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The Shadow General’s Hostage
Cassia Veyne




❀
Chapter One



Mud seeped through the knees of her trousers, cold and greedy, soaking into the wool until the chill bit bone-deep. Eira kept her head down, let her hair fall forward in a tangle of dark strands, and forced her shoulders into a slump that screamed nothing, I am nothing, just a frightened camp follower caught where she shouldn’t be. 



Lantern light bled through the canvas of the command tent ahead, casting long shadows across the churned ground. Two guards flanked her, their boots planted in the muck, hands resting on sword hilts. They hadn't spoken since they'd dragged her through the camp, past the cookfires and the rows of peaked tents, past soldiers who glanced up from sharpening blades to watch her pass with flat, incurious eyes. 



She was a prisoner. That part was real. The rest; the slouch, the trembling hands, the quick shallow breaths; that was a mask she had worn a hundred times before. 



The tent flap snapped open, and a figure emerged. 



Eira did not lift her head. She let her gaze stay fixed on the mud between her hands, on the way the lantern light pooled in the rainwater, but she didn't need her eyes to know who had stepped out. She knew the weight of his stride, the way the ground seemed to compress under his boots. She had spent months watching him from ridge lines and treelines, from the shadows of burned-out farmhouses, memorizing the way he moved through a camp like a knife through silk. 



General Daric Vane. 



He stopped a pace away. She could see the toes of his boots now; scuffed leather, mud-caked, no ornamentation. No need for polish when your reputation was already polished enough to cut. 



“Rise.” 



His voice was low, rough-edged, the kind of voice that expected obedience without having to demand it. 



Eira obeyed. She rose slowly, keeping her shoulders hunched, keeping her eyes down, letting the motion look clumsy and afraid. Her wrists were bound in front of her with coarse rope that had already rubbed the skin raw, and she used the excuse of imbalance to sway a little on her feet. 



The general stood before her, taller than she had calculated from her distant observations. She had estimated him at six feet, maybe a handspan more, but the breadth of him in the lantern light was something the distance had softened. His arms were crossed over a chest that strained the leather of his brigandine, and his face was a map of hard lines and darker shadows; a scar that carved from his left temple down to his jaw, a nose that had been broken more than once, a mouth that was currently pressed into a flat, unreadable line. 



His eyes were the color of tarnished copper, and they were fixed on her with the patience of a predator who had already decided its prey wasn't going anywhere. 



“Name,” he said. 



Not a question. A demand. 



Eira swallowed. Made it audible. “Lira, my lord. Lira Moss. I work for the cook at the supply depot; north side of the camp. I got lost, I—” 



“You got lost.” He repeated the words flatly. “In a fortified war camp. At midnight.” 



“I was looking for the latrine trench. I didn't mean to. ” 



“You didn't mean to cross three perimeter checkpoints, evade two patrols, and end up within fifty feet of the general's command tent.” He said it without inflection, as if reciting a grocery list. “Is that what you're telling me?” 



The skin on the back of her neck prickled. She kept her eyes down. “I didn't see any checkpoints. I swear it. I'm just a cook. I don't know my way around the military sections.” 



“You don't know your way.” He paused. “And yet you carried a map case.” 



Her blood chilled by a degree. She had dropped it in the alley between two supply wagons, shoved it under a wheel, before the guards caught her. But he knew. Of course he knew. He had probably known before they brought her here; had let her kneel in the mud to watch her squirm. 



“Map case?” She injected confusion into her voice. “I don't have; they took everything from me. I don't know what you're talking about.” 



Daric Vane uncrossed his arms and drew something from his belt. He held it up between two fingers: a rolled sheet of oiled paper, still smudged with dirt from where it had been retrieved. 



Her map. Her careful, meticulous map of the Iron Dominion's encampment, marked with troop positions, supply lines, the rotation schedule for the sentries. The work of three weeks of observation, compressed into lines and symbols that only she and her brother knew how to read. 



“This was found under a wagon wheel,” he said. “Still warm from your hand.” 



She said nothing. There was nothing to say that wouldn't dig the grave deeper. 



“Look at me.” 



The command came softer than she expected. Almost gentle. And that was worse, because gentle from a man like this meant he had already won. He was just savoring the last few moves. 



Eira raised her head. 



