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      “No, not that one.”

      I had never felt so relieved to hear Syn’s voice or feel his cane at my thigh as I did in that moment.

      “That one isn’t for sale,” he spoke quietly, his tone low, but there was no question he would be obeyed.

      I turned to meet his dark gaze. The grin that curled one corner of his mouth upward sent ice through my veins. He kept his black eyes on mine as he tapped the cane against the fronts of my thighs once, twice, then with a flick of his wrist, lashed me with it.

      Tears stung my eyes nearly as badly as the rattan did my legs and I took a step backward, looking down at the welt rising where he’d struck, grateful that the man who had been considering me nodded with a reluctant growl before stepping to my right, to the next girl who stood shuddering beside me.

      Gabriel, Syn’s brother, joined him. Both kept their eyes on me as Gabriel whispered something into Syn’s ear. Syn nodded, then turned his attention from me to the girl who was being handled now. Gabriel, the older, more stern of the two, approached me. My gaze faltered and my body shook but I refused to look away.

      “Evangeline,” he said, calling my name. “Kneel.”

      Once a girl was sold, she was made to kneel so that the next buyers knew who was still available. The girl beside me whimpered and I turned to see the large man weighing her breasts, turning her nipples in his fingers.

      “I’d like to try her,” he said, his voice gruff.

      Syn’s eyebrow went up. The girl stood upright, naked, her hands clasped at the back of her head. He looked her over, his gaze cold even as the girl now openly wept.

      Syn turned back to the man. “You can look. You can even touch,” he said, turning the girl so she stood with her back to the man. He then pushed her forward, forcing her to bend deeply at the waist. “But you can’t fuck until you pay.”

      “Evangeline.” Gabriel’s grip in my hair demanded my full attention so I could only listen to the girl’s whimpers as he brought his mouth to my ear. “I said kneel. Eyes down. And just be glad it isn’t you this time.”

      Without giving me time to obey, he forced me down by my hair until I knelt. I stared up at him, but my defiance lasted only a moment when I saw the darkness in those beautiful, golden eyes. I cast my gaze to the ground before me, swallowing, shivering at what was to be my fate if the brothers truly kept me as I knew now they would.
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      The drive had taken me more than an hour out of the city and I now stood in heels and an evening gown, shivering behind the heavy support of a bridge, trying to keep out of sight. It was too late to turn back. They’d hear my four-inch heels clicking if I ran, but after what I’d seen, all I wanted to do was flee. When I’d followed him here, I hadn’t been sure what I’d expected to find, but it certainly wasn’t this.

      “Where’s Jamison?” Arthur, my fiancé, snapped. I’d only recently become familiar with that harsh tone. He still wore the tux he’d had on at the fundraiser earlier this evening and looked at odds with the men who surrounded him.

      “On his way. Had some trouble with one of the girls.”

      I didn’t recognize the man who spoke, but I vaguely knew the one they referred to: Jamison. He worked for Arthur. I’d seen Jamison a few times, always in the background, never introduced, but always there, always watching.

      “You’re not using enough of the sedative. How many times do I have to tell you that?” Arthur barked.

      As I watched, he walked around to where two other men opened the back of a large livestock truck, which was parked not too far away, lined up neatly with several others.

      “Let’s get them loaded and ready.” Arthur checked his watch. “Shipment’s got to move fast.”

      The two men moved to a van standing nearby with its engine still running. When they opened the door and I saw what was inside, I gasped. I covered my mouth, hoping the rumbling of the engine would mask the sound. Arthur looked in my direction, but I hid behind the wide support, holding my breath.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      I peered back around to watch as Arthur, a man I’d known for just over a year, the man with whom I lived, whom I thought I loved, hauled an unconscious woman over his shoulder and carried her to the waiting truck. There, one of the men took her, wrapped something around her wrist and handed her up to yet another man who stood waiting inside the truck. They did the same with a second woman, but they weren’t done yet. I watched, stunned and terrified as the men loaded four more women up into the same truck.

