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        To Macy.

        It’s hard to say who rescued whom.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Friendship and selfless support are what matters. These are the priceless blessings in life that help us to overcome every difficult life experience and life challenge.”

      

        

      
        —Lily Amis, Leo & Mousi, Refugees Unwanted!
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        Spared isn’t a story I wrote lightly.

      

        

      
        After years in mental health, I’ve sat beside survivors. I’ve seen how trauma reshapes a life—and how resilience, stitched from broken pieces, becomes something whole. Something fiercely beautiful.

      

        

      
        This novella is for anyone carrying fear behind a mask. For those who feel trapped in their bodies and minds. For those haunted by a past they never asked for.

      

        

      
        Spared doesn’t promise escape—or easy answers. It’s a chapter in Phe’s journey—defined by persistence, courage, and the choice to keep moving, even when everything feels unfair, uncertain, and terrifying.

      

        

      
        If this story leaves you with anything, I hope it’s this: You’re not broken. You’re not alone. Your story matters. Keep going.

      

        

      
        Stay marvelous,

        —Krysta
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      The stiff leather restraints on Phe’s wrists and ankles cut into her skin. Her pain had transformed into a dull ache that mimicked the steady, clunky movement of the wagon she’d been loaded into. The gag sawed into the edges of her lips, and the wet, lukewarm, heavy fabric transitioned to icy cold on her numb cheeks.

      What in the world had she been thinking when she agreed to this?

      Had she lost her mind? Had she forgotten the clawing panic that would ensue the moment they slapped those leather bands and cinched them tight? Had she overestimated her determination to overcome her fear when they’d shoved her into a barrel and sealed it? Had she not realized she’d be sentenced to the never-ending, heart-pounding darkness with even darker memories? Had she failed the mission when it hadn’t even begun?

      To be honest, Phe hadn’t thought about any of those things—not her past, which hovered in the distance like a dark storm cloud, not her claustrophobia, not her aversion to touch. No. She hadn’t thought about herself at all.

      She’d thought about the abject abuse others were going through.

      She’d thought about the lives that, from one heartbeat to the next, had their innocence shredded.

      She’d thought about how no one should endure that type of abuse.

      And she’d thought about how she could be a part of stopping it all.

      Her stomach lurched with a sinking weightlessness for the second it took the barrel she was in to tip over and slam and roll and then forcibly stop. Pain unfurled from her head and shoulder and wrists and hip.

      General Bastion had all of Shadow Unit, the elite military team Phe trained with, infiltrate the lower levels of an underground sex trafficking organization for months with no success. Thus, he’d requested her assistance with identifying the key players of the trafficking ring and using her sleuthing skills, when the opportunity arose, to search the premises of where she’d be held for any additional information, such as identities of trafficked victims, details on the ring’s rumored auctions, where the victims were being held, and anyone who was involved—from the human traffickers to their clientele list.

      General Bastion’s goal was to send a very clear, severe, non-negotiable message. Xafara does not tolerate human trafficking of any sort. This message was to be conveyed by apprehending everyone taking part in the organization—ideally all at once—and handing them over to Xafara’s legal system to do what it did best: publicly punish them.

      What little information the members of Shadow Unit had gathered while undercover suggested that the head of the organization, who called himself the General, was obsessed with Lady Orphne. The General often took girls he thought resembled Lady Orphne for his own private use.

      General Bastion had proposed Ihrone—who, along with all the other members of Shadow Unit, was undercover as a lowly sergeant in the trafficking organization—bring Phe to the General as a means to be promoted. General Bastion’s hope was if Ihrone was in a higher position, he’d have access to the identities of those in his new status or above, gaining a deeper awareness of their trade routes, clients, and the inner workings of the organization.

      With Phe’s consent, General Bastion had arranged for her “kidnapping.” She was transported with a small shipment of people to Oceanid—the hub of the organization—where Ihrone was to hand her over to the obsessed General.

      This was Phe’s first undercover mission.

      The first mission where she wouldn’t be the bringer of death, hidden in shadows.

