
The Soldier Who Bled In Silence

A Dark M/M Military Romance of Forbidden Loyalty, Sacrifice, and Survival

By Lucian Reef

Crown Of Silent Sins ( Book 2)

Copyright © 2025 Lucian Reef
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission of the publisher, except for brief quotations in reviews, academic criticism, or as permitted by law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. All characters are portrayed as adults.

First Edition — January 2026
Cover design and interior formatting by the author.

Table of Contents

Introduction

Chapter 1: Sentenced To The Sun

Chapter 2: The March Without Shade

Chapter 3: When Water Becomes Power

Chapter 4: The Guard Who Does Not Turn Away

Chapter 5: The Heat That Breaks First

Chapter 6: The Thirst That Does Not Ask

Chapter 7: Where Blood Replaces Water

Chapter 8: The Sting Beneath The Sand

Chapter 9: Carried Across The Dunes

Chapter 10: The City On The Horizon

Chapter 11: The Debt That Breathes

Chapter 12: The Fault Written In Ranks

Chapter 13: The Whip Accepted

Chapter 14: The Hand That Does Not Reach

Chapter 15: The King Who Notices

Chapter 16: The Space That Is Watched

Chapter 17: The Question Of Loyalty

Chapter 18: The Touch That Must Be Hidden

Chapter 19: The King Who Understands Too Much

Chapter 20: The Line That Is Crossed

Chapter 21: The Eyes That Begin To Count

Chapter 22: The Charge Without A Name

Chapter 23: The Guard Who Steps Forward Again

Chapter 24: The Order That Separates

Chapter 25: The Crime Finally Named

Chapter 26: The Sentence That Does Not Shake

Chapter 27: The Cell Beneath The City

Chapter 28: What Is Written On Stone

Chapter 29: The Lie Spoken Gently

Chapter 30: The Man Who Dies In His Place

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The law does not always announce itself with force. Sometimes it arrives as heat, settling first on the skin, then in the breath, then beneath the tongue where moisture should have lived, and only later does it reveal that what has been taken was never meant to be returned. In this world, punishment is not always delivered at the moment of judgment; more often, it unfolds slowly, disguised as duty, as distance, as endurance mistaken for virtue.

Lucien Aurelian was raised to understand survival as obedience refined into instinct, a discipline so deeply trained into the body that hesitation itself felt like failure, and yet the body, for all its loyalty, has limits the law does not acknowledge. It falters under prolonged heat. It trembles when water becomes measured. It remembers touch long after touch has been forbidden. The empire calls this weakness. The desert calls it truth.

Beyond the city walls stretches a land scorched into silence, where the sun does not simply illuminate but interrogates, where every step forward is counted not in distance but in cost, and where companionship is not offered as comfort but imposed as a condition of survival. The Sunscar Expanse does not care who walks it, only how long they last, and it has claimed soldiers more loyal than those sent to cross it now.

Caelan was assigned as guard, not companion, his presence defined by rank, by armor, by the unspoken rule that protection does not include mercy. He was trained to stand between danger and command, to receive impact without acknowledgment, to become shade without asking whether shade was permitted. What he was not trained for was proximity that lingered too long, or silence that carried weight, or the way restraint could sharpen awareness rather than dull it.

This story is not one of rebellion announced or love confessed in defiance of power. It is a record of accumulation: of glances that last a fraction too long, of steps unconsciously matched, of water withheld and blood given without ceremony, of decisions made by the body before the mind is allowed to name them. It is a chronicle of how survival can become entanglement, and how entanglement, once seen, is rarely forgiven.

Here, authority does not need to raise its voice. It watches. It counts. It waits for the moment when endurance becomes evidence. In such a world, love does not arrive as salvation; it arrives as risk, as exposure, as something that must be carried without being claimed. And when the law finally names what it has already decided to punish, it does so without trembling.

This is a story about what remains when choice is narrowed to movement or collapse, silence or betrayal, sacrifice or erasure. It asks not whether love is worth dying for, but whether survival, once stripped of connection, can still be called living at all.
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Chapter 1: Sentenced To The Sun
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The first thing Lucien felt was heat collecting where shade should have been, a blunt pressure against his brow and shoulders that made the air seem closer than it was, as if the morning had leaned down to press its weight onto the back of his neck before he had fully crossed into it, and the sensation arrived without warning or ceremony, unlike the palace cold that used to announce itself through marble and silence, because this heat did not ask to be acknowledged and did not wait for him to steady himself before it began its work.

He stood at the threshold of the holding yard with his wrists still bound in iron that had been measured for confinement rather than travel, the links short enough to keep his hands close to his body and heavy enough to drag his posture inward if he allowed them to, while the ground beneath his boots radiated warmth upward in uneven pulses, stone holding yesterday’s sun and returning it now with interest, so that even standing still required a subtle adjustment of balance as his soles searched for a place that did not burn.

The yard had been designed for visibility rather than comfort, walls rising high and bare with no attempt at ornament, their pale surfaces already bright with reflected light though the sun had not yet climbed to its peak, and that brightness scraped against his eyes until his vision narrowed instinctively, lashes lowering to filter the glare while the dryness in the air pulled moisture from his mouth with quiet efficiency, leaving the back of his tongue rough before he had spoken a single word.

A line of soldiers waited along the far edge of the yard, armor dulled by use rather than neglect, helms tucked beneath arms in a posture that suggested order without reverence, and beyond them the gate stood open to the road, its iron teeth lifted to reveal a stretch of pale dust that shimmered faintly even at this hour, a promise of distance made visible by heat rather than horizon, because the desert announced itself not through grandeur but through the way it erased edges.

Lucien’s breath moved shallowly at first, drawn short by the dryness and the glare, and each inhale carried the faint metallic tang of heated iron mixed with dust, a taste that settled low in his throat and refused to be swallowed cleanly, while sweat began to gather at his temples and along the line of his spine with an immediacy that surprised him, his body reacting faster than thought as if it already understood the nature of what waited beyond the gate.

The order had not been read aloud in the yard, because orders of this kind no longer required witnesses to be believed, yet the shape of it pressed against him all the same, present in the way the soldiers’ stance angled outward rather than inward, in the way the gate remained open without ceremony, and in the absence of the shaded corridor that had been prepared for him earlier that morning, a corridor he had been allowed to expect and then quietly denied.

When the officer stepped forward, the movement sent a ripple of sound through the armor line, leather creaking and metal whispering against itself, and the noise cut through the heat with sharp clarity, drawing Lucien’s attention without offering relief, because sound here did not cool the air and did not soften the light, it only marked time passing while nothing changed.