      I was so engrossed with what was happening that I didn’t hear the sound of another vehicle approach, not until I stood flooded in its headlights. I turned to it, too shocked to move until it came to a stop, the front passenger door opening, a man running toward me. Suddenly animated, I screamed and ran, nothing but the clacking sounds of my heels in the dark night, followed too closely by the heavier footfalls of the men now pursuing me.

      Someone tackled me, sending me sprawling onto the gravel road, pain shooting through my knees, the heels of my hands, my face as I hit the ground hard, the weight of the man on my back keeping me pinned. The fall knocked the wind out of me, leaving me gasping, and I’d never forget the smell of the man who held me down, his breath hot on the side of my face.

      “What the hell?” Arthur called out. He too had been chasing me, for when the man who had tackled me hauled me to my feet, I met Arthur’s hard gaze, the tears in my eyes blurring his image.

      His surprised expression gave way to fierce anger, a rage I’d never before seen.

      “Arthur?” My voice trembled and my stomach sank.

      He looked at me, then at Jamison who now stood beside him, still dressed in the tuxedo he’d worn to tonight’s dinner. Jamison shook his head and reached into his pocket, retrieving a syringe and handing it to Arthur. When Arthur approached, I tried to take a step back, but the hands that held me only tightened around my arms.

      “Arthur?” I asked again, terror gripping me at what I saw in his eyes.

      “You should have stayed at the hotel like I told you, Eva.” He clutched a handful of my hair and painfully turned my head, making me cry out. “But you never were any good at doing what you were told, were you?”

      “Stop, please!”

      The tip of the needle stabbed into my neck, the pain instantaneous as he depressed the plunger and emptied the contents into me.

      “Arthur—”

      The men released me as he pulled the needle out. I stumbled forward, everything blurring. I reached out to steady myself, my hands sliding off Arthur’s chest, too weak to hold on. Arthur’s grip in my hair tightened and I took a step as he moved me, but that was my final step, because my legs failed me then. He had to drag me after that, muttering something under his breath. I managed to call out to him one more time, looking up at him just before he slammed my head against the side of the truck. Pain exploded behind my eyes, blinding me, and I slid down onto the grime-covered gravel, my fingers closing around the toe of his shoe. He pulled it away, then, with his foot, rolled me onto my belly. His hand wrapped around my wrist, pulling my arm up at a painful angle while fingers tugged at my engagement ring, sliding it off my finger before he barked his next command.

      “Get her loaded with the rest of them.
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      “There’s something special in tonight’s shipment.”

      Gabriel listened to the informant’s message. It was brief and to the point, but still vague enough if anyone had somehow managed to tap the line. He turned to Syn who stood looking over their selection of firearms.

      His little brother liked their job entirely too much.

      “You about ready?” Gabriel asked, sliding the phone into his pocket.

      “What do you think?” Syn asked. “Can’t decide between American made or German.”

      Gabriel picked up his preferred pistol, a lightweight weapon he knew well. “When in doubt, go American, brother. Always.” He checked his watch. “And hurry up or we’ll miss the rendezvous point.”

      “Rendezvous,” Syn said, chuckling. “You’re funny. You mean ambush.”

      “Call it whatever you want to call it, but move your ass. There are a dozen girls in this shipment and I just got word one is special.”

      Syn picked up the American made machine gun. “Special, huh?”

      They walked up the stairs and out the door to the pickup truck.

      “He didn’t elaborate but he’s never let us down. Let’s go.”

      “Take it easy,” Syn said, climbing into the passenger seat as Gabriel started the engine. “We haven’t missed a rendezvous yet. Curious about what’s special though.”

      “Me too.”

      They drove down the winding road of their property, the automatic gates opening as they neared. They then left the large, gothic style mansion behind.
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      My head throbbed like someone had hit it with a baseball bat. I moaned, unable to feel anything but pain, unable even to open my eyes.