The lantern light caught the copper of his eyes, turning them to amber, and she saw the moment recognition flickered; no. That was a forbidden phrase. She saw the moment his gaze sharpened, the way a hunter's gaze sharpened when a deer in the crosshairs suddenly became the wolf that had been stalking the deer all along. 



“I know your face,” he said quietly. 



Her stomach dropped. She kept her expression empty. 



“I've seen you before. Not in my camp. On a ridge line. Three weeks ago. You were on the eastern slope, above the burned mill. You stayed for four hours, watching the evening patrols, and then you left before dawn.” 



She had been so careful. So careful to stay below the skyline, to keep her silhouette broken by tree branches, to move only in the darkest part of the night. But he had seen her. He had been watching her watch him. 



The mask cracked. Not enough for a guard to notice, but enough for him. She saw the corner of his mouth twitch; not a smile, not quite, but the ghost of one. 



“You're not a cook,” he said. “You're the scout they've been sending to map my camp. The one who's been evading my hunters for three months.” He stepped closer, and she had to fight the urge to step back. “The one who killed two of my sentries on the Leystone Road last spring.” 



That had been her. A different mission, a different season, but the same hands on the same blade. She could still feel the way the knife had slid between the sentry's ribs, the wet heat of his breath on her wrist as he fell. 



“I don't know what you're talking about,” she said again, but the words came out thin, and they both heard it. 



“Your brother is Aldric Thorne.” 



Her heart stopped. Not hammered; stopped, a full beat of silence in her chest, before it lurched back into rhythm with a violence that made her dizzy. She stared at him, and the mask shattered, and she didn't care. 



Daric Vane's face was unreadable, but his eyes had gone dark, the amber swallowed by something colder. Aldric Thorne. The rebel commander who had sworn to see him dead. The man whose army he had broken at the Battle of Thornwood Crossing, whose banner he had burned, whose soldiers he had driven into the mountains like wounded game. 



Her brother. 



“Eira Thorne,” the general said, and he pronounced her name like a verdict. “Little sister to the rebel. Little spy who has been dancing around my camp for months, feeding him every piece of intelligence I bleed for.” 



She wanted to spit at his feet. She wanted to say something cutting, something that would wipe that cold certainty off his face. But her mouth was dry, and her hands were shaking, and the rope had rubbed her wrists raw enough that she could feel blood slickening her palms. 



“Your brother's scout,” he continued, and now there was something else in his voice; something that might have been curiosity, or might have been contempt. “And yet he sent you alone into my camp. No backup. No extraction plan. Just you and a map case and a prayer.” 



“He didn't send me,” she said. The words came out before she could stop them, and she regretted them immediately. 



Daric's eyebrows rose. A fraction of an inch. 



“No?” 



She closed her mouth. Pressed her lips together until they were bloodless. 



He watched her for a long moment. The camp was quiet around them; just the distant crackle of a watch fire, the low murmur of voices from the soldier tents. Two guards remained frozen behind her, waiting for orders that hadn't come yet. 



“You came on your own,” he said slowly. “Why?” 



She said nothing. 



“Eira Thorne.” He said the name again, tasting it, and there was something in the way the syllables rolled off his tongue that made her face heat. “Why would you risk walking into the heart of your enemy's stronghold alone? Why wouldn't you wait for your brother's command?” 



Because I wanted to see you. 



The thought rose unbidden, unwanted, and she crushed it before it could surface on her face. She had been watching him for months. She had told herself it was for the intelligence; that every detail she gathered about his habits, his routines, the way he took his coffee and the way he walked the perimeter at dawn, was a weapon to be used against him. But somewhere in those long hours on the ridge line, the watching had become something else. Something she had never named, because naming it would have been a betrayal worse than any map. 



“I don't answer to you,” she said. 



“You do now.” 



He reached out, and she flinched before she could stop herself. But he didn't strike her. His fingers brushed the collar of her tunic, where the fabric was stained with sweat and rain, and he pulled the edge aside just enough to reveal the line of her collarbone, the faint scar she carried from a childhood fall. 



He wasn't looking at the scar. He was looking at the map hidden in her mind, the contours of her body that he was cataloging the way she had cataloged his camp. 



Then he stepped back. 



“Take her to the isolation tent,” he said to the guards. “Strip her gear. Search her boots, her sleeves, her hair. I want everything. Then chain her to the center post and post two guards outside.” 



