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      It takes three days for Karantu to realize Camyani has weaponized her magic…and to pick the lock on his shackles. Trading the inconvenience of an elven military for a human one wasn’t in the plan for the Mikebelian hunting party. Once outside the bounds of the Barrier, Kar frees his friends to make way for Cam’s rage to burn. When the smoke clears, Kar, Cam, Arakan and Tek are victorious, though barely standing. From amongst the ruins rises a reluctant ally.

      

      The problem with Alyta is that she is wholly human. Kar cannot fault Arakan’s yearn to kill her, but without her, failure is imminent. The terms are simple: Alyta will aid in the execution of Kar’s human father, then turn the lot of them in to the High King. Kar accepts the terms, his own life forfeit from birth. He will devise a plan to save his friends for their loyalty, and for the vengeance of Mibekel.

      

      He must.
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      Three days.

      That was how long he, Camyani, Arakanar, and his half-brother Tekari had been force-marched across the terrain. Their weapons had been taken and their wrists bound with iron. The Wastelands had proven to be a desolate lifeless place other than being surprisingly marsh-filled, Kar thought. Although he knew that Colonel Tundar was amongst these warriors—since she commanded them—he hadn’t in fact seen her in some time, a consequence of how they were presently arranged.

      If there was one bright spot to all of this, Kar thought, it was that he didn’t have to worry about the good Colonel attempting to extract more information from him—or insulting him either for that matter. That said, it wasn’t as if the other human warriors were any kinder when it came to the insults.

      The iron bindings were by far the worst part. Not necessarily for himself but more so for Cam. Iron was tough, especially with how tightly it was bound. However, for a magic-user, it was decidedly worse. It impeded them, and based on the tears that had rolled down Cam’s cheeks when they were first bound, iron also induced some form of continuous physical harm. Kar had little doubt that once they were free of them, he would find signs it had left noticeable damage to her wrists, at least partially. The fact that she was uttering a non-stop string of decidedly elven profanities the whole time they were marching was further proof of the iron’s effect. It was too bad, Kar thought, that the humans didn’t know precisely what she was saying about them. They seemed to understand the gist of it, though, given the things they were saying about her. As they seemed to interpret it, she was extremely angry at them. They had no idea exactly just how much.

      Fortunately, everyone had to sleep at some point. On occasion, the marching would stop, with the soldiers taking turns resting while the others kept the four of them supervised – they just didn’t let them sit near each other, so as to avoid the chances of them plotting anything. It was unfortunate for these human warriors then, Kar thought, that he had known his three companions for some time now and had a pretty decent idea of how they each thought. As such, despite being separated, they were each able to work ever so subtly towards escaping. It wasn’t something that could be done quickly, or else they would risk being caught, which would likely result in them being killed on the spot.

      With that in mind, Kar’s focus had been solely on making it so that he could get out of his shackles at a moment's notice, without it being obvious that he had tampered with them. He also had to do it in a manner where he could quickly do the same for the other three. The unspoken plan amongst them was basically to let him do the lock-picking, free Arakanar and Tekari so they could defend, then worry about Cam. His hope was that as they had been walking further away from the Barrier, she would once again be able to utilize her magic, as well as, hopefully, have enough energy at her disposal to conjure a means out of there. It wasn’t the best plan; however, under the circumstances, Kar was pretty proud of it - especially since no part of it had been voiced aloud. The key right now was finding the right time to implement it.

      “Care to share your thoughts, Elf?” Colonel Tundar’s snide way of saying the word elf told Kar it was her, even without recognizing her by her appearance or voice. He wondered exactly how lost in thought he had been that he hadn’t noticed she had joined up with the rest of the group. Unlike the other human warriors, she didn’t seem fond of keeping her helmet on all the time and was now standing looking down at him where he crouched.

      “Just thinking how embarrassing all of this will be for you when you finally get it through your head that I’m not an elf. Pretty sure I’ve mentioned that several times...also somewhat wondering how much longer you plan to make us march,” Kar retorted, grinning broadly up at her. It wasn’t that she was taller than him; it was more so that she was standing, whereas he was not.

      “I know an elf when I see one. Sure, you’re a tad stouter than the girl. However, I put that to you being a male, same as I do to you being taller. We studied your kind, all the creatures in your world. When the Barrier comes down, we will be fully prepared to wipe you all out, if necessary—for good this time. We’ll know your weaknesses and how to counter your strengths. Be grateful you are still alive, Elf,” she sniped, her smirk big enough to make it look like somebody had tried to slash the lower half of her cheek open with a knife.

      “Yeah well, obviously you’ve never seen me around other elves or studied them closely enough to notice I have about as much in common with them as I do with you. Also, you didn’t answer about how much longer we’ll be marching,” Kar retorted, annoyed by her stubbornness.