“You will travel,” the officer said, voice even and unadorned, and the words landed with a finality that carried no insult because it did not acknowledge the possibility of refusal, while Lucien felt the phrase register first as a tightening beneath his ribs, the muscles there bracing as if for impact even though his posture remained still, shoulders held, chin level, the habits of court refusing to loosen despite the environment insisting otherwise.

The officer did not wait for acknowledgment, because acknowledgment would have implied participation, and instead gestured toward the gate with a movement practiced enough to be automatic, the sun flashing briefly along the edge of his gauntlet as it lifted, and that flash caught in Lucien’s peripheral vision like a blade, a bright line that reminded him how quickly light could become threat when there was nowhere to step away from it.

The iron at Lucien’s wrists shifted as a second soldier approached, the links scraping softly against one another with a sound that carried farther in the open yard than it ever had in the enclosed corridors below the city, and the soldier’s hands were efficient rather than rough as they unlocked the short chain and replaced it with a longer length, the new iron cooler at first where it brushed Lucien’s skin, then warming rapidly as it settled, the weight redistributing along his forearms and changing the way his balance held.

The difference registered immediately in his shoulders, the longer chain allowing more range of movement while demanding more control, and Lucien adjusted without looking down, the motion subtle enough to be invisible to anyone not watching for it, because the habit of maintaining composure did not vanish simply because the space had changed, and he would not offer his body’s recalibration as spectacle.

The chain did not connect him to a post or a wall but extended outward, its far end held by a soldier positioned half a step behind and to his right, close enough that the man’s presence registered as heat against Lucien’s arm when the wind shifted, and that proximity tightened something low in his back, not fear exactly but awareness sharpened by the knowledge that the chain’s purpose had changed, that it was no longer meant to limit movement entirely but to define it.

Another figure stood several paces ahead, already positioned near the gate with his own chain held by a different soldier, and Lucien recognized the line of that back before his mind reached for the name, because recognition here did not require language, only memory carried in muscle and breath, the remembered density of Alaric’s presence translating into the way the space around him seemed to compress slightly, as if the air itself acknowledged him as obstacle.

Alaric did not turn, his posture angled toward the open road, broad shoulders catching the light and breaking it into uneven planes across scarred leather and dark fabric, and the stillness of that stance carried a different quality from Lucien’s own, less trained and more deliberate, as if immobility here was not a performance but a choice made in defiance of the sun rather than submission to it.

Lucien felt the distance between them not as measurement but as tension, a length of ground charged by the knowledge that they had been separated by order and now stood within the same frame again without explanation, the suddenness of that forced proximity tightening his breath for a moment before he smoothed it into something steady, because reaction here would be seen and counted, and he had no intention of offering either man the satisfaction.

The officer’s voice rose again, this time carrying over the yard with enough force to reach the soldiers at the gate, and the words that followed shifted the air more decisively than the heat had, because they clarified what the environment had already begun to suggest, that confinement had been exchanged for exposure, that walls had been traded for distance, and that survival had replaced obedience as the primary measure of endurance.

Lucien did not move when the order finished, not immediately, because his body required a fraction of time to realign its understanding of consequence, the weight of the longer chain settling into his arms, the sun pressing more insistently against his skull as the angle shifted, and the bitterness of sweat beginning to gather at the corners of his mouth where it dried faster than he could swallow, leaving a faint residue that tasted of salt and iron.

The soldier behind him gave a short pull on the chain, not hard enough to jerk him forward but sufficient to communicate intent, and the movement sent a brief shock through Lucien’s shoulders as the iron tightened and then eased, the sensation clean and unmistakable, and he stepped forward in response with the same measured pace he would have used crossing a ceremonial hall, because the discipline of movement remained his even as the context stripped away everything else.

Each step toward the gate brought a shift in the quality of light, the brightness intensifying as the walls fell away, and Lucien’s eyes adjusted incrementally, pupils contracting as the sun widened above the road, while the heat rose from the ground in visible distortion, making the air ahead waver as if the world itself were breathing, a slow exhale that promised no relief at the end.

The gate loomed overhead as he passed beneath it, iron teeth framing a strip of sky so pale it seemed bleached, and the shadow cast by the gate offered only a brief interruption to the sun’s reach, a cooler band across his face that vanished almost immediately, leaving behind a sensation of loss more acute than the heat itself, because it marked the last boundary that would acknowledge shade as something worth preserving.

Beyond the gate, the road stretched outward in a pale ribbon, dust packed hard by countless crossings yet still loose enough to shift underfoot, and as Lucien stepped onto it the ground yielded slightly, sending a faint vibration up through his legs that unsettled his balance for a fraction of a second before he compensated, his muscles tightening and releasing in controlled sequence, because the road demanded attention in a way polished stone never had.

The line of soldiers reformed with practiced efficiency, positions adjusting to accommodate movement rather than stasis, and Lucien found himself placed between Alaric ahead and another prisoner behind, the chain’s length defining the rhythm of their pace before any word had been spoken, the iron links tugging gently at his wrists when Alaric moved and easing when he slowed, a physical dialogue established without consent or acknowledgment.

The first stretch of road offered no incline and no shelter, only distance laid bare beneath the sun, and Lucien felt the heat settle more deeply now that there was no wall to reflect it away, the light pressing directly onto his scalp and shoulders, penetrating cloth and skin alike, while sweat broke free in earnest along his back and under his arms, the moisture turning slick almost immediately before the dry air pulled it into stickiness that clung rather than cooled.

His breath grew louder in his own ears, each inhale scraping slightly as the dryness irritated the back of his throat, and the exhale leaving his mouth warmer than it should have been, the imbalance forcing him to adjust his breathing pattern to avoid drawing too much air at once, because the sensation of dryness intensified when he inhaled deeply, a paradox that required careful management rather than instinct.

The bitterness of sweat reached his lips, carried there by the movement of his body and the tilt of his head, and the taste startled him with its familiarity, because it belonged to training yards and long days under armor rather than court chambers and shaded galleries, and the recognition tightened something behind his sternum, not as nostalgia but as an unwanted reminder that his body remembered how to endure even when his position no longer required it.

The chain between him and Alaric shifted rhythmically as they walked, the links catching light and then losing it, each small movement sending a faint sound into the open air, a soft metallic whisper that marked their proximity more clearly than sight, and Lucien found his awareness drawn repeatedly to that sound despite his effort to keep his gaze forward, because sound here functioned as warning, a measure of distance that could not be ignored.