The guards moved before he finished speaking. Rough hands grabbed her arms, spun her around, and she caught a last glimpse of Daric Vane's face before the tent flap obscured him; a hardness in his jaw, a tension in his shoulders that hadn't been there before. 



She had been caught. She had been identified. She had been stripped of her mission. 



But as the guards marched her through the camp, her blood still hot from the confrontation, she found herself replaying not the terror of discovery, but the way he had said her name. 



Eira Thorne. 



As if he had known it all along. 



The isolation tent was smaller than she expected, barely tall enough to stand in, and the air inside smelled of wet canvas and old straw. A single post stood at the center, driven deep into the earth, with rusted iron ring bolted to its top. The guards pushed her down onto her knees, cut the rope from her wrists, and then one of them grabbed her hair and yanked her head back while the other ran hands over her body with clinical efficiency. 



They found the blade in her boot, the lockpicks sewn into the lining of her belt, the small vial of poison hidden in the hem of her sleeve. They found everything, because she had been trained to carry everything, and they took it all without a word. 



When they finished, they looped a chain around her ankle and locked it to the ring at the base of the post. The iron was cold against her skin, and the length of chain gave her barely three feet of movement in any direction. 



The guards left without a word. The tent flap fell. The lantern outside cast a sickly yellow glow through the canvas, painting her shadow in distorted shapes on the walls. 



She sat in the straw, pulled her knees to her chest, and pressed her forehead against them. 



Aldric. Aldric would be waiting for her report. By dawn, when she didn't return, he would send a search party. He would send riders to the ridge lines, to the passes, to every safe house they had used over the last year. And when he found nothing; when he learned that his sister had been taken by the man he had sworn to kill; he would do something rash. 



He would attack. He would march on this camp with everything he had, and he would die, because Daric Vane's army outnumbered his three to one, and because Aldric was brave but not smart, and because Eira had been his eyes and now those eyes were chained to a post in an enemy tent. 



She should have stayed on the ridge. She should have kept watching, kept mapping, kept gathering information from a safe distance. She should never have let curiosity pull her down into the camp, never have let the image of his face burn behind her eyelids for so long that she forgot to be afraid of him. 



But she had come. She had walked into his hands, and now she was paying for every night she had spent wondering what it would feel like to be close enough to touch him. 



The chain clinked as she shifted. The cold seeped through her clothes, the straw scratched her ankles, and somewhere outside, General Daric Vane was probably standing over her map, reading the lines of her betrayal with a calm he had stolen from her. 



She hated him. 



She hated him with the clean, sharp hatred she had been trained to feel for every enemy of her brother's cause. 



But hatred, she was learning, was a dangerously complicated thing. Especially when it lived in the same chest as the memory of his copper eyes, the sound of her name on his lips, the strange heat that had spread through her body when his fingers brushed her collar. 



The tent flap rustled in the wind. She closed her eyes, and behind her lids, she saw his face again. 



She had months of watching to undo. A brother to protect. A war to win. 



And the only way out of this tent was with his help; or his death. 



She opened her eyes, stared at the canvas ceiling, and began to plan. 






❀
Chapter Two



The general's tent smelled like him. 



Eira hadn't expected that; hadn't expected to notice it, hadn't expected the way her lungs would reach for the air and hold it, trying to parse the layers. Leather. Ink. The metallic tang of old blood. That sharp green note she had caught on the ridge, crushed juniper and something darker, like smoke from a fire built with green wood. 



They had tied her to a campaign chair in the center of the tent, her wrists bound to the armrests, her ankles lashed to the legs. The position left her exposed. Unable to fold in on herself. Unable to hide. 



She hated it. 



Daric stood with his back to her, studying a map spread across his table. The tent was larger than she had imagined. A brazier glowed in the corner, throwing shadows that swayed like living things. A cot was tucked against the far wall, the blankets folded with military precision. A trunk sat at the foot of the cot, its lock gleaming in the firelight. 



She counted the steps to the entrance. Seven, if she was fast. But she wasn't fast. Not with her hands tied, not with her legs bound, not with the guard standing just outside the flap. 



"You are looking for exits." 



Her gaze snapped to his back. He hadn't turned. Hadn't moved. But he had seen her, somehow. Had felt the shift of her attention. 



"Force of habit," she said. 