      “But sir, she’s…” someone argued.

      “I said get her loaded.” It was Arthur voice.

      “Sir,” it sounded like Jamison, his voice hushed. “Moving the timeline up?”

      “Just make sure there’s only twelve left on that truck at the drop off point. You know what you have to do. No fuck ups, nothing linking back to me. Otherwise, make it look good. And alert me as soon as the others have been dropped.”

      “Yes, sir,” came Jamison’s voice as arms hauled me upward, lifting me off the ground only to drop me onto a hard, cold surface, an awful stench all around me. I tried to speak, but nothing came, it was as though I was unable to make my mouth move. I tried to touch the throbbing spot on my head, but couldn’t lift my arm. Couldn’t make my limbs move. I felt myself slipping in and out of consciousness, hearing men talking around me. A gloved hand took hold of mine and a heavy chain was wrapped around my wrist.

      “It fucking stinks in there,” someone said. He must have jumped off the truck because I heard the sound of boots crunching gravel followed by a grunt.

      He was right — it did stink. It stank of a barn.

      A loud bang signaled the closing of a door, the grate of metal on metal as the lock slid into place. Then the engine roared to life, the smell of exhaust filling my lungs. The tires of the truck rumbled beneath me, my body bouncing with each bump in the road.

      All I wanted to do was sleep. My head hurt, my mind was foggy, and I felt like I was moving through mud as I tried to bring my arm to my face. I gave myself over to it, not having the strength to fight. Someone lifted my head and laid it on something soft and warm, and finally, I slept.
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      The angry blare of a car horn woke me and I could hear the sound of quiet weeping. I wasn’t alone. The soft pillow beneath me shifted and I realized my head was cradled on someone’s lap. I tried to open my eyes but something covered them. The smell was awful, and I remembered I’d been loaded onto a truck. I reached to my face and pushed the blindfold off my eyes, blinking several times to clear my vision. It was nighttime, the passing glow of streetlights illuminating the gloomy interior of the truck’s enclosure.

      The dim light confirmed the source of the stench — we were on a livestock truck. We were being transported like cattle.

      Blinking through the pain of a throbbing headache, I hauled myself upright and scanned the row of occupants in the truck. A bump in the road had us all bouncing and several of the women screamed. I looked at them, at the dozen or so women in the truck with me. We were all chained together in pairs, some sleeping while others peered around with wide, frightened eyes.

      The woman I was bound to pulled her arm up to scratch her face, tugging at the chain that linked us. “You okay?” she asked, her voice a whisper.

      She was the one who had laid my head on her lap.

      I sat upright and leaned against the wall of the truck to look at her. She seemed to be around my age, in her early twenties — all of the women did — and they were all attractive, all in various states of dress.

      My memory was foggy. I looked down at myself. I still wore the dress I’d had on for the fundraiser, but it was torn in several places and filthy. A chill made me shiver and I hugged my knees up against my chest, trying to remember, trying to figure out what had happened. The last thing I remembered was Arthur wanting to have one more drink when we’d gotten back to the hotel from the fundraiser. He had looked anxious, and Jamison, his personal bodyguard, had been nearby. Arthur had wanted to get rid of me, I remembered that much. He had told me to go to bed. That he’d come up soon.

      But I hadn’t gone to bed. I’d followed him somewhere. But where?

      I squeezed my eyes shut and forced myself to take a long, deep breath in, exhale, and repeat, before turning to the girl next to me. Her brown eyes were wide, frightened. “What’s happening? Where are we?”

      “I don’t know. I was at a nightclub and this guy bought me a drink. We were talking for a while, then I felt strange and… that’s all I remember.”

      “Me too,” another girl said from the other side of the truck.