Alaric’s pace was steady, neither rushed nor deliberately slow, and the consistency of it forced Lucien to adjust his own stride to match, the chain’s pull correcting him when he lagged by half a step, and that correction registered first as pressure at his wrists, then as a tightening through his forearms and shoulders, and finally as a subtle shift in his center of gravity, the body learning a new alignment dictated by another’s movement.

The sun climbed higher as they progressed, the light sharpening rather than softening, and Lucien felt heat collect beneath his collar, sweat pooling briefly before being wicked away by fabric only to return again moments later, the cycle relentless and efficient, while the skin at the back of his neck began to prickle, a warning sensation that preceded discomfort and then pain if left unaddressed.

There was no conversation among the soldiers, only the sound of boots on packed dust and the occasional creak of leather, and the silence pressed outward, making each noise more pronounced, while Lucien’s internal landscape remained constrained by sensation rather than thought, his awareness anchored to the way the sun pressed against his brow, the way the chain’s weight altered his arm swing, and the way the road’s texture demanded constant attention from his feet.

When Alaric slowed slightly, perhaps to adjust to the terrain or perhaps by instinct alone, the chain eased, and the brief slack sent a different signal through Lucien’s arms, the absence of tension registering as acutely as its presence, and his shoulders loosened by a fraction before he corrected himself, because ease here was temporary and could not be trusted to last.

The road offered no landmark to break the monotony, only the gradual accumulation of heat and distance, and Lucien felt his initial shock give way to something harder, a deliberate stiffening that settled into his posture and his breath alike, his body choosing resistance over reaction, because acceptance here did not mean agreement, it meant recognizing the shape of the field on which endurance would be measured.

Sweat ran down his spine in thin lines, cooling briefly before evaporating, and the sensation left behind a faint itch that he ignored, because movement here was limited by chain and by watchful presence, and any unnecessary motion would draw attention to discomfort that could be exploited, while his mouth remained dry enough that each swallow required effort, the muscles of his throat working against friction rather than fluid.

The bitterness on his tongue deepened as salt accumulated, and the taste became constant rather than intermittent, a low-level intrusion that he could not clear without water he had not been offered, and the lack of it pressed against his awareness with increasing insistence, because thirst announced itself not through pain at first but through the absence of relief, the knowledge that nothing he did would restore balance.

When the command came to halt, it arrived as a raised fist rather than a shout, and the line slowed in response, the chain tightening briefly as Alaric stopped, then easing again as Lucien found his place, the sudden stillness making the heat feel heavier, because movement had at least created the illusion of air shifting, and now the sun pressed down uninterrupted.

Lucien stood with his head angled slightly downward to shield his eyes, lashes casting narrow shadows against his cheeks, and the stillness allowed sensation to surge forward, the dryness in his throat intensifying, the sweat on his skin turning tacky, and the faint ache in his calves announcing itself as muscles cooled unevenly, the body recalibrating once more without permission.

The officer moved down the line, his presence marked by the sound of his boots and the way the soldiers straightened subtly as he passed, and when he reached the space between Lucien and Alaric he paused, the shadow of his body cutting briefly across Lucien’s forearms and offering a momentary reduction in glare that made the return of full sunlight feel sharper when it ended.

“You will proceed together,” the officer said, his gaze directed forward rather than at either man, as if addressing the road itself, and the words confirmed what the chain had already made undeniable, that separation had been a privilege withdrawn without negotiation, and that proximity was now a condition imposed rather than avoided.

Lucien felt the statement settle into his body with a finality that mirrored the heat’s persistence, his initial resistance giving way to a steadier acceptance that did not soften his stance but clarified it, because the parameters were now fixed, the field defined, and survival would require precision rather than protest.

When the line moved again, Lucien stepped forward without hesitation, his pace adjusted, his shoulders set, his breath controlled as best it could be under the sun’s scrutiny, and as the road opened ahead in a pale, shimmering stretch that promised no mercy, he allowed the weight of the chain and the press of heat to define his focus, not because he welcomed them, but because enduring without asking had become the only form of agency left to him, and he would not surrender even that.
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Chapter 2: The March Without Shade
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Heat stopped being something that pressed from above and became something that lived inside the air itself, thickening as the line pushed deeper into the Sunscar Expanse until Lucien’s breath no longer felt like it belonged to him alone, each inhale dragging in dust-warmed dryness that scraped the back of his throat and each exhale returning to him too quickly as if the desert refused to let even air travel far, the distance between his mouth and the world collapsing into a small, punishing circle that made breathing a discipline instead of a reflex.

The sand changed underfoot from packed road dust into loose grain that shifted and slid with every step, and the first time the surface gave way beneath his boot the movement sent a quick, uneven jolt up his shin that forced his ankle to tighten, his calf to compensate, his balance to reassert itself through muscle rather than intention, because the ground here did not offer stability in exchange for obedience and instead demanded constant correction, the kind that costs more the longer the body is asked to perform it without pause.

The sun sat higher now, no longer angled enough to cast even the thinnest shadow from a soldier’s shoulder, and light spilled over everything with brutal generosity, turning the dunes ahead into pale curves that shimmered at their edges as if the horizon had been loosened by heat, while Lucien’s vision began to waver in small, involuntary tremors, a faint vibration at the periphery that made distant shapes blur and sharpen and blur again, like a heartbeat translated into sight.

His mouth dried in layers rather than once, the surface of his tongue roughening first and then the soft skin inside his cheeks catching against his teeth when he swallowed, and the act of swallowing itself started to sound too loud in his own ears, a small wet click that reminded him how little moisture remained, while sweat gathered along his temples and then evaporated before it could cool him, leaving behind a thin film of salt that tightened his skin and made his eyelids sting when the wind shifted.

The line kept moving with the same measured relentlessness, boots and sandals and armored soles pressing into sand that immediately erased their imprints, and the erasure unsettled something in Lucien’s body that had been trained to measure progress by marks left behind, because here the desert did not allow evidence of passage to remain, and the lack of that evidence made distance feel infinite even as his legs kept performing the same motion again and again.

The chain at his wrists warmed until it felt fused to the air, iron no longer cool enough to be distinct but still heavy enough to insist on its presence, and each time the links brushed his skin the contact carried heat rather than cold, a dull burn that pressed against the tender spots where the metal had rubbed earlier, while the long length between him and Alaric tugged in small, frequent corrections that aligned Lucien’s stride to a pace not spoken aloud.