"Good. That will keep you alive." He turned, and the firelight caught his face, deepening the hollows beneath his cheekbones. "Assuming I decide to let you stay that way." 



The tent flap rustled. A man ducked inside; broad-shouldered, red-faced, with the scars of an old pox marking his cheeks. He wore the insignia of a captain, and he looked at Eira the way a farmer looked at a rat in his grain store. 



"This is her?" His voice was thick with contempt. "The spy?" 



"She is a scout," Daric said. "There is a difference." 



"Difference is a rope either way." The captain strode to Eira and grabbed her chin, forcing her head back. His fingers dug into her jaw. "What did you see, girl? How many of our positions did you map?" 



She stared at him. 



"I asked you a question." 



"I heard you." 



His hand tightened. Pain lanced through her jaw, sharp and bright. She didn't flinch. 



"She's got a hard mouth," the captain said. "Give me an hour with her. She'll sing." 



"Captain Theldrik." Daric's voice cut through the tent like a blade. "Release her." 



Theldrik's hand dropped. He stepped back, but his eyes stayed on Eira, promising things she refused to name. 



Daric circled the table and stopped in front of her. He was tall. She had known that from her observations, but knowing it and experiencing it were different things. He blocked the firelight. Blocked the heat. His shadow fell over her, and she had to tilt her head back to meet his gaze. 



"I am going to ask you some questions," he said. "You will answer them. Not because I will hurt you if you don't, but because answering them is the only way you survive this tent." 



"I know your southern flank is weak," she said. "The creek has softened the earth beneath your palisade. If an army attacked from the east, drove hard through that gap, your trebuchets would be useless within the first hour." 



Theldrik made a sound like a wounded animal. "She's lying." 



"She's not." Daric's expression didn't change, but something shifted in his eyes. A recalculation. "How long did it take you to find that weakness?" 



"Three days." 



"And the patrol rotations?" 



"I have them memorized." 



"Tell me." 



She told him. The words came flat and steady, stripped of inflection, the way she had learned to deliver reports to Kassian's commanders. The morning patrol. The evening rotation. The gap at the northern gate where the guards were rotated too slowly and a woman with good night vision could slip through. 



When she finished, the tent was silent. 



Theldrik's face had gone white. "She has to be put down. She knows too much." 



"She knows what she saw," Daric said. "That is not the same as knowing everything." He crouched in front of her chair, bringing his face level with hers. "You are not a soldier. You are not even a regular scout. You are a map-maker. A shadow-runner. You see the battlefield in ways my commanders do not." 



Was that admiration in his voice? She searched his face for mockery and found none. 



"Why did your brother send you?" 



The question hit like a blow to the chest. She recovered before her expression could crack, but something must have shown on her face, because his eyes narrowed. 



"Kassian," he said. "Your brother. You have his jaw. His stubbornness. I should have seen it sooner." 



"I don't look like him." 



"No. But you hold your head the same way. Like you are daring the world to knock it off." 



She said nothing. What was there to say? He had named the truth she had been carrying since she was twelve years old, when Kassian had lifted her onto a horse and told her she was going to learn to ride because their father was dead and someone had to take care of the family. 



"He didn't send me," she said. "He lost me." 



Daric's brow furrowed. "What does that mean?" 



"It means I got separated from his army three weeks ago. I have been trying to find my way back ever since." The lie came smooth and easy, wrapped in enough truth to make it convincing. She had been separated. She had been trying to find her way back. But she hadn't stumbled onto Daric's camp by accident. She had walked straight into it, knowing exactly what she would find. 



"What did you intend to tell him?" Daric asked. "When you found your way back?" 



"Everything. Your numbers. Your positions. The weakness in your wall." 



"And now?" 



She held his gaze. "Now I am tied to a chair in your tent, and I am trying to decide if telling you the truth will get me killed faster or slower." 



The corner of his mouth twitched. That almost-smile again. "And which way are you leaning?" 



"Slower. As long as I am useful, I stay alive." 



"You are useful." He stood, and the loss of his heat was a strange, hollow absence. "You have a scout's eyes and a commander's understanding of terrain. Those are rare gifts." He walked back to his table and picked up her map cloth, smoothing it across the surface. "Your lines are clean. Your annotations are precise. You did not panic when you were captured. You did not beg. You did not bargain." 