      The girl next to me began to cry quietly and I took her hand, holding it tightly. I looked at my companions, their frightened eyes reflecting the glow of passing streetlights. Streetlights that seemed to be less and less frequent. I lifted my bound arm to see if I could loosen the chain, but it was thick and heavy. Impossible. And even if I could remove it, there was no way off of the moving truck.

      Was Arthur back at the hotel now? Would he know I was missing?

      The throbbing of my head put an end to that thought and I couldn’t shake the feeling of dread.

      I touched my thumb to the engagement ring he’d given me half a year ago right when we’d bought our house together, but a new panic overcame me. Raising my hand, I looked at my finger, at the tan line there where a ring should have been.

      It was gone.

      Another memory came, the feel of fingers tugging the three-carat princess cut diamond ring from my finger. Tears stung my eyes and every hair on my body stood on end. Of course, they’d taken it. They’d try to get money from Arthur now. Or my dad. They’d ransom me back, wouldn’t they? I looked at the other women again. Were we all to be ransomed?

      Moving the timeline up?

      No fuck-ups, nothing linking back to me. Otherwise, make it look good.

      That memory hurt. I closed my eyes and leaned back, warding off the sleep that wanted to claim me again, my head throbbing where a bump was, my neck tender. The truck drove fast and cars no longer passed us. I wasn’t sure where we were or how long we’d been driving. I knew I’d been sedated, as I suspected the other girls had been — they too kept slipping in and out of consciousness.

      Just as I was nodding off again, the sound of gunfire jolted all of us awake. Women screamed as something exploded in the distance, lighting up the black sky for a moment before a second, smaller explosion followed. The truck then swerved off the road, throwing us against one wall. Pain shot through my wrist, the chain linking the girl and me yanking at our arms. More gunfire rang out, along with the sound of men yelling. We all huddled onto the floor, covering our heads, many of the women weeping, screaming in terror.

      I don’t know why I remained silent, or how. Panic filled me and all I could do was count to keep my focus, to keep myself calm. I counted screams. I counted gunshots and prayed I wouldn’t be killed in a spray of gunfire. I prayed like I had never prayed in my life.

      A bullet ricocheted off the steel frame of the truck and that time I did scream. We held each other tightly and huddled as low as we could, making ourselves as small as possible until finally — an eternity later — it stopped.

      It was nearly silent after that, the only sound the whimpering of the women. I peered out from between the steel slats of the enclosure wall, the tiny slit too small to get a good view outside. It was then I heard them. Two men talking, a door opening, something — or someone — falling with a loud thud.

      “Fucking bastards,” a rough male voice said.

      Another replied but I couldn’t make out the words. The voices were those of strangers. Were they our rescuers?

      One more gunshot jolted us, the sound of metal on metal echoing through the truck as someone unlocked the door. The women huddled back. My eyes were glued to the door, my heart beating fast, dread of the unknown turning my blood cold. The door creaked as it opened from the top, rotating on the hinge at the bottom until it formed a sloping ramp down to the ground creating a sort of ramp used to load and unload animals. I could make out the form of a man — a large man — a weapon slung over his shoulder. It was too dark to see his face, but he shone a flashlight into the truck, the light stabbing through the blackness, blinding us. A few of the women screamed and he banged on the truck wall with the butt of his weapon.

      “Settle down. No one’s going to hurt you.” His voice was deep and low, the sort of voice you felt rather than heard.

      The women quieted to soft whimpering which he seemed to accept. He passed the light over us again and while the women cowered away, I remained still, looking straight at him, determined to make him look at me, to make him know I would fight. I knew somehow that this wasn’t a rescue. I felt it. And the man standing at the door did nothing to change my mind. He shone that flashlight in my face and held it there until I heard a clicking of his tongue.

      Suddenly, the headlights of an approaching vehicle blinded me, forcing me to look away.

