to move away. The calming voice was laced with the promise of what was to come, “Oh no, please don’t hide that pretty face. It’s bad enough I can’t look at your eyes.”
“It’s only fair. I can’t see any of you.”
“You aren’t missing much.”
“Liar,” I said, slapping his hand over my eyes. Bryce took his hand away, startled at my action. My eyes opened for a brief second. It hurt, but his handsome face was right in front of mine. I kept it in my mind as his hand slid back over my eyes. 
“I’m doing this more for your sake than mine.”
“You admit that you are doing it in part for your own benefit, then.”
“Of course. Looking into your eyes…” Whatever he was going to say was cut off as he pressed his lips against mine. Bryce’s hands seemed to have a mind of their own as they explored my body. I moaned, my hand gliding down his perfectly smooth back. 
When he pulled back, I said, “I believe you will find I have no qualms with your reaction to my eyes. In fact, I encourage it.”
“My gods, woman, but you tempt me.” His hand slipped between my legs, stroking me until I dug my nails into his back, pleading for more. “I have to know that you are as desperate for me as I am for you.”
Unable to take his teasing anymore, I pushed him over. I caught a glimpse of his shocked look. Quickly closing my eyes, I let him know in my own terms how much I wanted him.
The sun was set by the time we were spent. Laying against his chest, I moved my hand against his muscular stomach. At the moment, it was just a way to stay connected, but I knew it was only a matter of time before he would be ready again. Waiting for the inevitable, I turned to look at him. It was a little lighter than it had been the previous night, but it did not hurt. “What is it you want to clear the debt you claim I owe you?”
Bryce’s smile was a mix of mischievous and something I couldn’t identify. “Promise you won’t get angry.”
“I can only promise that I will get angry if you don’t tell me.”
He laughed. Then, without warning, he rolled out of bed. His toned body moved around the room, giving me a good look at everything I had been enjoying since our arrival at the cottage. It made it much easier to wait for him to pull whatever he was thinking together. Finally, Bryce approached the bed.
“What if I were to tell you that you could have children?” He raised an eyebrow as he asked. 
I folded my arms, “Then I would know you are lying. I would believe that as much as I would believe that you have magical sperm. What does this have to do with my debt?”
He threw his head back, the sound of his laugh like music to my ears. My eyes couldn’t help but move down his body, taking in how beautiful it was. The vision I had of him could not have been further from the reality. When he stopped laughing, my eyes snapped back to his face. “I may be good, but my sperm doesn’t have medicinal qualities. Well, not for that kind of problem anyway. Our medical abilities are infinitely better than human abilities. I assure you if you want children, you can have as many as you like.”
It wasn’t something I had ever entertained. I barely knew my parents when they died, and having been nearly killed soon after losing them, I had simply accepted my fate. I found the idea of having a family of my own not as unappealing now that I wasn’t forced to accept I couldn’t have one. My eyes slid down the figure in front of me, which made the idea a lot easier to consider. 
“Won’t I be looked down on by all of your people? Why bring a human into that, knowing that I would be seen as inferior?”
He was watching me, clearly enjoying how my eyes kept drifting from his face. “Most of our women are human. We look down on the species, not the individuals. The women who prove that they are strong, compassionate, everything that we love about your species, those women are brought home. Few of our children are women, and they are always sterile. Human women are the only ones who can help us, so it is mutually beneficial. I’m up here.” This last bit he said with a wicked grin across his face.
My eyes snapped up to his face, a blush spreading across my cheeks. “Maybe you should be down here instead.”
He did not need a second invitation. 
Some hours later, he was stroking my hair. “I know that you haven’t really had time to consider, but I want you to think about it honestly. I cannot guarantee that you will be happy, but I swear that I will do everything in my power to make you smile every day until our first child arrives.”
This came across as a little jarring. Propping myself up on my elbow, I looked down at him. “Are you saying that as soon as you have a child, you will cease to care about me?”
Bryce’s grin was positively angelic, running counter to his words, “No, you selfish woman. As soon as we have a child, I will strive to make both of you happy. You can’t expect me to care any less for any child you give me than I care about you. Every gift you give me will be something I treasure as much as I treasure you.” He pulled me back to his chest. 
“I haven’t agreed to anything yet,” I murmured into his chest. 