Alaric’s back remained the fixed point ahead, shoulders rolling under dark fabric with a steady rhythm that refused haste, and though the chain made their proximity undeniable it did not reduce the distance between their bodies into comfort, because each step merely translated the other man’s movement into pressure at Lucien’s wrists, a mechanical intimacy that carried no permission, only consequence, the kind that made the body tense simply because it could not pretend the other presence was optional.

Wind rose and fell in brief gusts that offered no coolness, only more sand, and the grains struck Lucien’s cheeks and lips with tiny impacts that registered like pinpricks against already-tight skin, while some of it found the damp line of sweat at his hairline and stuck there, creating a gritty crust that pulled when he blinked, the desert pressing itself into him not as scenery but as contact that could not be wiped away without effort he could not afford.

His breathing began to fray at the edges, not into panic but into inconsistency, the rhythm shortening when the sand gave too sharply under his feet and lengthening when the chain tugged him into alignment, and the effort to keep it even cost him concentration that he could feel slipping in small increments, like water poured out one careful sip at a time from a skin that no longer refilled.

The soldiers did not speak, but their silence was not empty, because it carried the weight of observation, the awareness that any stumble would be counted not merely as weakness but as proof, and Lucien held his shoulders steady beneath that invisible ledger, jaw set enough that his teeth began to ache from pressure, because he would not let the first visible fracture arrive in the shape of his posture.

When the line crested a low ridge of sand, the view beyond opened into a wide bowl of dunes that seemed to ripple endlessly, their surfaces scorched pale and smooth in the glaring light, and the sheer lack of reference points made Lucien’s vision strain for something to anchor to, while heat haze lifted from every curve and blurred the landscape into a trembling mirage that made distance feel like a lie told by light.

A prisoner several paces to Lucien’s left faltered, his foot sliding in the sand, and the stumble sent a sharp sound through the line as chain links snapped taut, followed by a low grunt that was quickly swallowed by the wind, and Lucien’s own muscles tightened in reflex, calves hardening and shoulders bracing as if the stumble might travel down the line into him, because instability here moved like contagion when bodies were bound by pace and iron.

The man was yanked upright by his chain and forced forward again without pause, and the sight of that correction etched itself into Lucien’s awareness not as sympathy but as warning, because the desert did not allow time for dignity, and the soldiers were not here to preserve it, while the harshness of the pull lingered in the air like a vibration, making Lucien’s wrists throb faintly where his own chain tugged with less violence but the same authority.

Lucien’s throat burned in a slow, persistent way, the dryness now scraping raw enough that each inhale carried a faint sting, and the sensation spread down into his chest where heat seemed to pool behind his sternum, making the air feel too thin even as he drew it in, while the bitterness of sweat reached his upper lip again and sat there, salt-dense and metallic, a taste that refused to fade and instead deepened with every mile.

Sand pressed into the seams of his boots, grinding with each step, and the friction created a low ache along his heels that sharpened whenever the slope shifted, while his legs began to feel heavier not through sudden weakness but through accumulated resistance, muscle fiber tightening and refusing to release fully, the body holding itself rigid in anticipation of the next slip, the next correction, the next pull.

Alaric’s pace ahead did not change dramatically, yet the chain began to tug in a different pattern, not in sharp warnings but in smaller, more frequent adjustments as if the rhythm had shifted by degrees rather than steps, and Lucien registered the change first in his wrists where tension eased for a fraction longer between pulls, then in his shoulders where the need to brace became less constant, a subtle redistribution of strain that made him aware of how closely his endurance had been tied to another man’s cadence.

The line moved down into the bowl of dunes, and heat settled lower, trapped by the surrounding rises so the air felt thicker at ground level, while the sand underfoot became finer and more unstable, slipping away in whispering slides that forced Lucien to lift his knees higher, to drive his steps with more effort, and the increased exertion made his breath shorten again, each inhale arriving as if through cloth, each exhale warm enough to feel like it belonged to someone already fevered.

A canteen clinked somewhere among the soldiers, metal striking metal with a bright, cruel clarity that sliced through the wind, and the sound triggered an immediate response in Lucien’s mouth, saliva attempting to gather and failing, throat constricting in a dry reflex, while his gaze flicked toward the sound without turning his head fully, because attention here was dangerous and yet the body chased the idea of water with an instinct that outpaced caution.

The canteen did not come to him, and the sound vanished into the line as if it had never happened, leaving behind only the sharper absence of moisture, while Lucien’s tongue pressed against his teeth in a futile attempt to scrape any remaining wetness from the corners of his mouth, the motion small and contained but costly, because even that effort made his throat ache more visibly.

The horizon ahead remained unstable, trembling in the heat, and Lucien’s sight began to shimmer in a more insistent way, the edges of Alaric’s silhouette wavering as if the man were dissolving and reforming in light, while the dunes beyond seemed to lift and sink with each gust, a slow breathing motion that belonged not to the world but to Lucien’s own overstretched perception, the body’s signals bleeding into what his eyes reported.

He adjusted his breathing to match his steps, counting the rhythm through sensation rather than numbers, allowing the rise and fall of his chest to align with the motion of his legs, because control here could not be abstract, it had to be physical, and the moment he let his breath drift away from the pace of his body, the strain sharpened into something that threatened to fracture.

A faint shadow crossed the sand near his feet, so brief it barely registered as shade, and Lucien’s skin responded to it anyway, the part of his forearm exposed near the glove line cooling for a heartbeat before the sun reclaimed it, and the transient relief made the return of heat feel more punishing, as if the desert had offered him a taste of mercy only to prove it did not exist.

The chain tugged again, but this time the pull did not demand a faster pace, it allowed a fraction of slack, and Lucien’s stride lengthened naturally into the space, his steps becoming smoother as he followed the new rhythm, the difference subtle enough that the soldiers might have dismissed it as terrain, yet the shift repeated, consistent, a quiet adjustment that changed the distribution of strain across his muscles, easing the sharpest edge at his calves and placing more work into his thighs where endurance held longer.

The change carried a danger of its own, because any easing invited the body to notice how close it was to failure, and Lucien’s awareness sharpened rather than softened, scanning his own sensations with ruthless precision: the ache at his heels, the tightness in his throat, the heat pooling behind his eyes, the faint pulse at his wrists where the chain rubbed, each detail stacking into a ledger that the desert kept without ink.

They reached a flatter stretch where the sand packed more firmly, and the relief in footing came too late to feel like salvation, because the body had already adapted to instability, and adaptation carried its own fatigue, a deep, steady drain that made Lucien’s limbs feel heavier even as the ground steadied, while the sun continued to press down with the same indifferent force, making the air above the sand shimmer like a veil pulled tight.

