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​CHAPTER ONE



[image: ]




Katrine had known about fear from her first breath of outcast air.  It was no new experience for her.  Now, lying before her was the death of any safety she could count on.  She closed her eyes for a moment to mourn a good man.  The only words that came to her were thank you, thank you, and thank you.  Not for all the things he had taught her, and not because he kept her safe when she was too young to do it herself.  No, the thank you was because her debt was paid.  She was free.

"There will be a brief mourning period and then you will move your things to my tent."  The voice dripped with its usual malice.  Renault.

Katrine did not bother to look up.  She kept her head bowed over her dead husband.  Renault would think her overcome with grief.  Katrine was trying to control her rage.  It would not be good for this man to see it, or the fear he had always so easily produced in her.  He would like it too much.

She had known it was coming.  Renault had threatened for years what would happen when his father no longer offered his protection.  She was a little surprised he didn't plan to take her over Denis' still cooling body. Perhaps the stench of the sick room was even too much for his depraved palette.

"How brief?" She smoothed the blanket she had meticulously woven and dyed over her husband’s craggy features.  He had been fortunate, really, how many outcasts ever survived long enough to grow grey hair?  He always claimed her witchy ways had preserved him past the age of reason.  When she asked which ways he meant, her sewing or her weaving, he laughed and said it was probably her skill with knives.

"As long as it takes for him to burn."  The thinly veiled satisfaction in his voice was obvious and nauseating.  "You can spend that time washing the stench of old man off.  I'll expect you in my bed by the time the last ash flies."

"With your wife watching?"  Katrine laughed. It was a cold bitter sound.  "What will she say about that?"

The rough fist flew out snapping her head to the side.  Even as pain flashed, she was reaching for knives that weren't there.  She cursed her own stupidity as he hauled her over his father’s corpse with a bruising grip on her arm.

"She will do what I tell her just as you will."  His free hand wrapped around her slender neck and squeezed until she was sure he would leave his mark.  "My father is dead.  Long live the new King."  He squeezed just a touch harder and she was afraid he might break something, whether he meant to or not.  Then, just as fast, he released her with a shove.  "Clean yourself up."

While she was still gasping for breath, and willing herself not to retaliate, Renault pulled open the chest she kept beside her bed and claimed possession of the knives laying on top.  Then he riffled through, throwing her possessions about until he found all of her hardware.  "You won't need these anymore.  My father might have encouraged your unnatural ways. I will not."  

As soon as he was gone, she stood on shaky legs.  She straightened herself up as best she could with hands that were less than steady, checked that her head wrap was still in place, and nothing of her unusual amber hair was showing.  Then, with one last sorrowful glance at the shroud of her husband, Katrine left the tent.  If anyone had asked she would have told them she was going down to the lake to wash.  Nobody asked, they just looked at her with the same suspicion and fear they always had.

When she reached the cover of the green, she turned north, toward the river.  No one would think anything of it, because everyone knew it was suicide to veer too far away from the harshly rutted paths, or the occasional small patch of space around the riverbanks not claimed by the wilds.

Just beyond the river that flowed close to the road here, lay the invisible boundary of the wilds.  The green was what some called it.  The great forests that covered most of the North were just that, a great green space of overgrown forests, wild animals and magic.  If you were smart and more than a little lucky, you might survive inside that magical boundary for a few hours, but no one survived for long.

Even the outcasts who made their living catching and training horses in the wild grass plains of the East knew better than to stay overnight within its boundaries.  An unarmed woman alone would never survive the wilds or its beasts.  Not in these predatory times.  However, Katrine was not an outcast born; she was something else entirely.  That they forgot that meant she had done her job well these last long years.  Oh, they never let themselves or her forget that she was different, born of magic users, Danu born, called witch by most, but they had no real idea of the power she held locked tight inside her.  She had been careful over the years to give no reminders.  Everyone believed there were no real Danu left.

Sold to Deni and married at the tender age of eleven, it was assumed that she knew very little of the forest craft her people were famous for, or the magic.  Renault would have chained her like a dog if he knew that the Danu trained their children from birth.  In the twelve years she had spent as Denis' wife he had trained her still further in secret, not in magic, as the outcasts had none, but in everything else he could think of that would help her survive once he was gone.  She had learned fighting, weapons and the brutal ways of survival as a nomad outcast.  More, he had protected her from his sons' unholy lust.