"I am not going to thank you for the compliments." 



"I do not expect you to." He looked at her over his shoulder. "I expect you to survive." 



Something passed between them then. Something that had nothing to do with war or tactics or the rope cutting into her wrists. She felt it settle in the space between her ribs, warm and unwelcome, like a coal pressed into bare skin. 



"General," Theldrik said, his voice tight, "you cannot be considering—" 



"I am not considering anything," Daric said. "I am observing." 



Theldrik's jaw worked. He looked at Eira with naked hatred. "She is Kassian's sister. She is a weapon he aimed at us." 



"She is a scout who got caught. That makes her my prisoner." Daric set down her map cloth and turned fully to face her. "And prisoners have uses." 



He crossed the tent in three strides. Stopped in front of her. Reached down and caught her chin, tilting her face up the way Theldrik had, but his touch was different. Lighter. His thumb traced the line of her jaw, and her skin burned where he touched. 



"You have been watching me," he said. "Not just my camp. Me." 



Her heart slammed against her ribs. "You don't know that." 



"I do." His thumb stopped at the corner of her mouth. "I can see it in the way you look at me. You are not afraid of me. You are afraid of what you will find if you look too long." 



She should have denied it. Should have laughed, spat, called him a fool. But the words stuck in her throat, and all she could do was stare at him, at the shadows carved into his face, at the gray eyes that saw too much too clearly to be anything but dangerous. 



"What is your name?" he asked. 



The question was simple. A basic courtesy. But it landed like a blow. 



She could give him a false name. Could hide behind a lie the way she had hidden behind rocks and ridges and the careful distance of her observations. But something in his voice stopped her. Something in the way he had touched her face, like she was a map he wanted to read, not a country he wanted to conquer. 



"Eira," she said. 



His thumb stilled. 



"Eira," he repeated, and the sound of her name in his voice was a stone dropped into deep water. "You will remain my guest until my war is done." 



"Guest." She let the word sit between them, sharp and bitter. "A cage by another name." 



"A cage with a fire and warm food and a bed that is not frozen mud." He released her chin. "You will not be harmed. You will not be questioned by Theldrik or anyone else. You will stay in this tent, under my guard, until I decide what to do with you." 



"And if I try to run?" 



He smiled. It was not a kind expression. "You won't." 



"Because you will stop me?" 



"Because you are curious." He turned back to his table, dismissing her. "The same way I am curious. About what you saw. About what you know. About why you are really here." 



Eira said nothing. 



But she didn't look away from him, either. And when he lifted her map cloth and studied it in the firelight, she watched the way his hands moved across her work, tracing the lines she had drawn, following the path she had walked. 



He was reading her. 



And part of her; the part she had been trying to bury since the day she first saw him across a battlefield; wanted him to keep reading. Wanted him to find everything. Wanted him to know. 



She closed her eyes and the wanting was a wound, deep and bleeding, hidden beneath the armor of her silence. 



Outside, the wind howled. The fire crackled. And Daric Vane stood between her and every hope of escape, a shadow she wasn't sure she wanted to leave. 



stilled. 




❀
Chapter Three



The tent flap whispered shut behind him, sealing them in lamplight and the sharp scent of damp wool. Daric stood with his back to the canvas, the leather satchel in his hands heavier than it had any right to be. She had not moved from the camp stool where he'd left her an hour ago, wrists bound with a length of hempen rope, her chin lifted as if she were the one holding rank. 



The scouts' reports had been clear. She carried messages. He had read them twice, the neat script sliding into meaning only where it chose to show itself. The rest was cipher, and he had no key. 



"Explain this." He held out the folded sheet, the one with the triple crease that meant urgent. The one that had been sewn into the lining of her coat, discovered only when his quartermaster had ripped the stitching apart. 



Her gaze dropped to the paper, then rose again. No flinch. No sweat on her upper lip. Just that stillness she wore like armor. "It's a letter to my mother." 



"Your mother lives in Briggstown, two hundred miles from here. This is addressed to no one." 



"Then I suppose I forgot the recipient." 



He crossed the tent in three strides, the paper crackling in his grip. She did not lean back, did not brace. The lantern on the table between them cast a yellow glow across her cheekbones, the fine lines at the corners of her eyes that spoke of squinting into wind and half-light. A scout's face. A liar's face. 