      The first mission where she must stay in her Lady Orphne persona and maintain it at all costs.

      The heaviness of General Bastion’s order weighed on her, for many reasons. Apprehension clogged her throat just considering having to endure the agony of touch—and that was simple contact. It was unknown what the General did with his girls, other than hushed rumors that he’d torture them for pleasure and discard the bodies. Yet, no bodies had been found.

      What would he do to Phe?

      Would she be able to submerge her warrior persona for the entirety of the mission?

      Would she have flashes—where the memories of her violent past flooded into her present—and would they compromise the mission?

      She worried about her flashes because she could never predict how she’d react in one. Sometimes, they passed by so quickly, it was disorientating. Other times, she lashed out blindly—which was what she was petrified of. If she were to attack, her training and skill would be hard to overlook.

      Would her past take this opportunity to seize the reins?

      What would she do if the General tried to hurt her or touch her inappropriately?

      How could she stop him if she couldn’t break cover from her Lady Orphne persona?

      Would this mission shred all the work she’d done to heal from her time with Grum?

      Phe angled her bound wrists to scratch her chest and shoulder, ignoring the dried filth that bunched up under her nails. These last few questions she didn’t want to think about at all because the only thing she could do was survive, one moment at a time. As she had done before she met Kyra—her best friend and the last Water Nymph in all of Aethra who protected the waterways of Xafara, their island country, and the reason Phe lived a dual life—when she was with Grum, her childhood abuser and Shalexum—a country from the mainland—owner.

      Gads, why did I agree to this?

      The barrel was wrenched upright. Muffled noises breached the barrel’s walls, the first sounds she’d heard in about two days.

      She had agreed because of the victims . . . Because she knew what it felt like to be treated as a possession. To be forced to do things and to survive brutal beatings because of her status.

      Phe pressed her face into the wood, finding the small opening Ihrone had cut out for air. Her throat was drier than a desert, having lost its moisture to the gag. Seas, was she thirsty.

      It was a good thing no one expected her to come out of this barrel fighting, because there was no way she could’ve. Not after roughly two days in this stinking, cramped, misery-infused space.

      This torture? It’s only the appetizer, a mere sample of what’s promised, she reminded herself. But in this story, I am not a child. She went over this with herself as much as she could to combat the fear that this would be the mission that broke her.

      Grimly, she knew Elzac—the man who saved her during her Drykz Forest incident and taught her to be aware of her thoughts and how they powered her—would be proud of her. Proud of her for reminding herself she was not a perpetual victim, and that she was the narrator of her own life story. In this story, I am powerful, she added for good measure, even though it didn’t feel like it.

      The wood shuddered under the aggressive thunk-thunk of someone prying the lid off. Within seconds, the lid lost its seal, and a chaotic jumble of sounds speared her senses.

      Gads, she missed Elzac and Ligeia—the hidden village within Drykz Forest. Life had been much simpler there. The village was a protective, hidden bubble amid the deadly forest.

      Calloused hands reached in and grabbed her face, torquing her chin up. Immediately, the skin-to-skin contact rippled with burning pain that seized her lungs, her aversion to touch—remnants from Grum’s physical abuse—triggered. The throbbing of her head increased exponentially.

      She felt Ihrone’s shadow lean over the now open barrel but couldn’t bring herself to pry open her eyes. Not yet.

      “It’s me,” Ihrone breathed, brushing aside sticky, crusty hair from her face.

      Air filled her lungs.

      It tasted of sea, tinged with pungent decay, and blended with sweat.

      They were near the ocean.

      Ihrone’s nimble fingers went to work on releasing the gag. Louder, he said, “I’m taking this off, but make a sound . . .” He let the silence complete his threat and brought a bottle to her mouth, letting drops of water wet her lips. “Drink.”

      She did, flooding the barren wasteland of her parched mouth. How long had it been since she’d had water? Eaten?

      “What’s that smell?” someone exclaimed.