      When it came to a stop, the headlights flooded the interior of our truck, also illuminating the man who stood just outside it, the one who had opened the door. He was dressed in full black, his hair a shade darker than the night, his face impassive. He stared back at me, never once shifting his gaze, not to any of the others, not to the pickup truck now parked a few feet away. No, his gaze remained locked on mine, black eyes that made me tremble, that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

      Footsteps approached, another man, bigger, his expression harder even as his golden eyes sparkled in the moonlight. He stood beside his partner, studying us, taking each girl in by turn before his eyes came to rest upon me. He looked at the first man, the pair exchanging whispered words before both of them turned to me again. A cold sweat broke out over my whole body. I could hear the faint sound of music from the pickup truck the second man had driven up in, the melody momentarily distracting me from the surreal situation. I recognized the song, the words of the chorus eerily appropriate to our predicament. We were the prey — and we’d been hunted by these men. Their gazes were impenetrable and predatory, the coldness in their eyes chilling.

      I knew then that these men were not our rescuers. They, especially the one with eyes blacker than the night, radiated a single-minded purpose that instilled within me fear and fascination in equal measure. The similarity in their features was undeniable as I studied them standing beside one another. They were brothers. I had no doubt of that. And both of them stood studying me, focused intently only on me.
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      “Ladies,” the man with the black eyes said, shifting his gun on his shoulder.

      One of the women jumped. He glanced at her and she covered her face.

      “Your captors are dead and you belong to us now. You’re all going to stand up and quietly walk out of this truck and into that one there.” He pointed, as if there were more than one truck to choose from. “You will remain silent. Is that clear?” He didn’t wait for a reply. “You will not come to harm as long as you obey this simple instruction.”

      “Who are you?” I asked, the words out before I could think.

      All eyes turned to me. My heart raced, realizing I’d just drawn the men’s attention by disobeying this, their very first command. The one with the golden eyes simply stared, his gaze burning into me, but his brother — I decided to call him Obsidian then — exhaled loudly, and one corner of his lip turned upward.

      “There’s always one that just has to test, isn’t there?” Obsidian asked in a whisper meant to be overheard. “It’s so much more interesting when they do though, isn’t it?” His gaze remained upon me even though he wasn’t addressing me.

      “Always,” Golden Eyes said, only hardness etching his face.

      “You will all learn that obedience is rewarded and disobedience punished. We’ll make our first example once we reach camp.” It was Obsidian who spoke, addressing the group with the threat meant for me.

      I tried to swallow, but my mouth was a desert. A cold sweat covered me and after a long moment, I couldn’t do it anymore, I couldn’t hold their gazes and looked down to the floor of the truck. The woman I was chained to clutched my hand, her fingernails digging into my skin, our combined fear a palpable thing. I wondered if they could smell it on us even over the stench of animals that permeated the truck.

      “If that’s all the questions we have, then we’ll get going, girls. Out.” Golden eyes said.

      On shaky legs, a dozen women slowly rose. A few still had shoes on; I wasn’t one of them. Most wore clothes that were, perhaps not one or two nights ago, beautiful. Now they were tattered and filthy and had taken on the stench of the animals that must have been transported on this very truck before us.

      They walked and I followed them, my companion and me the last off the truck. The two men nodded at each woman as they filed out and Golden Eyes loaded them into the back of the large pickup truck he had driven up in. Obsidian looked to be waiting just for me, and even as I tried to move as far from him as I could, when it was our turn to climb down off the truck, it wasn’t possible. His gaze was like a physical thing, but he didn’t touch me, and I held tight to the hand that held my own.

      I made a mistake though when we were almost to the pickup truck. As my companion was climbing onto the back of it, I looked at the truck we’d just vacated. The cab was smashed, the bloody mess of the man who must have been driving our truck on the ground.

      Panic crept into my mind, my soul, and I gasped for breath, my knees buckling beneath me. Golden Eyes’ arm circled my waist, catching me before I fell, holding me upright.

      “Easy.”