A soldier near the front raised a hand, signaling a brief halt, and the line slowed reluctantly, bodies still swaying slightly with residual motion, while Lucien stopped with his feet braced, knees soft enough to keep balance on the shifting surface, and stillness made his heartbeat more audible, a heavy thud that seemed to push against his ribs from the inside as if seeking release.

The moment they stopped, heat became more immediate, settling onto his shoulders and skull without the faint mitigation of movement, and the lack of air flow made sweat gather more quickly, dampening the fabric at his lower back until it stuck to skin, while his throat tightened further, the dryness now heavy enough to feel like weight hanging from the inside of his jaw.

Water was distributed to soldiers first, the sound of corks pulled and liquid sloshing brief and efficient, and Lucien kept his gaze forward despite the temptation to watch, because watching would have made the thirst louder, yet sound carried anyway, each swallow by another man landing in Lucien’s awareness like a small act of violence, the wetness of it too vivid against his own dryness.

No water was offered to the prisoners, and the omission was not announced as cruelty but accepted as procedure, while Lucien stood in place with his hands bound before him, wrists resting lightly against one another to minimize friction, because the metal had begun to irritate the skin beneath, and the slight movement of the chain links with each breath threatened to scrape raw spots into open pain.

Alaric stood ahead, still facing the dunes, and for the first time since the march began, he shifted his weight in a way that suggested he had noticed the halt not as respite but as interruption, his shoulders tightening briefly under fabric, while his head angled a fraction as if listening to something beyond the soldiers’ noise, the posture carrying the same controlled violence Lucien had witnessed in other contexts, contained not by law but by choice.

The line moved again after only a short pause, and Lucien stepped forward with a small surge of irritation sparked by the lack of rest, the body demanding relief and receiving only continuation, but the irritation dissolved quickly into the discipline of movement, because emotion here could not be indulged, it had to be converted into endurance, and the conversion cost him another swallow of dry air that scratched down his throat like sand.

The dunes rose again, steeper now, and the climb forced a deeper drive from his legs, his calves tightening hard enough to tremble briefly before he forced them to steady, while his breath grew harsher, the air scraping as it entered, and the combination of exertion and heat made his vision flicker at the edges, bright spots pulsing briefly before fading, like sparks struck inside his skull.

Halfway up the slope, the chain tugged less, and Lucien registered that absence as distinctly as a pull, because it meant Alaric had slowed without being ordered, the man’s pace shifting to match the strain of the climb rather than forcing the line to keep a soldier’s cadence, and the slack offered Lucien a narrow margin to place his foot more carefully, to avoid the slip that would have dragged him backward, to keep his posture from collapsing into visible struggle.

The adjustment was not spoken, and the silence around it carried a sharper tension than words would have, because unspoken aid inside enemy territory was not kindness, it was something more dangerous, a gesture that could be interpreted as weakness or possession depending on who witnessed it, and Lucien felt his shoulders harden in response, not to refuse the slower pace but to refuse the implication that he might need it.

His pride did not rise as thought, it rose as a tightening at his jaw and a stiffening through his spine, the body attempting to present strength even while the climb demanded compromise, and he held that rigidity for several steps until it began to cost him more than it gave, the effort of maintaining perfect posture stealing oxygen from muscles already strained.

The sand shifted beneath his boot near the crest, and his foot slid back half a length, the slip small enough to correct yet sharp enough to send a jolt through his ankle, and the chain tightened immediately, not as punishment but as connection, pulling him forward just enough that the backward slide stopped, the tension traveling up his arms and into his shoulders as a clean, physical instruction: forward, not down.

Lucien regained footing without looking at Alaric, without allowing his head to lift toward the man’s back, because acknowledgment would have turned the correction into exchange, and exchange here carried a cost he could not yet measure, while the sand kept moving under him, trying to erase the moment even as his body held it in muscle memory.

At the crest, the wind struck harder, not cooler but stronger, lifting sand and flinging it into faces and eyes, and Lucien’s lashes caught grains that scraped at the wet corners of his eyes, making them burn, while he angled his head slightly downward to protect his vision, breath shortening again as he tried to keep sand from being drawn into his mouth, the air now sharp enough to sting.

The expanse beyond opened wider, flatter for a stretch and then breaking again into distant rises, and the sheer brightness made everything appear washed and unforgiving, the sky pale and empty, the dunes bleached and endless, and Lucien felt the environment’s hostility settle into his body as a slow, persistent pressure, not a single moment of terror but a sustained insistence that demanded constant endurance.

The line began its descent, and descending proved no easier than climbing, because sand gave way under weight, forcing Lucien to brace through his thighs, knees bent to catch each slide, and the repeated catching motion made his legs burn from the inside, heat building in muscles that already labored under the sun, while his breath became ragged at the edges, the inhale and exhale no longer matching smoothly, small breaks forming between them where air paused as if uncertain whether it could keep traveling.

Alaric’s pace adjusted again, not dramatically, but enough that Lucien noticed the chain’s pattern shift, the pulls becoming steadier, the slack appearing more predictably, and the predictability allowed Lucien to move with less panic in his joints, to let his body find a rhythm that could be maintained rather than fought, and the transition from sheer suffering into managed endurance occurred without fanfare, the body sliding into adaptation the way skin toughens around a wound.

Sweat gathered in his hair and dripped down the side of his face, and when the drop reached his jaw it moved slowly, thickened by salt, leaving a trail that dried almost immediately and tightened the skin behind it, while his lips cracked at the corners, the dryness splitting them faintly so that each breath stretched the small wounds, and the sting became another detail to be carried rather than solved.

A soldier behind him laughed once, brief and harsh, the sound edged with impatience rather than amusement, and the laugh died quickly as if cut off by discipline, yet the echo of it lingered in Lucien’s ears, because laughter under this sun did not feel human, it felt like a weapon used to remind prisoners that suffering could be treated as entertainment when authority needed release.

Lucien’s gaze stayed forward, fixed on the strip of Alaric’s chain and the man’s shoulder line, using them as a moving anchor in a world that refused still reference points, and the act of anchoring to the enemy felt like swallowing grit, because it forced his body to accept dependence even while his mind refused to name it, the tension between those realities held in place by iron and pace.

The march continued for hours measured not by clock but by the slow thickening of heat and the gradual fraying of breath, and Lucien’s body began to shift into a state where sensation narrowed to essentials: foot placement, chain tension, lung capacity, the burn in thighs, the dryness in throat, the shimmer in vision, each detail forming a corridor he had to walk through without stepping outside it into weakness that could be seen.