From the moment an eleven-year-old Katrine had been brought to the camp with her Danu Amber hair and serene forest green eyes a twenty-year-old Renault had wanted her.  Only the lie that she was wife in all ways to his father had kept her out of reach.  Among the outcasts, family was everything, and sleeping with another man’s wife would get you killed quicker than the nightmares that roamed the green. Of course, the same lie kept Deni safe from rumors that he could no longer pleasure a woman.  Such a show of weakness among the outcasts would have had the same result as walking alone and naked into the deep green.  A quick death and a new King.  So, they struck a deal between them, the aging outcast and the child Danu, and Katrine had seen it through to the bitter end.  Long after she could have struck out on her own and survived, she stayed for Deni, because by then he was already sick, and she owed him too much.  Now, Deni was gone, her debt paid.  She was free.

Katrine found the marks she had carved on the stone a few miles down the river.  She pulled out the travel bag she had placed there as soon as they stopped, knowing it would be soon.  She yanked off the layered robes of the nomad outcast stomping on them for good measure.  As much as she had cared for Deni, she had hated everything about the confining garments their woman wore.  The head wrap got an especially brutal stomp.

In outcast society, a woman did not show her hair outside the tent once she was married.  Even a single escaping curl could get you beaten.  It was with profound relief that Katrine freed her hair then twisted the long length into the intricate braids the Danu favored for travel and work.  

When she was naked, she cleansed herself in the river as Danu women had done for generations.  Carefully applying the creams she made herself from moonlit forages in the surrounding forest.  The first removed unwanted hair and the second treated the skin, removing her own personal scent for a few hours so that no spore was left behind to track.  It had the added bonus of leaving her skin soft and smelling of sweet herbs and the green.

When she was clean, she hurried through the rest of the required prayer of thanksgiving and safety, aware of time ticking away from her.  Even now, she could smell the funeral fire carried on the breeze.  Soon they would be looking for her.

The clothes she pulled from the bag were as close to traditional Danu forest wear as she could make them with only childhood memories to guide her sewing.  Tight against the skin for easy movement through the trees but with enough give that they were easy to move and fight in.  She had dyed these varying colors of the forest as she had learned as a child. There was a long sleeved top, pants with bands at differing intervals down the sides, gloves and soft-soled boots for gripping tree branches.  The undergarments consisted of a flexible soft fabric that breathed well and kept all movement to a minimum.

She pulled on the clothes giving thanks as she did for the animals that had donated to her weavings.  Then she pulled out the four knives, treated until they appeared black and without glare in the sunlight or moon glow.  She strapped them into the bands she had sewn at her thighs for just that reason.  Two more knives came out of the bag and fit into the tall boots.  One last knife, an arm length black blade went into the holster at her back so that the blade could be pulled with one hand at her shoulder.  

She heard the men long before they were a threat to her.  Katrine vaulted up into the trees, jumping and twisting from branch to branch until she was high enough to be hidden from the people on the ground, high enough that the branches were too thin to carry a woman half her size.  A woman that was not Danu.  Within a few minutes, she heard them approach from up river.  

"There are her clothes."  The voice belonged to a particularly nasty scout named Bal.  "Come out witch and show us what you've been hiding all these years."  He yelled it across the water with a laugh.

"Renault will kill you if he hears you talking like that."  The other voice was Mil.  He had been Renaults shadow for years.

"Renault has a wife.  Everyone knows he plans to make the Danu witch his whore.  There's no reason we can't have a little fun before he gets his.  Besides it's not like he's expecting a virgin in his bed."

"She's a fast one with those knives of hers."  Mill sounded worried, but there was lust as well.

"He said he took her knives away.  Said 'she's defenseless as a babe.  Drag the witch back by her hair if you have to, but don't mar her skin.  She belongs to me now.'"  Bal snorted at that.  “As if she'll have any of that soft Danu skin left when he's finished with her.  No, I say we pump her now and then drag her back.  If she says anything, we'll deny it.  It's not like anyone will believe her."

"Except..." Mills voice was hesitant.  "Where is she?"

"Split up, she can't be far, not without clothes."

In a few minutes, they were both back.  "No tracks." Bal growled.

"They say Danu don't leave them."

"She's not that kind of Danu.  She never had the training.  Look, she leaves tracks right up to the river." 

"You think she floated down river?"

"Without clothes?  In this cold water?  A woman alone?  It would be suicide."

There was a telling silence.  

"If she drowned herself..."  Mill started weakly.

"Danu don't kill themselves."  Bal growled.

"You said she wasn't that kind of Danu."

There was another silence as they grasped all the implications.  "Renault will lose his mind."