"These symbols," he said, tapping the first line. "They are not from any trade tongue I know. Not from the mountain dialects. Not from the island scripts." 



"Perhaps I invented them." 



"Perhaps you will sit here until the siege ends and your fingers rot, and you will still be inventing." 



She smiled. The expression did not reach the hollows beneath her eyes. "General Vane, I have been captured before. I have been hungry before. I have been cold and blindfolded and left to sit so long my legs forgot how to stand. Your threats are inventive, but I have heard them all." 



The words struck him somewhere behind the ribs, a cold pulse of something that was not quite anger. He had interrogated men who wept. Men who bargained. Men who spat and cursed and tried to bargain with the lives of their children. She did none of those things. She sat in the middle of his command tent, bound and alone, and looked at him as though he were the one caught in a trap. 



He set the paper down. Laced his fingers behind his back to keep them still. "You were watching my camp for a tenday before my patrols caught you. I know this because your tracks were fresh, because the sentry rotations shifted twice, and because the cook fires you used were still warm when we reached them. You know my logistics. You know my supply routes. You have seen my cavalry drills and my infantry formations. That means you have something to trade for your life." 



"I do." 



The admission came so easily his spine stiffened. He waited. 



She tilted her head, loose strands of hair falling across her temple. "I traded it already. I traded it the moment I opened my eyes in your holding tent and saw the state of your men's boots." 



His jaw clenched. "My men's boots." 



"Worn at the heel. Repatched in three places. You are running low on leather, and your cobbler has been dead for a month." She said it without triumph, as though reading a list of provisions from a quartermaster's ledger. "Your supply lines are stretched thin because the Iron Dominion's eastern garrisons are hoarding what they have. You are waiting for a shipment from the coast that will not arrive until spring snowmelt, and you are hoping your horses will last that long on hay cut too late." 



He said nothing. The lantern flame wavered from a draft he could not feel. 



"All of that is common observation," she continued, "but here is what you do not want anyone to know. Your right hand, at rest, does not close fully. The scar from the Unspoken Battle. the one that shattered your knuckles. has healed into inflexible bone. You can grip a sword, but you cannot grip a pen. Your adjutant writes your orders. Your signature is a stamp, not a scrawl." 



The air in the tent grew thin, or perhaps his lungs simply forgot to draw. He had not told any living soul about the stiffness in his fingers. The surgeons had said it would fade. It had not. He had learned to compensate, to hide the tremor when he reached for a cup, to keep his hand in a fist when men were watching. 



"You have good eyes," he said. The words came out flat, dust-dry. 



"I have a good memory." She leaned forward, the rope creaking. "And I have something else. The reason I was sent here. The reason I let myself be caught." 



He could have laughed. Could have called her bluff and had her dragged back to the holding tent. Instead he stayed rooted, the cold weight of her gaze pinning him in place. "You let yourself be caught." 



"I am fast, General. Faster than your patrols. Faster than your cavalry scouts. I could have outrun them five times over. But I needed to be brought to you. Not to your interrogators. Not to your dungeons. To you." 



The lantern hissed. A log settled in the brazier, sparks spiraling upward. He watched the firelight shift across her throat, the small hollow at its base where her pulse beat steady and unafraid. She meant it. Every syllable. 



"Why." 



"Because your siege will fail." She said it plainly, no mockery, no gloating. "The Iron Dominion's eastern garrisons are not hoarding supplies out of greed. They are preparing to move. In three weeks, when the mountain passes freeze, they will cut around your flank and hit your supply depot at Thornwood. You will lose half your stores. Your horses will starve. Your men will be eating boot leather by midwinter, and the Dominion will walk into your frozen camp and take your head for a trophy." 



The image was so precise, so damning, that his mouth went dry. He had considered the possibility of a flanking maneuver. He had dismissed it as too ambitious, too costly in the terrain. But she spoke of it as though she had stood on the war council that planned it. 



"You are a scout." His voice rasped. "You do not know Dominion strategy." 



"I know the officer who commands the eastern garrison. I know his handwriting. I have read his orders." She lifted her bound hands, just slightly, as though offering proof that existed beyond the canvas walls. "The messages you found are in his cipher. I can read them. I can show you where he will strike, and when, and with how many swords. But I will not do it for free." 



