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Chapter One

She was used to late nights.

The cool midnight air was a soothing balm as she stepped away from the heat of the forge.  Without pause she wiped the sweat from her forehead, and headed back to the heat.

Iza had always worked hard.  She wanted to prove herself to her father in the beginning, since he was left without sons.  However when he passed on, her work ethic just grew so that she could prove herself to the town.  He'd taught her everything, she was just as good as him- if not better.

It was her life.

Water sizzled as she dropped a few tools into a basin to cool them.  She didn't get many repair job requests anymore, which left her bitter remembering what a huge backlog of them her father seemed to always have.

Iza was good at what she did, she could repair anything she was given, yet she was reduced to having to create small decorative art pieces to make any money.

She wanted more than that.

Shutting down everything for the evening, she slid a large pot of water over the heat until it was roaring boiling.  It took ten of them to fill her bath, but it was worth it to release the tension from the day.

Her bed was a few feet from the tub, near that was her table right outside the door to her kitchen.  She had to move into her shop just to be able to afford to live.

She didn't want to admit defeat and look for a job or a husband that could let her live more comfortably.  She had too much to prove to give up that easily.

Humming to herself, Iza slipped lower into the tub.

The hot water eased and relaxed her strained arms and hands, the quiet of the sleeping town let her mind relax as well.  She savored moments like this, where she could unwind entirely.  Iza worked hard and constantly, any break was a blessing.

Grabbing her soap, she began to wash.  The black soot of the fire came off her olive skin in thick streaks, floating on the water more and more as she worked.  Her voice echoed out from the tub as she hummed to herself.

She'd been alone for a handful of years now.

Not entirely lonely, she had customers and regulars, friendly acquaintances.

Iza didn't have anyone that she really connected with, though.  She spent her days trying to draw in customers and show off her wares, she spent her nights working.  She hardly had time to eat or sleep, much less entertain the idea of being friendly with anyone.  Because of her work she didn't miss having people be close to her.

Iza started rinsing out her long brown hair, leaning forward and watching as the water pulled out any color.  As she set the pan to the side, she heard movement in the shop.

There was no reason for movement in her shop.

Moving as quietly as possible, Iza pulled her way out of her tub and toweled herself off.  Her ears stayed at attention for any other noises..  Did she lock up?  Did a stray dog wander in?  She held her breath as she slid into the nearest clean clothing she had.

The outside of her room was dead quiet.

Iza grabbed her father's sword, and slowly pulled it free of it's scabbard.  The blade glimmered in what candlelight she'd allowed her home to have.

Gingerly, Iza kept her ears trained and waited beside the door to her shop, waiting for any sign of movement.  She'd never had a break-in before.  Sure, the occasional thief would stop in and try to rob her of her wares while the crowds were out and easy to get lost in, but nobody had been so dumb as to try and rob a weapons maker without anywhere to go.

Until now, she feared.

There was a tap and a creak, like someone had put their boots up on her table while seated, and Iza held her breath.  Who the hell was in her shop?

Incensed, and eager to get this over with, Iza slid out into her shop.

"Why are you in my shop?" she asked without pause.

A man was in her work station.

He was tall, muscular in a sleeveless shirt, and tanned.  His legs were crossed and up sitting on her table, warming near the forge.  A large, wrapped, item she didn't recognize lay beside him.  When his emerald green eyes flicked over to her there was a hunger behind them she'd only ever seen in her own.

This was a man with a passion.

"Are you the blacksmith's apprentice?" he asked, looking her over.

"I'm the blacksmith, answer my question," she replied, angry at the assumption.

A smile slid across the man's face like honey and he nodded as though he understood.

"Good to know," he replied, ignoring her request.  Instead he took his feet down off her table and snapped his fingers.  Immediately she was blinded by bright green light, almost the exact color of his eyes.

"What are you doing?" she tried to shout, but she found words impossible.  The green light cleared and she clutched at her throat, trying to make any noise come out.  None would.

"I need a favor," the man said.  He stood and slid on a jacket from the back of his seat.  Iza lifted the sword again, waiting.  She didn't have to speak to be able to stop him from whatever he was doing.

Why couldn't she speak?!

Panic fled her mind as she watched him, but she didn't let a trace of it show up on her face.

"I have something that's been broken, and it needs repairing," he explained, his voice was comfortable and nonchalant.  "It calls for a great deal of discretion, but for this I will pay you grandly," he started making his way through the shop towards her.  "You can't do it here, there's too much risk of being caught, but I can ensure your shop won't be touched until we return," he offered.