      My nose came to the middle of his very large, very wide chest. It hurt my neck to turn my face up to his, and even though I refused to cry, his image was blurred from the tears brimming inside my eyes.

      He scanned my face, noting the bump on my forehead, and for a moment, I imagined I saw kindness in his gaze.

      But I was mistaken.

      “Up,” he said, shifting his grip to my arm, lifting me to climb into the back of the truck. I sat next to the girl who shared my chain. She wept quietly, squeezing my hand as she did.

      I determined not to look away then, not even when Obsidian returned with that smirk on his face, his eyes quickly fixing on me.

      “Hope you’re not going to be trouble,” he said.

      My friend’s hand tightened around mine. I didn’t reply.

      “Or maybe I hope you are.”

      I swallowed, feeling the color drain from my face as I shivered.

      He turned to the other man. “We’re done here.”

      Golden Eyes nodded, made sure no fingers were in the way, and slammed the door shut. I exhaled then and leaned my head against my companion’s shoulder.

      We began to move, and I tried to look out the window. The glass was blacked out, and I could only make out the faint outline of the wrecked truck we’d been taken from.

      These men were killers and although they had rescued us from what I was sure would have been a terrible fate, I had a feeling what they had in store for us would be a different sort of terrible.

      But if I wanted to keep calm, I needed to distract myself.

      “What’s your name?” I asked the girl to whom I was bound.

      “Lara.”

      “Lara, I’m Evangeline. Eva for short.”

      “Pretty name.”

      “Yours too.”

      She looked into my eyes, her big brown ones red, tears still flowing. “What’s going to happen to us?”

      I tried to keep the tremor from my voice, the tears from my eyes, but it took all I had to do it. “I don’t know.”
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      Gabriel drove, wrapped up in his own thoughts, neither he nor Syn speaking for the first twenty minutes.

      “She rattled you,” Syn finally said.

      Gabriel kept his eyes on the road, his hands tightly gripping the steering wheel. “She seems different than the others. And familiar.”

      “I thought so too.”

      “I don’t like dealing in humans,” Gabriel said, glancing out the side window into wide, dark desert. There was nothing there, no one for miles. Arizona was the safest place to hijack cargo meant for the black market.

      “Me either, but we don’t have a choice, Gabe, and we both know it. Besides, their fate won’t be any worse than where they were going. Better, maybe.”

      Gabriel snorted. “No, just different. I still don’t like it.”

      “You’re heart isn’t thawing, is it brother?”

      Gabriel glanced at his younger brother, noting the usual dark glint in his eye. He wondered again if Syn enjoyed his work more than he should. For Gabriel, vengeance kept him alive.

      “Collateral damage is a consequence of any war, Gabriel. These women drew the short straw, but even so, we’re still their better option. Besides, it’s our revenge. Every time we take over one of these shipments, whether it be drugs or human cargo, we take back a little of what they stole from us.”

      “We can’t ever get her back, Syn, no matter how many of these shipments we hijack.” Gabriel hardened his heart against the memory. He’d learned to do that over the years. If anything, he needed to remember what had happened to her, how she’d been found. That would give him power and strength. It would give him the drive to go on until every bastard who dealt in drugs and humans lay dead in a body bag.
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      Syn reached into his pocket to take out his cell phone. He dialed Remy, their associate who organized the auctions of the women, but his thoughts were on what was going on with his brother. He knew Gabriel didn’t need Syn reminding him of what they’d lost six years ago when their sister, Laney, had turned up almost dead from an overdose. Syn hated the idea of selling the women as much as Gabriel did, but they had no choice and they both needed to keep their eyes on their goal, which was to eliminate men like Arthur Gallaston, the one from whom they had stolen tonight. They needed to bring him down, and people would get hurt in the process. It was an unpleasant fact, but they had to come to terms with it. Clearly, his brother hadn’t yet.

      Syn glanced over at Gabriel. Gabriel’s flat gaze was fixed on the road ahead, the line of his mouth tight as he drove the truck to camp. He knew just what Gabriel felt. He felt it too every time they ambushed a shipment of women.