The sentence landed between them like a stone dropped into still water. He had expected a demand for her life. For safe passage. For coin. He had prepared counters for all those. 



"What do you want." 



"My brother is in your prison camp. The one at the river crossing, five miles east. You took him at the Battle of Ashford." Her voice cracked on the last word, the first break in her composure. "I want him released. I want him given a horse, a week's rations, and safe passage to the neutral lands. I want his name struck from the list of prisoners, and I want your word that no soldier under your command will hunt him." 



The name of the camp. The name of the battle. He did not need to consult a ledger. He remembered every officer taken at Ashford, every prisoner who had been worth keeping. Her brother's face surfaced in his memory. a lieutenant with the same sharp cheekbones, the same steady gaze, dragged before him in chains after the fortress fell. The man had refused to break. Had refused to speak. Had earned Daric's grudging respect and a place in the labor camps. 



"His name." 



"Captain Kael Marstad. Thirty-second Infantry, Ashford Garrison." 



Daric closed his eyes. The lantern light burned orange through his lids. Marstad. The one who had smiled when the iron shackles closed around his wrists. The one who had said, My sister will come for me. 



He opened his eyes. She was watching him with that same stillness, but now he saw the cost of it. the way her fingers pressed against each other beneath the rope, the slight tilt of her chin that kept her throat exposed, offering a vulnerability she did not feel. She had planned this. From the moment she let herself be caught, she had planned every word. 



"You would trust my word." 



"I would trust that you want to win this war more than you want to keep my brother." She rose, the stool scraping against the packed earth. Her bound hands came up, and she placed them on the table between them, palms flat, fingers spread. "Let me help you save your army, General. Let me earn his freedom." 



He could refuse. Could have her searched for more ciphers, beaten her until she gave up every code she knew, kept her brother as leverage for the next year. It would be efficient. It would be the logic of war, the cold arithmetic he had learned in two decades of command. 



But her eyes were the same shade as the winter sky over the mountains. pale, distant, carrying a storm he could not name. 



"You will decode every message in this satchel," he said, his voice low, a command forged in steel. "You will tell me everything about the eastern garrison's plans. And when I have verified your information, I will release your brother." 



She nodded, once, as though she had never doubted the outcome. 



"One more condition," he added. "You do not leave this tent. You do not speak to my officers. You remain here, under my guard, until the siege is broken." 



"To ensure I do not run." 



"To ensure you are not killed by the men whose deaths you are preventing." He stepped closer, close enough to see the fine hairs at her temples, the faint scent of woodsmoke and pine resin that clung to her coat. "You are too valuable to lose to a random blade, Scout. And I do not intend to lose." 



Her lips parted. For a heartbeat, something moved in her expression. a flash of surprise, or fear, or something softer that she crushed before it could take shape. She looked at the rope around her wrists, then back at him. 



"The cipher is in my head, not on paper. You will need to bring me lamp oil, ink, and blank sheets. And you will need to sit across from me while I work, because I do not trust you not to lower the flame or shift the light when I am trying to read." 



"You are giving orders in my tent." 



"I am giving orders because you need what I have." Her mouth curved, just slightly, a smile that was all edge and no warmth. "Sit down, General. We have three weeks, and the clock is ticking." 



He should have been angry. Should have asserted command, reminded her of the chain of precedence that kept him in authority and her in chains. Instead he pulled the stool from beneath the table and sat, the wood groaning under his weight. The lamplight pooled between them, illuminating the fine script of the cipher sheets, and her shadow fell across his hands as she reached for the first page. 



She did not thank him. She did not hesitate. She began to read, and he had the unsettling sense that he had somehow become the hostage, and she the general. 






❀
Chapter Four



The ropes bit into Eira's wrists as she stumbled through the command tent's opening, guards flanking her on both sides. The camp had erupted into chaos behind her; shouting, running boots, the distant clang of alarm bells; but inside this canvas-walled sanctuary, silence pressed down like a held breath. 



Daric Vane stood with his back to her, studying a map spread across a campaign table. The lamplight caught the silver threading through his dark hair, the way his shoulders strained against his uniform coat. He hadn't turned around. Hadn't acknowledged her presence at all. 



The guards saluted and withdrew, leaving her alone with the man who had shattered her brother's army. 