Iza kept her eyes on him, not moving from her position.

"It would take less than a week and you'd be back home," he said.

Iza stood her ground as he stood in front of her, jabbing her sword forward as a warning.

"I don't think you're in any position to deny work," he said, glancing past her to her quarters.

It was true she was poor, but she wasn't ashamed of it.

Whatever he was, whatever he had done to her, she wasn't just going to let it slide.

"Would you deny me this?" he asked, he looked almost amused.

Iza lifted her sword until it was pointed at his long tanned throat.

"I guess I was foolish for asking," he said softly, quirking an eyebrow.  "When your answer doesn't actually matter," he explained.

Green light flooded her vision again, and she was stunned, not entirely sure what was happening.  Her sword fell to the ground, and he walked back to pick up his strangely wrapped object.  The man's slender fingers moved, sparking green towards her shop's front door and windows.  They flung shut and locked.

"Anyone who touches these will immediately forget what they were doing here," he explained.

He started walking back towards her, and Iza desperately tried to move.  It was in vain, as she was completely frozen.

"Now, we have quite the trip ahead of us," he said gently, his eyes tracing over her face before he hoisted her up onto his shoulder.

Chapter Two

He had her on the back of his horse.

Her hands were bound and tied down to the saddle, and she had nothing to look at but his back and the sky above.  He'd apologized to her a couple times as he lifted her up there and secured his belongings.  She was able to move after they left town.

She couldn't get free, though.

The sky was vast and full of more stars than she'd seen in her entire life in the city.  They spiraled above like sparks in a massive fire, and she watched them hopelessly.

"Are you awake?" he asked after a couple hours.  "Kick my boot if you are," he added, perhaps realizing she couldn't speak.

Iza kicked his calf with the most strength she could muster.  She was proud to think of the bruise it would leave.  He let out a pained noise, but didn't retaliate.

"I was honestly considering just repairing it myself, I even made my own forge," he explained.  His voice was steady and thoughtful.  "Thing is, I'm useless when it comes to creating things with my hands, the magic has spoiled me," he said.  Iza listened carefully to every word, looking for some way it could be used to her advantage.  "When I found it, it was already split.  I took it to ten different blacksmiths and each has refused to touch it," he continued.  "But I saw an intricate piece in the city, hanging outside of a restaurant, and I had to know who'd created it.  It was absolutely gorgeous," his voice was full of admiration.

Iza knew the piece he was speaking of, she'd spent a month trying to recreate fire and flames in metal.

"The shield is intricate as well, and I'd need your attention to detail to ensure that it comes out perfectly, or the magic won't work," he explained.

"Of course, the shield being intricate isn't the only reason I've been denied help," he laughed sheepishly.  "I'm wanted in most of this and our neighboring countries for my magic, they'd have me serve their wars."

It was true, anyone who could muster any small amount of magic was automatically drafted into the army.  They were forced into a life of war the second the first sparks flew from their fingertips.  Posters had lined the streets since Iza was young, telling people to report to authorities if they saw anyone undocumented using magic.

There were rewards for turning in anyone magical.

"The shield is just to protect me, so I can live freely without having to spill the blood of strangers who were forced into this for being the same as me," he explained.  "I'll pay you handsomely for your time and troubles, I have no need for money but it seems it's all anyone wants," he offered.

Iza sighed and looked back up at the sky.

She wanted her bath back.

Wanted her home back.

Her customers were spotty, at best, but she wanted them too.

Nowhere in her worst sleepless nights had she considered that some day she'd be kidnapped away by a magic-kind and forced to leave her shop.

At least he didn't sound like he was going to murder her or harm her, but she couldn't really put it past him.  He'd already stolen her from her home after breaking into it.

"My name is Baynx," he offered.  Iza tried to forget it as soon as she learned it.  She didn't want to know anything about him, didn't want to risk being accused of treason for fraternizing with a defunct magic-kind.

"I'm going to remove the silencing spell.  You can scream or shout if you want to, there's nobody nearby, but I'd prefer you not draw wolves to us," his voice was almost kind.  Iza was sick of looking at the sky, feeling some mix of travel nausea and vertigo that mixed with her anxious nerves.

She couldn't trust anything he was saying.

"We're close to where we're going," he said, she felt him shift and immediately her mouth popped open and she realized she could speak again.

She wanted to scream, to shout, but controlled herself.  He could kill her if he wanted to, she had no defense.

"Why didn't you just ask me instead of kidnapping me?" she asked, her voice hoarse from disuse.

"You
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