Deep in the tree above them Katrine stayed perfectly still, letting the magic of her heritage flow freely.  It wove around her and out to the tree she perched on until she was bound into the fabric of the forest itself.  A part of herself she held apart, as always. It was enough.

Katrine’s breathing slowed until she sat in a partial trance she had learned from the cradle and practiced in secret.  She did not shift her weight or fidget when Renault and all the men from the camp came to help find her.  Even his roar of rage did not touch her.  Many looked up into the trees, but she was a Danu in the heart of a forest, the outcast clan that had adopted her may have forgotten what that meant. She had not.

The dogs were useless milling around and then returning again and again to the river to bark.  He ordered everyone from the smallest boy to the oldest man to head down river and find the tracks where she had left the water.  Hours later, when they had given up she heard the roar of anguish even from the tree where she perched.  The smile that drifted across her face was the first sign of movement since she had settled.

Katrine waited longer, woven into the fabric of the forest as she was she could feel when the last of the searchers gave up and returned to the outcast camp.  She took a long breath, as if waking from a deep sleep and pulled herself out of the weave carefully, if not completely.  For a Danu never really lost all connection to the natural world around them, not without pain, and weakness.  That was their greatest strength and their biggest weakness all in one.  

The magic of the Danu wove itself naturally into the weave of the great forests, but eventually, if a mature Danu stayed too long, as they were prone to do by their very nature, the weave would become unbreakable, and the secrets of the green would open up before them.  Animals and plants alike would answer their call.  Their magic would work itself irrevocably into the very fabric of the green world, and a Danu would become everything they were meant to be.  The price for truly becoming one with the natural world they inhabited meant that any damage within the boundaries of the forest was damage to the Danu who settled it.  And once that unbreakable bond was made, there was no leaving the territory that had been claimed.  

Legends say there was once one great wild weave stretched the breadth of the land, but it had been generations since a Danu was born that could combine the weaves.  Now they were a scattering of different size forests, each with its own weave.  Once a Danu connected to one, there was no moving to the next.

Katrine had seen what that connection had cost her parents and the rest of the Danu of her village.  No matter that her heart cried out for the weave, she did not plan on falling into the same trap.  

With the outcast tribe, Katrine had spent her mature years roaming from one land to another, hiding her abilities from everyone but Deni, and never in one place long enough for a true connection.  She had lived by Outcast rules first because she had no choice, and then because of Deni.  Now that he was gone, she was free of that life.  She would never go back to that.  Neither did she wish to make herself as vulnerable as her parents had been by staying in the green long enough to form a connection that could be exploited.

No, she would do as Deni had suggested.  She would move through the wild places quickly and head for one of the great walled cities, close enough to the wilds to sustain her for a time, and find work as a weaver.

***
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Katrine spent a good part of the journey northwest working her way through the high trees avoiding the four-legged predators.  The Wild Green was so dense in places; it was like walking a path through the thin vine tangled branches high above the forest floor.  Within the weave she unerringly found and gathered edibles from the forest around her, she kept her energy high and left no trail to follow.  When it thinned out, she would practically fly through the green, feeling free for the first time since the war.  As nimble as a monkey she flew from branch to branch in athletic leaps and flips only the Danu were capable of performing.  

At night, she slept lightly, if at all, but by the time she had traveled two weeks Katrine knew she needed to find somewhere she could rest.  Somewhere it would be safe to let down her guard enough to have a real sleep.  Otherwise, she was going to be without energy when she really needed it.  While she could absorb magical energy from the wild weaves she entered, each new weave she encountered meant expending as much energy holding herself back as she was gaining from the connection she allowed.  She did not want to face the city walls at a disadvantage.

A Danu took energy from the world around them, but the closest she had traveled through the larger cities, were the outskirts.  With what she had briefly glimpsed of rock structures and paved roads where civilization had taken root she very much doubted she would find what she needed.  She hoped to endure it by visiting the green around the cities frequently but she had no idea if living so far removed from her wilds would be the safety she dreamed about or just another something to endure.

The black walled city of Haven sat at the edge of the green.  Forests that had at one time dominated all of the Northern lands had been cut through by roads, hacked down, and burned to make way for the towns.  Even before the southern armies staked their claim on these verdant and wild lands, the people of the North had carved out their cities, and the roads outside the magic boundaries that ruled the rest of the lands in the North.