      “It’s Lady Orphne,” Ihrone replied while he drizzled more water into her mouth, giving her a few small sips that barely quenched her thirst. He poured the rest onto her face and neck, followed by a wet rag that came away caked in brown sludge, sludge that Phe refused to think about. Then Ihrone hauled her out of the barrel, not ungently.

      “High Seas!” someone exclaimed past Ihrone’s shoulder. “Is that really her?”

      “Who knows?” another strange male voice responded. Phe hated both their voices. “Could be one of her lookalikes.” Then he jeered, “Who’d have thought Lady Orphne would have so many?”

      Another laughed condescendingly. “She doesn’t. Have you seen the ones coming through? If they have chestnut brown hair or eyes even close to honey colored, that’s it. He takes them.”

      “It sure looks like the reports of her,” the first guy said. “Olive skin, chestnut brown hair, petite, and did you see the amulet she’s wearing?” Giddy excitement spiked the man’s last words. “Why is she so filthy?”

      Ihrone didn’t answer.

      Phe ignored them, too focused on funneling strength into her weak legs, breathing clean air, and not thinking about why General Bastion insisted she be coated in sewage. Still, Phe’s legs crumpled like limp octopus tentacles the moment Ihrone set her on her feet, and the restraints at her ankles dug into her. Ihrone’s bruising grip was the only reason she didn’t face-plant.

      “Mmmmm,” Ihrone muttered noncommittally, swinging Phe into his arms and cradling her to his chest. The new position puckered her skin. Phe automatically stiffened and leaned away from him. Ihrone readjusted, tucking her tighter. “Tell Lieutenant Grey I won’t be handing her over to him. It’s only the General himself if he wants her.”

      Phe gritted her teeth against waves of body-locking discomfort. She squinted and scanned her surroundings, finding an array of greedy, calculating gazes locked onto her. Beyond them, the room was tight with the barrels lining one side of it and cases of liquor on the other. The small portions of wall she could see were dirty, with splotches suggesting water damage.

      “No one knows you here.” A scruffy man edged closer. “It’d be best if we take⁠—”

      Ihrone scoffed condescendingly. “You heard me. I’ve got his girl. If he wants her, he has to come get her.”

      The man guffawed with laughter. It was hoarse and arrogant and sent shivers of revulsion along the ladder of her spine. Phe wanted to punch him. Instead, she clenched her fists so tightly, her nails pierced her palms and the leather restraints burrowed into her flesh. “You’re crazy,” the man said.

      Ihrone shrugged as if he didn’t have a care in the world and wasn’t facing off with a half dozen ruthless, power-hungry bottom feeders. “Call me what you like. I’ll be in my room taking care of her.”

      The implication of how he was going to take care of her swept stillness into the room.

      Someone cleared his throat. “The General doesn’t take kindly to others playing with his girls.”

      Ihrone snorted and left the room, striding casually through narrow, filthy hallways of what Phe deduced was a brothel. Yet Phe felt the readiness of his muscles as he held her. It was only when he’d heel-kicked a door shut and propped her on a rickety chair that some of his tension appeared to ebb.

      “Phe, there’s time to back out,” Ihrone said, worry etched into the lines of his face as he crouched a few feet in front of her. “You don’t have to do this. We can find another way.”

      Confined by her restraints, Phe two-handedly brushed knotty hair from her face. She cleared stagnate phlegm, saliva, and fear from her throat. “No.” The cracks at the corners of her mouth zinged. “I can do this.” I have to. I have to save these victims. I have to help.

      Ihrone didn’t look convinced, the wrinkles deepening around his eyes. “We know nothing about the General other than his fixation on you. The rest is rumors, but with this crowd, I don’t doubt there is truth to them.”

      Phe pointed and flexed her toes, the movement causing a rush of pain up her legs from the abrasion caused by the restraint on her ankles. She knew the pretenses of this mission; she had no illusions. General Bastion had told her the details they knew.

      Phe knew this mission was going to test her. Test her ability to tolerate touch—and who knew what level of depravity the General would inflict on her. Test her ability to stay in her Lady Orphne persona, only switching to her warrior one when she wouldn’t be at risk of breaking cover. And it was going to test all her inner cracks to see if they held.