At some point, the soldiers’ silhouettes ahead began to double slightly at the edges, outlines splitting and rejoining with the tremble of heat, and the doubling made Lucien’s stomach tighten, because it signaled the beginning of disorientation, the body’s attempt to misreport reality under strain, while he forced his breathing deeper by degrees, pulling air in slower to reduce the scraping, releasing it carefully to avoid dizziness, the management of breath becoming the closest thing to control he could claim.

The chain tugged again, and Lucien realized the pace had slowed further, the change subtle but sustained, and with the slower rhythm his steps aligned more cleanly, his knees bending less sharply, his ankles stabilizing, and the adjustment felt like a thin strip of shade offered inside movement, not enough to cool but enough to keep the body from breaking too quickly, while the source of that strip remained ahead, silent, unannounced.

He did not turn his head, but his awareness sharpened around Alaric’s presence as if the man had become a physical phenomenon rather than a person, a force that altered pace and therefore survival, and the closeness that came from sharing rhythm felt more dangerous than sharing space, because rhythm entered the body, synchronized breath and step in ways that could become intimacy if allowed, and intimacy here could be used as leverage.

Lucien tightened his jaw again, not to reject the pace but to keep his own boundaries intact, to ensure that adaptation remained strategy rather than surrender, while his tongue pressed briefly against the cracked corner of his mouth and tasted blood, a faint metallic note that blended with salt and sweat, and the taste anchored him more harshly than water ever could, because blood was proof of body, proof of endurance, proof that he remained his own even when the desert tried to claim him as landscape.

As the sun began to angle slightly, not cooler but less directly overhead, shadows lengthened faintly at the edges of dunes, thin lines that promised nothing yet changed the world’s geometry enough to give Lucien’s eyes a new pattern to latch onto, and the shift in light made the heat feel no less intense but altered its pressure, moving it from pure weight into something that pressed from one side, and the change allowed his breathing to steady into a more consistent rhythm.

The soldiers signaled another brief halt, and this time the stop occurred near a shallow depression where the sand had compacted into firmer ground, and Lucien stood with his feet planted, chest rising and falling more audibly now that motion had ceased, while sweat cooled slightly on his skin before the air dried it again, leaving behind a tight, salt-stiff surface that made his clothing scrape when he moved.

Water was distributed again to the soldiers, the same bright sounds of cork and swallow, and Lucien’s throat clenched reflexively at the sound, the muscles spasming once as if attempting to create moisture from nothing, while his lips parted slightly without his permission, drawing in air that tasted like heated metal and dust, and the lack of water turned the act into punishment, a forced inhale of dryness where he had wanted relief.

Alaric did not receive water either, not openly, not in a way Lucien could see, and the absence of that gesture complicated the line between prisoner and authority, because Alaric’s body still moved with the soldiers’ discipline yet remained bound by the same deprivation, and Lucien registered the shared deprivation as a tightening in his chest, the body recognizing common strain even as the mind refused to let it become common ground.

When the line moved again, the pace remained slower than before, and Lucien stepped forward with the rhythm already established, his legs still burning but no longer on the verge of collapse, his breath still dry but steadier, and the adjustment felt less like mercy and more like an unspoken calculation, a decision made by someone ahead that the march could not afford a prisoner collapsing too soon.

The dunes ahead darkened slightly at their bases as the light shifted, and the distance began to hold the suggestion of approaching evening, though the heat refused to surrender, clinging to the sand and radiating upward with the same stubborn insistence, while Lucien’s body carried the day’s strain in every joint, every tendon, every scrape of iron against skin, yet continued, because not being the first to fall had become its own vow, one written in breath and friction rather than words.

The chain between Lucien and Alaric tightened once more as they navigated a narrow ridge, the pull steady and guiding rather than abrupt, and Lucien followed without stumbling, their steps aligning along the ridge’s curve, two bodies moving as one line of survival inside an enemy procession, and the unity of motion felt like a blade held too close to the throat, because it offered efficiency that bordered on intimacy, and intimacy here was never safe.

As the ridge leveled into another stretch of open sand, Lucien lifted his gaze slightly, not to look at Alaric’s face but to orient to the next rise, the next shimmer of distance, and in that slight lift his vision caught the faintest turn of Alaric’s head, a minimal movement that might have been nothing more than a check of the line’s spacing, yet the angle made it clear the man was aware of Lucien’s position with the same relentless precision the desert demanded, attention sharpened by necessity rather than choice.

Lucien kept his expression still, breath steady, pace aligned, and the chain continued to translate each shared step into pressure and release at his wrists, while the light ahead trembled again in the heat, the horizon still unstable, and the knowledge that this rhythm could be altered at any moment—by command, by terrain, by collapse—settled into Lucien’s body as a quiet hook, because endurance here depended not only on strength but on the fragile, unspoken agreement of pace that no one had dared to name aloud.
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Chapter 3: When Water Becomes Power
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The Red Thirst Flats did not announce themselves with a change in color so much as a change in what the air refused to give back, a widening stretch of ground so level it felt like a deliberate punishment, sand packed and cracked into pale plates that held the sun’s heat without releasing it, while the wind that crossed it carried no coolness at all and instead dragged dryness across Lucien’s face like cloth that had been left too long in ash, the abrasion subtle at first and then constant enough that even blinking began to feel like friction.

His mouth had been dry since morning, but here it became a separate condition, the inside of his lips tightening as if pulled by invisible thread, the soft skin along his gums turning sensitive where it met tooth, and each swallow arriving with an audible effort that embarrassed the body into stillness even though no one had asked for silence, because the sound of his own throat working felt too human in a landscape that treated bodies as inventory.

The line moved in a steady discipline that pretended it was still governed by orders rather than resources, yet the rhythm had changed since the last halt, tightened not by command but by the careful economy with which the soldiers now moved, their steps measured in a way that made Lucien’s wrists ache from anticipating each chain correction, because when water grew scarce even authority learned to conserve movement, and the conservation carried an ugly intimacy, as if the entire procession had begun breathing through the same narrow reed.

The canteens became visible long before they were useful, metal skins hanging at hips, glinting sharply whenever the sun struck them, and the glint itself began to feel like provocation, a bright flash that drew Lucien’s attention and then punished him for noticing, because sight here offered nothing it could deliver, only reminders of what existed out of reach, while the faint clink of metal against buckle traveled farther than it should have across the flats, each sound clean and cruel in the open air.