      Remy finally picked up the phone.

      “Syn,” came Remy’s voice.

      “We’ve picked up the shipment, so the auction is a go. We’ve got thirteen girls. Make the calls, will you?”

      “You got it, boss.”
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      The sound of the cargo door opening woke most of us up. The sun was just rising, making me wonder how far we’d come from the city. Did my father know I was missing yet? What would he do when he found out?

      I didn’t have time to dwell on those questions though as we were slowly unloaded. The memory of what Obsidian had said only hours before still lay heavy on my mind:

      Disobedience would be punished. An example would be made.

      I shivered when I passed by Obsidian to stand in the still cool morning air, looking around as the rest of the women slowly climbed out, huddling together, awaiting further instruction. We weren’t in the desert anymore, but in a large clearing in a forest. There were three large tents, several smaller ones and one mid-size RV. The larger tents were arranged at the center, the smaller ones bordering them to form a circle. Everything about the camp said primitive and temporary.

      Several men stood around the camp, all with weapons over their shoulders, all dressed in camouflage and looking to me like soldiers. The girls whimpered, each of them holding hands with the one they were bound to. It was the first time I got a good look at them in daylight and my impression of the night before had been correct — all of the women were attractive and young. The oldest was perhaps twenty-three, twenty-four. At not quite twenty-one yet, I was probably one of the youngest.

      I looked at the two men who had rescued us from the cattle truck, who had then re-captured us. They were the ones in charge of the thirty or so soldiers who stood armed all around. They spoke in hushed tones with one of the soldiers who, after a few moments, nodded and walked off. Golden Eyes and Obsidian then turned their attention to us.

      “Ladies,” Obsidian said. “Follow me.”

      We did, following in a group to the clearing at the center of the circle of tents.

      “Line up. Give me a nice straight row,” he said.

      The women began to move, me along with them, while two soldiers brought over a heavy-looking tree stump, placing it near Obsidian. Golden Eyes followed, carrying an ax at his side. All of us stared, open-mouthed. My mind raced, conjuring up the worst possible scenario, making me wonder if this was to be my punishment. If by “making an example” they meant to kill me in some brutal, barbaric fashion.

      Lara squeezed my hand as if she could hear my thoughts while a quiet, panicked murmuring broke out among the women.

      Golden Eyes stopped and turned to us. Placing thumb and forefinger into his mouth, he called us to attention with a loud whistle.

      “Thank you, brother,” Obsidian said.

      I’d been right, they were brothers.

      “Like hens, they can’t stop clucking,” he added.

      I glared at him, at the callousness of his joke when he could clearly see our terror.

      “Get on with it, Syn,” Golden Eyes said.

      Syn. Was that his name? What kind of a name was Syn?

      “My brother’s never been the most patient of men,” Syn said, his tone flippant.

      “You two.” He pointed to the two women farthest from me to my left. “Come here.”

      It took him asking twice before the terrified women moved toward him.

      “Kneel.”

      The girls knelt without a word.

      He pointed to the tree stump. “Put your bound arms here, my brother will cut the chain.”

      My eyes grew wide as I realized how he meant to use the ax and we all watched while the two women raised trembling arms and set them down upon the stump.

      “Take them as wide as you can but don’t move,” Golden Eyes said, checking the chain.

      “I second that last part. Don’t move,” Syn said, grinning.

      The terrified women did as they were told, and Syn gestured to two soldiers who stood nearby, giving them the command to hold onto the kneeling women’s arms so they couldn’t move. Golden Eyes raised the ax high and brought it down with a loud thunk onto the stump breaking the chain in one swift strike. The women screamed, and not just the ones who knelt with their arms on the stump. An inch or two in the wrong direction, and one of them would have lost a hand.

      “Next,” Syn said, gesturing for the women to
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