“I know, Joslyn.” His words sent a shiver down my spine. He moved my body closer to his. “I am not trying to rush your decision, I just want you to know that I will do everything in my power to give you the kind of life you deserve. A home and a family who will let you know that you belong. You are not expendable. Not to me.” He kissed the top of my head. “And certainly not to our dozen children.”
“A dozen?” I tried to push him away to see if he was serious. 
Bryce just chuckled and held me closer. “I would have more if that was what you wanted. If one is enough for you, I will be perfectly happy with one. A mate isn’t someone whom you force to do something. A mate is someone who enriches your life out of love and understanding. There will be difficult days, ones where I will hide the swords to keep you from trying to run me through.”
“I thought humans couldn’t kill you.”
“With you, my guard would be down. You could easily kill me if you had a mind for it. Thus the hidden swords. But,” he ran a hand through my hair, “I hope that those days are fewer than the number of times you have cried on another man’s shoulder.”
“I’ve never cried on anyone else’s shoulder,” I muttered into his chest. 
“What? Really?” He pulled away. A part of me realized that even his look of disbelief was exquisite.
I nodded, “I have never felt comfortable around others. Even my mentor. I care for him. Or cared for him.” I sighed. “He taught me to trust no one, and that crying was a weakness. You are the only person to see me cry.”
“I am both honored and sorry.” His voice was rich with compassion as he stroked my head. “An unenviable life.” The words were murmured over my head. “If you gave me the chance, I would try to give you the kind of life that any person would envy.”
“Having you on my arm would certainly be a good start,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. He was feeling bad because of my past, something over which he had no control. 
“You don’t need to hide your pain, Joslyn. Not with me.”
“And you don’t need to feel guilty.”
“But you were out there suffering while I was selfishly searching for a mate. I cursed my looks, thinking it was the epitome of misfortune. It was lonely, but compared to what you were going through… you were out there truly suffering. You humble me, Joslyn.”
“And you bring me a comfort I have never known, Bryce. Wait,” I sat up, “do you really feel humbled by my history?”
Bryce’s golden eyes looked at me quizzically, “More than I can possibly express.”
I began to nod, “Good. Debt cleared.”
“What?” His eyes widened as he tried to follow my thought process.
I smiled down at him, a sly grin spreading across my face with each word. “You said that I had run up a very hefty tab with you. But I taught you something that was a priceless lesson. I believe that puts you in my debt.” 
“I don’t think so. I saved your life. Without that, you couldn’t have taught me anything. So your lesson was only possible through my choices.”
“But it was something you wouldn’t have learned without me. YOU admitted that no one would look at the real you. I not only found the real you, I taught you something that you can take with you for the rest of your life.”
Bryce opened his mouth to say something, but he almost immediately shut it again. His hands slid around my back, “I acknowledge that I am in your debt. Please let me spend the rest of my life proving that your lesson was well learned.”
“What?” It was my turn to lose track of the conversation.
He buried his face in my hair, “My savior, my heart, my soul, my everything, I owe everything to you.”
I began to hit him as my body shook with laughter, “Now you are just being ridiculous.”
He pressed me down onto the bed. “Let me pleasure you to show my appreciation. I am but your humble creature, a wretch in your presence.”
My laughs soon gave way to moans as his dexterous fingers did to my body something that was a far cry from his words. He had pushed me to the point of pleasure before stopping. “There. We are even.” He rolled away from me, leaving me craving so much more. 
“Oh, ye gods, but you are evil.”
The wicked grin he gave me was in stark contrast to the halo that the moon seemed to make around his head. “If we go further, you will be back in my debt.”
“If you are trying to pressure me into—”
“No,” his expression changed far more rapidly than I would have thought possible. “I will never force anything on you. What happens in here has nothing to do with what I want from you in the future. If you can’t give yourself to me freely, willingly, then this is just a very enjoyable time. I will let you go to fight your war and to seek your own path. It may very well break my heart, but I will not try to stop you. I seriously doubt anyone could stop you.” 
My eyes sought any indication that he was joking. All I saw was sincerity. 
Looking away from that intense gaze, my eyes sought the moon. “Do you really think it is that easy to forget everything that I had fought for before meeting you?”
“Easy, no. Possible, yes. I can help you come to terms with your loss. I would much rather do that than know that you have gone off to die in vain.”
I frowned, “Is it dying in vain if you do it for your people?”