The Southern armies led by the Warrior King Rek Morten had no love for sorcery, having seen what magic in the wrong hands was capable of in their own lands.  Set on conquering the North, Morten first spoke of peace with the Danu who were known by the city folk as both protectors of the green and feared rivals for its resources.  Before talks could even begin, he had attacked the wilds with fire, burning the magic forests and the Danu with them.  

Between winning the battle for Horth and destroying the Danu, it meant the rest of the North surrendered without a real fight.  But, Morten underestimated the wild magic of the green.  When the smoke cleared, it rose up to reclaim the land, without the Danu to act as a much needed buffer between the wilds and the humans.  Only then did the city people understand the Danu were not the true danger in the green.  Unfortunately, by then the damage had been done.

Burning the forests and decimating an entire species of magic users had gained the humans nothing and lost them much.  The wilds that had burned to make room for advancing armies grew back nearly overnight, bigger and denser than before.  The plants and animals came back, developing new teeth and claws.  The conquering armies of the South and what was left of the Northern people were forced to rally together quickly to survive.  Even the outcasts that roamed as nomads stayed on the established paths after that, doing business with the armies that patrolled and guarded the few defensible roads that remained passable.

King Rek Morten absorbed the verdant lands of the North into his Kingdom, claiming the three great cities as his, but the vast wild green with all its abundance and natural treasure remained impassable and deadly.

The walls of the city were already showing in the distance when Katrine stopped dwelling on bitter truths, and old history, and began thinking of finding a place to rest.  It was with a heavy body and a relieved sigh that she found herself in a burrow that bore the markings she recognized as Danu safe passage.  The markings were old and without magic.  From the feel of the place, it had been long abandoned, still, she should be safe, at least until she had rested and recharged.  When she was at her best, she would face the wall, and find out if it was possible for a Danu to live outside the green.

With a whisper of magic, she reignited the safeguards that would seal her off from the rest of the forest and its danger.  A sweep of her hand was enough to have soft moss growing across the dark green soil and spreading into a pallet.  Deep underground and surrounded by the root system of the forest she could rest here in relative comfort and recharge before facing what was to come.  She ate the last of the herb and berry mix she had collected in the forest.  When she awoke, she would take the time to replenish what she had used.  Katrine was determined to enter the city gates with food to see her through finding a job and out of necessity a garden, if only a patch, where she could work her magic to sustain her, since a Danu needed living plants and the foods touched by wild magic.  For now, she used the last of her reserve energy to warm the walls around her so that the stones held both magic and heat through the night.  Then she drifted off, shutting down, and falling into the natural weave that called to her.

​
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CHAPTER TWO
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Time passed, enough that Katrine was rested and magic fueled enough to leave the wilds.  Before she left the Danu safe harbor, using up a small amount of her new energy, she reinforced the magic until only a Danu would find the place after she left.  If any did come they would see that she had been there and know they were not alone.  She hunted up berries and greens in the forests until her pack was once again full, and refilled her water jug at the stream where she took the time to bathe and change, pulling her hair out of the traditional Danu weavings and letting it fall down her back in waves as a normal city born human would.  She also changed out of her own forest garb and into a dress she made herself.  It looked like any other warm wool dress with long sleeves, a high collar, and ankle length skirt.  This one had as many hidden pockets and crevices as she could weave into a garment where she stored her knives and the small amount of money she had squirreled away over the years.  She left on her soft boots, which you could not really see under the skirt anyway and added a wool wrap over her shoulders that mostly hid the long knife at her back.  She could do nothing about her distinctive hair and eyes, but then few people would recognize a Danu if they saw one.  Even her skin might garner some appreciative looks; few would recognize the subtle under glow for what it was.  Magic.  

If she was actively using her forest magic it would become more obvious, but in everyday life, it appeared to most of the uneducated as just the healthy glow of a young girl.  Stories she had heard in her travels among the outcasts suggested that Danu had glowing green skin with pointy ears and bark for hair.  The outcasts might recognize a Danu without difficulty because of their travels, but the superstitious towns people?  In all the cities where Deni had taken her to trade and sell the horses the outcasts were best known for, never had anyone recognized what she was.

Haven was at the very Northern tip of the great forest and backed by craggy peaks and endless impassable mountain ranges.  Full of untapped natural resources, the industry was mining and jewelry making primarily.  Geographically it was a challenge.  North you would have to travel through either Horth, a Seaport captured and now defended by the iron ships of the South under Prince Ansgar the Bloody, or the land locked border city of Dunsen, where King Rek Morten himself resided in his freshly conquered and reinforced castle with the bulk of his army.  Dunsen was the main gateway between the Southern Kingdom and the largest city of the North.
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