      Will this be the test that finally shatters me? That thought gave her pause. With her past and her aversion to touch and—she shook herself. She couldn’t go down that path. No matter what, the mission was going to affect her. It was a fact, but it didn’t deter her from the mission. Not when others’ lives were at stake.

      She chewed on Ihrone’s comment for a moment and then forced out. “Are you saying I’ll fail?”

      “No.” Ihrone’s steady, concerned gaze never flickered. “Not at all. I’m saying, with your past, this will be extremely difficult.”

      Even though Phe had never shared her past prior to her friendship with Kyra, she knew Shadow Unit suspected something terrible had happened. Her extreme aversion to touch and reluctance to speak more than necessary, eight years later, were signs even the most unaware person would notice, and the members of Shadow Unit were definitely not unobservant.

      Phe smiled, barring her teeth. “I can kill him at any time, right?”

      “You can.”

      But killing was a last resort. Even though Phe could kill easily, it was something she did only on orders from General Bastion. And, unlike all her other missions, killing the General was not what they wanted.

      Killing the head of the organization wouldn’t send the right message.

      Phe grunted, done with the conversation. She had accepted this mission, and she was going to see it through.

      “If things get too bad, I’m just a thought away,” Ihrone said in his reassuring, fatherly way.

      Phe scrunched her nose. What did that mean? Nothing. If things got bad, he wouldn’t be there to rescue her.

      Heavy footsteps sounded in the hallway.

      “I ordered a meal when I secured the room,” Ihrone said, somehow knowing what she was going to ask before she’d even opened her mouth. He was always doing that. His perceptive abilities were one of the many ways Ihrone amazed her. The wood floor creaked as Ihrone crossed it, meeting the person at the door. Sure enough, the heavenly scent of food tickled her senses. Whatever it was, the cook had been heavy-handed with garlic.

      Phe’d instinctively scanned the nondescript room when they’d entered, but with Ihrone no longer monopolizing her gaze, she soaked it all in. A queen-sized wood frame held an old, well-used mattress covered with thin, patchy blankets. Curtains that appeared to not have been washed in the last decade covered the single window, where stains of red-brown and dirty cream and dark browns—of who knew what—were covered in dust.

      “Phe.” Ihrone dropped the food on the wobbly wood frame masquerading as a table next to her. The table tottered to the left, and the stew sludged over the rim, puddling at the bowl’s ceramic base. “You don’t have much time. They’ll be here soon. Eat.”

      Phe glanced sharply at him. Seas, she needed more time.

      She swallowed, her bone-dry throat clicking against itself, clawing for moisture. It scraped, struggled, and scoured the length of her throat, the entire snail’s crawl to the empty pit of her stomach.

      Her belly seized the moment to growl, pulling her from the dread that had pooled and congealed like the stew had on the table.

      She gathered her flimsy courage and faced off with the steaming stew. Wrapping both bound hands around the bowl, she brought it to her mouth and slurped the viscous, garlic-ladened medley with its chunks of stringy, chewy meat.

      The clunking of several sets of heavy footsteps clambered down the hallway, accompanied by mutterings.

      Phe locked Ihrone in her stare but didn’t stop shoveling the stew. Even though her stomach knotted painfully, trepidation cinching the massive knot tighter, she didn’t know when she’d get her next meal.

      Those gray, worried eyes of Ihrone’s captured hers briefly before he stood and unsheathed one of his thigh knives while he strode to the door.

      Gads, what am I doing? Fear electrified her nerves. A torrent of panic lunged and jabbed at her, only to be backhanded by her determination.

      She’d never failed a mission before, and she wouldn’t fail this one. Not when an untold number of lives depended on her.

      The steps pounded toward them.

      Calmly, she put the soup spoon down.

      The footsteps stopped outside the door.

      Taking a steadying breath, Phe channeled her Lady Orphne persona, letting whisps of terror curl her shoulders. She pressed both fists to her mouth, letting the fear creep back in slightly. But only slightly.

      It was showtime.
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