He shook his head, “No, not if you die to save others. But that is not what you are proposing, and you know it as well as I do.” Bryce stood up and moved away from the bed. Despite the gravity of the conversation, my eyes could not help taking in his perfect body. “If it will help you, I will take you to your country. To let you see with your own eyes what has become of it. You cannot ask me to stay and watch you die, though. I don’t think I could survive witnessing your pointless demise.”
I tried to smile, “Surely you, the great Bryce, could survive the death of a single human.”
He sat on the edge of the bed. “I could survive the death of almost any human. But I know myself well enough to know that I have already found my mate. I will do what I can for you, but even I have my limits.”
“Are you afraid of—”
He nodded. “I’m afraid of losing you. It’s a new feeling,” he smiled at me sheepishly, “so you will have to forgive the seriousness with which I take your doubt about me. I know that we have not known each other long. You have fought for your country for more years than days you have known me. I would never ask you to forget. What I would ask is that you let me help you to heal. Not all scars are visible.” His finger traced the cut on my abdomen. “But even the invisible ones can be mended so that there isn’t any permanent damage.”
“You have no evidence to support your words.”
Gently, Bryce picked up my hand and placed it over his heart. “They say when you find your mate, things that didn’t make sense finally become clear. I realize that the experience is very different for a human, but what I didn’t know, I now see clearly. It is as beautiful and tempting as your green eyes.” His hand stretched out and stroked my head.
Without thinking, I leaned into his hand, my eyes closed. “Do you mean it? You would take me back to Shingyon?”
I opened my eyes. He quickly hid the pain he felt when he realized I was looking at him. Slowly he nodded, his eyes never leaving me, “If that is what will help you. To see your home one more time.”
“I never said it was home.” I shook my head, “It hasn’t been home to me. Not really.”
“You feel something for it.”
“I spent my entire adult life trying to make it a better place. To protect it. The idea that it is just… gone… it’s like nothing I did mattered.”
His large hands took mine. Bryce kissed my fingertips as he said, “What you did always mattered. You helped them to survive for much longer than they probably would have without you. That region has always been unstable, the countries constantly changing. Your people had every right to try to make a place of their own after their history. But I don’t believe they ever deserved you.” His eyes met mine. “Unlike them, I know that I don’t deserve you. That’s why I swear to spend my life trying to give you what you should have had all along. If you think that you would regret being with me, then you should turn me down. Go live your life or die as you see fit. Only you know what is right for you.”
I sat up, the cover falling away from my body. For a moment, I couldn’t help but enjoy the way his eyes slid down to my breasts, his thoughts obviously less serious than they had been just a moment before. “I don’t think that I deserve happiness. Or that I deserve your high praise. If what I believe is true, I failed my people when they needed me most. If you are right, my failure was what doomed them. It’s...” The thoughts hurt, but he had been honest with me. He had earned no less. “What if I fail you?”
“You couldn’t.” Bryce moved closer, pulling me into his arms.
“I could. I really could. You obviously want children. What if your medicine cannot fix what I know to be broken inside me? You would be stuck with me, a barren woman, for how long?”
He shook his head, “I would love every child you gave me, but I will treasure you just as much if you cannot have children. You mean so much more to me than a future lineage. I love you, Joslyn, and whatever future you offer me. Be it one with children, one with just you, or one on my own. I accept whatever you decide.”
“Aren’t you putting too much pressure on the weak human? What makes you think I can handle this kind of pressure?”
“Is my proposition more of a burden than the fate of a nation?”
I had no response to that.
His smile was sweet, “I want a future with you. I will not take your future from you.”
I stared into his eyes for what felt like eternity. There was no doubt that he meant everything he said. If I asked him to take me to Shingyon, he would do it, there was no doubt in my mind. I was equally certain that I didn’t want to cause him that kind of pain. 
For the first time, I tried to look into a possible future. The only path that I could even consider now that I was faced with all possible choices was one with the man in front of me.
“Give me a few days,” I said, looking away. 
“Take all the time you need.”
“Oh, I don’t need any more time to consider my future. I want a few more days like the last one. I want to make sure that you are as capable as you promise. Any sign of weakness, and I will have to—”
His mouth covered mine before I could finish tormenting him. Bryce’s voice was heavy when he pulled away, “Thank you, Joslyn. I will spend the rest of my life making sure you have nothing to regret.”
With a thrust, he brought me to the brink of pleasure. “But know that I will definitely torment you for that, too.”
“Fair enough,” I said, wrapping my legs around him. He buried his face in my neck and held me close as he teased me for what felt like forever.
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