The tent stretched wide enough to house a dozen officers. Maps covered three separate tables, their edges weighted with stones and daggers. A brazier glowed in the corner, chasing away the autumn chill. Everything about the space spoke of order, control, precision; the same qualities she had observed in him from afar for months. 



Except now she was inside his territory. Inside his reach. 



"You've been watching my camp for three weeks." 



His voice, low and rough, scraped across her skin. He still hadn't turned. 



Eira kept her breathing even. "Your scouts are predictable. They take the same routes, change watch at the same bells, eat their meals at the same times." She paused. "The left-flank sentries rotate on a pattern that leaves a seventy-count gap uncovered every night." 



Daric turned then. 



The lamplight carved his face into planes of shadow and severity. A scar she had mapped from a hundred yards away now revealed its full path; starting above his left eyebrow, cutting through the brow ridge, vanishing into the hollow beneath his cheekbone before resurfacing at his jaw. His eyes, the color of winter storms, fixed on her with an intensity that made her skin prickle. 



"You counted the gap." 



"Seventy counts exactly. Long enough for a runner to slip through to the supply trains." She held his gaze. "I assumed you knew." 



Something shifted in his expression. Not anger. Not surprise. Something closer to recognition, and she hated that she understood it. 



"I knew," he said. "I also knew you'd find it." 



He moved around the table, each step measured, deliberate. The tent felt smaller with him in motion. The brazier's heat pressed against her back while the cold of his attention settled over her front. 



"You're Eira Vance. Scout for the Northern Reaches, attached to General Aldric's campaign." He stopped an arm's length away. "Your brother never mentioned you were his sister." 



The air in her lungs went still. 



"You're lying." 



"I don't lie about things that matter." Daric reached into his coat and pulled out a folded paper, holding it up between two fingers. "Your brother's correspondence with the border forts. He mentions his sister Eira twice. Once to say she's missing from the last supply run. Once to say he'll kill the man who took her." 



The paper trembled in his grip. No. Her hands trembled. She hadn't realized she was shaking. 



"Aldric has no sister," she said, but the words came out wrong. Too fast. Too thin. 



"Every soldier under his command has a file. Names, origins, next of kin." Daric unfolded the paper and read aloud: " 'My sister Eira has not returned from her supply mission. If she has fallen into enemy hands, I will burn their camps to ash and salt the earth beneath them.' " 



The words hit like stones dropped into still water, each one sending ripples through the careful structure she had built around herself. 



She had told Aldric she was running supplies. A half-truth, enough to explain her absence, enough to keep him from searching for her in the wrong places. The full truth; that she was scouting the Iron Dominion's command, that she was tracking General Vane's movements, that she was doing the work their father had trained her for; would have sent her brother into a rage. 



But he had known anyway. Or suspected. Or hoped. 



And now Daric knew too. 



"What do you want from me?" The question came out flat, stripped of inflection. She wouldn't give him the satisfaction of hearing her break. 



Daric set the letter on the table, smoothing its creased edges with deliberate care. "Your brother destroyed my supply lines at Silver Pass. Killed three hundred of my men with a single ambush." His voice remained level, but his jaw tightened. "I want to know where he plans to strike next." 



"I don't know his plans." 



"You've been feeding him information about my camp for weeks." 



"Then you know I never asked what he intended to do with it." 



A long pause stretched between them. The brazier crackled. Somewhere outside, a horse whinnied and settled. 



Daric studied her the way she had studied him; searching for tells, for weaknesses, for the cracks where leverage could be applied. She let him look. She had nothing left to hide. 



"You could have killed me the moment your scouts captured me," she said. "You didn't." 



"No." 



"You could have handed me to your interrogators." 



"I could have." 



"Instead, you brought me here." She tilted her head, watching the way his gaze tracked the movement. "Why?" 



He didn't answer immediately. Instead, he turned and walked to a chest near the back of the tent, lifting the lid with a creak of old hinges. When he straightened, he held a leather-bound journal in his hands. 



Her journal. 



The blood drained from her face. 



"You left this in the hollow oak two miles south of here," he said, flipping through the pages. "Three weeks of observations. Camp layouts, patrol schedules, officer movements." He looked up. "And a sketch of me." 



The heat rushed back, flooding her cheeks. The sketch. The one she had drawn in the weak light of dawn, when she had been too cold to sleep and too restless to stay still. The one where she had captured the way his brow furrowed
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