The dryness in Lucien’s throat deepened until it shifted from discomfort into a steady burn, a heat that felt separate from the sun’s heat, internal and stubborn, and it made his breathing narrower, not because the air had thinned but because his body resisted pulling more dryness into a space that already felt scraped raw, while the sand beneath his boots remained deceptively firm, offering the false mercy of stable footing even as the greater punishment built inside his mouth and behind his eyes.

When the soldiers signaled a halt, the line stopped with an efficiency that left no room for relief, bodies frozen in place as if stillness could preserve moisture, and Lucien stood with his feet planted in a shallow fissure between cracked sand plates, the grooves sharp enough to catch the edge of his sole, while his wrists remained forward, chain slack but present, heat soaked into the links so thoroughly that the iron no longer felt like object and instead felt like temperature given weight.

The officer moved down the line with a small metal measure in his hand, a cup whose rim caught sunlight and flashed, and behind him a soldier carried a larger water skin held close to the chest as if it were a living thing that could be harmed by careless exposure, the leather darkened with damp at its seam, and the sight of that dampness made Lucien’s tongue shift against his teeth in involuntary hunger, the body reacting before discipline could tighten its grip.

Water was not poured freely, and the act of rationing was performed with deliberate slowness, the officer’s measure dipping into the skin and lifting out with a thin, controlled portion that glimmered briefly before being tipped into a soldier’s canteen, while the receiving man held his container steady with both hands, posture careful as if the mere act of receiving had become ceremony, and the sound of liquid striking metal rang out bright and hollow, a note that seemed to vibrate in Lucien’s bones because it promised fullness and delivered only the reminder of its absence.

The soldiers drank sparingly, some raising the canteen to their lips for a single swallow and then lowering it with a precision that bordered on reverence, while others did not drink at all and instead wiped the rim with a thumb, sealing the container again as if refusing temptation, and the restraint on their faces did not soften the cruelty of it, because restraint here was not mercy, it was practice, the kind of practice that turned deprivation into doctrine.

Lucien remained still, eyes forward, jaw set, because stillness was the only defense he had left against desire that could be seen, yet the sound of swallowing traveled anyway, throats working, liquid shifting, a brief wet click at the mouth, and each sound landed in his awareness with sharp definition, making his own dryness feel louder, heavier, as if the lack in him had become a separate object pressing against the inside of his chest.

No water was offered to the prisoners, not at first, and the omission was not explained, because explanation would have implied the prisoners were entitled to reason, while Lucien’s tongue pressed briefly to the roof of his mouth and met only tacky skin, the surface rough enough to sting, and the sting became an anchor, a small pain he could hold to keep his posture from leaning toward need.

Alaric stood ahead as he always did, bound and unaddressed, his chain held by a soldier who kept an extra half-step of distance as if wary of proximity even with iron between them, and the sun carved hard lines across Alaric’s shoulders and neck, highlighting the tension there, the way muscle sat ready beneath skin as if his body refused to settle into surrender even when halted, while the faint movement of his throat during a swallow made Lucien’s own mouth tighten, because the shared necessity was undeniable even when the rules treated them as different kinds of captive.

The officer’s measure dipped again, and again, and the water skin visibly lightened as its weight shifted, leather creasing more easily at the sides, and the smallness of that change made Lucien’s stomach pull inward, not with hunger for food but with the awareness that there was a limit being approached, a point at which control would stop being symbolic and become purely mathematical, and mathematics did not care who had once been a prince.

When the officer finally turned toward the prisoners, the movement drew attention like a blade sliding from sheath, and the line of soldiers tightened subtly, hands adjusting at belts, eyes sharpening, because rationing to prisoners carried a different kind of risk, one that had nothing to do with rebellion and everything to do with the way desperation made bodies unpredictable, while Lucien’s wrists remained steady in front of him, fingers relaxed enough to look indifferent even though his joints had begun to ache from holding that pose against heat.

The officer stopped near the first prisoner in line, lifted the measure, and poured an amount so small it barely sounded when it struck the bottom of the man’s metal canteen, a thin sprinkle that suggested insult more than sustenance, and the prisoner’s hands shook as he tried to seal it, the trembling making the canteen clink against its cap, a nervous sound that drew a soldier’s gaze, and the gaze alone made the man still, fear freezing his fingers more effectively than discipline ever had.

Lucien watched from the corner of his vision without turning his head, because watching openly would have revealed interest, yet the scene lodged in his awareness anyway: the officer’s slow hands, the tiny measure, the way water became spectacle precisely because it was scarce, and the way soldiers looked at prisoners as if assessing whether the ration was enough to keep them walking, not enough to keep them alive for their own sake.

The officer advanced, repeating the action with the same deliberate slowness, and each repetition pulled time longer, making the waiting itself feel like thirst, a drawn-out ache that sat behind Lucien’s teeth, while the metal canteens lined up like instruments of control, each one a small hollow promise, each one making the sound of receiving and then closing again, as if the desert were teaching everyone that possession could be made temporary by law.

By the time the officer reached Lucien, the sun had shifted slightly, not cooler but more angled, and the light struck the officer’s measure in a bright flare that forced Lucien’s eyes to narrow, lashes lowering, the movement small yet necessary, while the dryness behind his eyes made the narrowing sting, his lids scraping faintly as if they had begun to dry as well.

The officer looked at Lucien’s face with an expression that held calculation rather than hatred, eyes moving across his features as if weighing value and risk, then down to the chain at his wrists and back up again, and the slow scan felt like the edge of a hand sliding along skin without touching, a violation made bloodless by distance, because the officer’s gaze did not ask permission and did not need to, it only counted.

Lucien held that gaze without lifting his chin, his posture anchored in the remnants of court training, the refusal to appear smaller even when surrounded by those who could force him smaller, while his mouth remained closed because opening it would have allowed breath to escape with a rasp that might have sounded like need, and need here would be taken, catalogued, used.

The officer lifted the measure.

Water glimmered inside, a thin lens of light trembling at the rim, and the sight of it made Lucien’s throat tighten so sharply that his next inhale snagged, the air scraping down and catching against a dry spot that burned, and the burn pulsed once, steadying him, reminding him that sensation could be endured without response if he held it correctly.

The officer poured slowly, and the stream sounded louder than it should have as it struck Lucien’s metal canteen, a bright pinging splash that echoed in the hollow container, and the sound made Lucien’s tongue shift involuntarily, his mouth responding to the idea of liquid even though the amount delivered was small enough that it barely coated the bottom.

“Enough,” the officer said, not to Lucien but to the act itself, his voice flat, and the word functioned as boundary, as if the measure did not only limit water but also limited what prisoners were allowed to feel about it, while Lucien took the canteen with both hands because the chain restricted his grip, the metal warm from sun, and the warmth fooled his skin for a moment, making it feel as though the canteen contained more than it did, as though fullness might exist simply because the object was heavy.