      “So, you look slightly different from the average elf. So does your darker-skinned buddy. The march ends when we reach our destination. Don’t be in such a hurry though Elf; it’ll likely be the day you die,” Colonel Tundar responded, the charming warrior woman at her finest.

      Stubborn woman, Kar thought No, scratch that, stubborn human woman. His actual response to her, though, was to hiss at her repeatedly until she finally wandered off. He knew that if he had kept talking to her—pointless as it was obviously becoming to do so—he’d likely wind up injured because he would have tried to attack her. In a fair fight, it might have been interesting; however, right now it was far from being so. Some day soon. Oh yes, some day real soon.

      He waited until he could no longer hear her footsteps before uncurling his toes, releasing the pins he had been holding with them. He had been holding the pins carefully between his fingers earlier, but had quickly hid them before the good Colonel had spotted them and figured out what he was doing. Like his compatriots, he had been stripped of belongings, so picking the locks on these shackles was a bit tougher than it would have been under normal circumstances. Arakanar had been the one to get ahold of the tiny slivers of metal, then had snuck it to him while they were marching yesterday. Ever since then, Kar had been working with them as best he could without breaking them to try and pick his way free.

      Without the right tools for the job, lock picking was extremely difficult. The shackles being iron and soldiers constantly supervising him? That made it nigh impossible. Still, he had made reasonable progress. A little more work and he would just have to hit them hard against something extraordinarily solid to make them open. With that much already accomplished, it would mean he could start focusing on how to quickly free Arakanar, Tekari, and Cam the second he had freed himself.
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      The eventual escape attempt happened two nights later because that was when an unexpected advantage came their way.

      The temperature had risen to the point of being too hot for it to be comfortable for marching. Not that the soldiers serving under Colonel Tundar couldn’t handle it or weren’t trained for it; however, they did slow down to rest more often. The more rest there was, the more Kar and his allies had time to work on getting free. The soldiers’ resulting drop in speed reduced quickness also meant Kar happened to be extremely close to Arakanar at one point when resting, whereupon he took full advantage of that when no one was looking to pick at the dark elf’s shackles the same way he had been steadily doing so to his own. The advantage here is I don’t have to nearly twist my wrists around to the point of pain-inducing to work on them.

      That sped things up considerably. Since Arakanar hadn’t needed to waste all his time trying to free himself, the former paladin had saved up sufficient strength to take a sudden swing with his shackled hands at the nearest soldier. The soldier’s natural response with a sword was enough to finish the work that the swing and Kar’s lock picking had begun. As soon as Kar saw Arakanar was free, he scampered out of sight as best he could to make his way to Tekari. Arakanar wouldn’t hold up for long by himself; they definitely needed the other trained warrior freed so he could assist them. From there, Kar could set his sights on freeing Cam.

      When he had finally reached her, he couldn’t help but wince when he noticed the iron of the shackles had taken an even heavier toll on her than he had ever imagined: She had aged physically again by a few years. All told, as an elf, she now looked to be the same age he was. How much of a strain so much aging over the course of the past month had on her was something he didn’t want to really contemplate. He swore silently to himself this would be the last time she lost her youthfulness before its time.

      “I swear you almost look older than I do now,” he half-joked as he wrested the shackles free of her wrists, ignoring the scowl she gave him in response. It was clear that since the humans had known Cam was a magic-user when they had caught up to them, they had shackled her in a slightly different manner. Her hands had been surrounded by iron, not just bound at the wrist. Her fingers looked almost frail when he finally got her fully freed.

      “Shut up and signal Arakan and Tek...I have people to kill,” Cam growled. It was probably the cruellest thing she had ever said in her life. She was enraged - not that Kar blamed her one bit. Watching her worriedly over his shoulder, he quickly used her former shackles plus his own as a makeshift weapon to take out the soldier closest to him, whirling them around rapidly before knocking them into the back of the solder’s knee to knock him down. That was followed by a kick to relieve him of his sword. For his part, the soldier hadn’t gone down easily, tagging Kar with a punch, and getting back to his feet while others started to come to his aid. By then, Kar had already retrieved the soldier’s sword. It was good to have a proper weapon. Although not his ideal choice, it was, nonetheless, a weapon.

      A scream—although it was more of a bloodcurdling roar from where Arakanar was being beaten down savagely all as Tek did his best to aid him—was when it seemed like the very mists of Torrom burst through. When they had all first found themselves on this side of the Barrier in what Colonel Tundar had dubbed ‘The Wastelands,’ Cam had shorted out all ambient magic available to her. That had been another part of the delay in escaping—waiting for a signal from her that she could feel at least some magic around her again. It was clear now that Cam had obviously been mentally preparing for this because the magic she was using now was not the type she had used in the past. Kar wasn’t sure he wanted to
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