He did not drink.

The refusal lived first in his fingers, tightening around the canteen, knuckles pressing against heated metal until the pressure made his hands ache, because bringing it to his mouth would have been admission, not of thirst—thirst was already visible in his cracked lips and the way his breath had shortened—but of willingness to receive, and willingness was a currency the soldiers would learn to spend.

Around him, other prisoners drank immediately, mouths pressed to rims, throats working with audible swallows that were too fast for the small amounts given, and some of them coughed afterward, liquid striking dry passages and triggering spasms, while Lucien kept the canteen at chest level, arms steady, eyes forward, letting the sound of their swallowing become background noise rather than temptation.

The soldier holding his chain shifted, the movement bringing the man’s breath close enough that Lucien felt its heat against his forearm, a brief warm brush that vanished when the wind changed, yet the proximity made Lucien more aware of how his refusal might be interpreted, because refusing water could read as defiance, and defiance here invited correction, yet drinking could read as compliance, and compliance invited other demands.

He kept the canteen sealed, cap twisted tight, and the small act of sealing became a form of control he could still claim, because it turned water into possession rather than immediate relief, while the thirst in him sharpened in response, the body protesting the denial with a deep pull beneath his tongue, a gathering ache that made his jaw tense as if he were biting down on something invisible.

The officer watched him for an extra beat, eyes narrowing not with anger but with interest, and that interest felt more dangerous than punishment, because interest meant the refusal had been noticed and might be tested, while Lucien’s expression remained unchanged, his face set into the smooth stillness the palace had carved into him, the kind of stillness that suggested nothing could reach him even when everything did.

The officer moved on, measure dipping and pouring again, and the water skin creased deeper now, its sides folding inward as if the leather itself was starving, while the line remained halted, soldiers drinking in small, controlled swallows, prisoners clinging to their canteens as if holding them could create more liquid, and the air filled with the faint metallic smell of warm canteen rims mixed with dust, an odor that began to feel intimate, like the scent of something that could be loved if it were not also weapon.

When the order to move came, it arrived without urgency, yet the moment the line started forward, Lucien felt the canteen’s weight swing at his side, metal knocking softly against his hip, and the sound made his throat constrict again, because it suggested motion while holding the promise of stillness, a small reserve that could be rationed by him rather than by them, if he could endure long enough to keep it.

The Red Thirst Flats stretched out ahead, a pale, cracked expanse that reflected sunlight upward into his face, doubling the glare until his eyes watered slightly and then dried again, the moisture evaporating almost as soon as it formed, leaving his lashes gritty, while the wind skated along the flat ground with a low hiss, sand grains sliding across the crust like tiny knives sharpening themselves.

The march resumed, and within minutes the heat reclaimed its place as constant pressure, sweat forming and drying, clothing sticking and loosening, but now a new layer of awareness sat inside Lucien’s chest alongside thirst: the knowledge that water existed on his hip, close enough to touch, too precious to waste, and that knowledge changed the shape of his endurance, because hunger could be ignored more easily than possession withheld.

Alaric moved ahead, his pace steady, and the chain between them tightened and eased as before, yet Lucien’s awareness of the rhythm sharpened further, because now pace did not only determine strain, it determined how quickly his mouth would become unbearable, how long he could delay drinking without risking collapse, and the realization made each step heavier, as if the desert had added an invisible weight to the air around his tongue.

The first time his canteen clinked against his hip, the sound carried farther than he wanted, and he adjusted the strap with a small movement of his bound hands, pulling it slightly higher so the metal rested more firmly against cloth, dampened by fabric, and the adjustment made the chain links scrape his wrists, the friction stinging at already-raw spots, yet the sting grounded him, a simple pain that proved he still had choice in at least one small thing.

The soldiers’ water rationing had not been equal, and Lucien could hear it in the way some men drank more freely later, the clink of canteen caps unscrewed and replaced, while other canteens remained sealed, their owners saving for later, and the unevenness exposed the structure beneath authority: water was not only survival but reward, and reward could be given or withheld without formal decree.

A soldier near the front offered a canteen to another with a brief gesture, the exchange quiet, controlled, and the sight of it made Lucien’s throat tighten again, because it demonstrated that power could move sideways among those who shared allegiance, while prisoners remained bound to vertical channels, their rations measured by hands that did not know their names.

The march carried them deeper into the flats, where the ground cracked more dramatically, fissures widening enough to catch a boot and twist an ankle, and Lucien had to watch his footing more closely now, gaze angled downward, which increased the glare as sunlight bounced off pale ground into his eyes, while the heat from below rose in waves that made the horizon tremble and distort, turning distant figures into wavering silhouettes as if the world were dissolving at its edges.

His breath began to sound rougher, the dryness in his throat now creating a faint rasp with each inhale, and he kept his mouth closed to preserve what moisture remained, breathing through his nose despite the dust, the effort making the inside of his nostrils sting, because closing his mouth made the thirst feel less like absence and more like pressure, a swelling ache that pushed outward against teeth and palate.

The canteen on his hip became a point of heat, metal warmed by sun, and when it pressed against his side through fabric it felt like a small brand, a reminder that the object itself could not cool him, could only promise cooling if opened, and that promise began to feel like a taunt, because every moment he refused to drink, the water inside remained untouched while his body dried around it.

The chain tugged, and Lucien matched pace, his steps aligning with Alaric’s rhythm as they navigated another stretch of fissured ground, and the alignment brought them into a dangerous efficiency, two bodies moving with minimal wasted motion, and the efficiency meant less strain, less breath lost, less sweat spilled, yet it also meant dependence on shared cadence, and dependence was a form of vulnerability that could be exploited without ever being named.

When the line halted again, it was not for rest but for recalculation, soldiers forming a tighter cluster around the water skin and the officer, their bodies creating a brief pocket of shadow that prisoners were not permitted to enter, and Lucien stood outside that pocket with his canteen sealed, wrists bound, eyes fixed forward, while the sound of liquid being measured came again, slower now, as if the officer’s hands had learned the exact weight of what remained and feared it.

This time, the distribution took longer, not because the officer moved less efficiently but because he paused between pours, lifting the measure and watching the water tremble inside as if listening to it, as if waiting for the water itself to speak permission, and those pauses made the act feel like performance, the deliberate stretching of time used to remind everyone that water was no longer guaranteed by routine, it was granted by will.

The officer’s gaze traveled the line as he
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