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      Hello, kind reader! If you have any triggers, please read below:

      

      This book contains graphic violence, swearing, and scenes of physical abuse. Ashen contains dark themes, but NO dark romance.

      

      Please take care of yourself first, and if any of the above may bother you, maybe skip this one.

      

      Lots of love,

      Kat
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      For Nicole, who’s never let anyone tell her who to love.
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      Cold slithered across the bare nape of her neck. Adni shivered. A breeze inside the Cinder Mountains? Shadows fled from the flames of Renley’s torch. Fire licked the oil-slick rag wrapped around the long branch.

      But Renley’s light wasn’t the only illumination.

      Cool blue, like the sky, grazed the jagged cavern walls. Wet glistened on its surface, and thunder roared inside the tunnel system. Somewhere ahead, rapids pounded the rocks.

      Finally, she thought, Father’s treasure hunt is almost over.

      “Can you hear it?” Her father glanced over his shoulder. His gray beard strained over his face, stretched in a manic grin, its length only a reminder of how long it had been since they’d left home. Three? Four days?

      “Rapids?” Renley’s voice seized with excitement. He didn’t see their father for what he was—a greedy madman.

      Adni sighed, her breath fogging the cool autumn air. Only the bliss of a hot spring could ease the cold from her bones. After all, it had been months since they’d travelled to one.

      Her fingers wrapped around the leather-strapped hilt at her waist - Adni’s eighteenth birthday present. For years, she’d longed for a sword like the knights of Salander. She’d escape from this wretched place and convince someone—anyone—to train her. Once she had the skills, she could join the Salander army, or even the King’s palace guard. She shook her head. After the Insane  had been brought to justice ten years ago, there wasn’t much need for armies anymore.

      “Yes! We’ve nearly arrived, my boy!” Her father lengthened his stride; flying past the pulley system on the opposite wall, the one delivering fresh rainwater to the nearby village. His fingers tightened around the map he clutched. The dozen gold and silver rings on his fingers winked in the torchlight.

      Renley grinned over his shoulder at her. Adni quirked an eyebrow and grimaced. Renley humored their father far too much.

      His grin dropped. The flames of his torch turned his green eyes into emerald fire. He turned back to the coming tunnel, a frown curving his wide mouth. Renley was only fifteen, three years younger than Adni. He didn’t understand the hundreds of trips that still waited him when treasure hunting stopped being fun.

      “I knew today would end well when I heard songbirds this morning!” Her father rounded a bend in the rock.

      They emerged in a large cavern, slick with mist from the pounding of a waterfall. At least it drowned out her father’s insane mumblings.

      Her father, Bran, paused by the edge of an underground lake. The brilliant blue-green water twisted into violent waves as it fled down a tunnel near the entrance of the cavern. A jagged hole in the ceiling, just above the tip of the waterfall, blazed with sunlight.

      Adni’s heart fluttered.

      When was the last time she’d seen the sky? A week? A month? She couldn’t remember. Though several skylights could be found through the mountains, they hadn’t encountered any on their last few trips. She wasn’t lucky enough to have one near their home either.

      Her father pumped a fist in the air. She imagined his hoot of impending victory. She bit her lip to keep from rolling her eyes. “It wasn’t ladylike,” her mother always said. Her fingertips brushed the red jewel of the amulet hung around her neck. The precious stone rested on her chest, nestled just below her collarbone. Her mother had given it to her so many years ago she could hardly remember its meaning any longer. Her siblings didn’t have one, but her mother insisted she never take it off.

      She shook her head. Maybe father was right about one thing. Her mother had always been eccentric, even in her youth.

      While her brother and father raced for the stairs carved into the curved cavern wall leading to the cliff from which the waterfall bubbled, Adni pulled her sword from its sheath.

      If her father insisted on forcing her along every one of his journeys, she’d at least take the time to practice her swordsmanship on the open ledge.

      The heavy metal pulled her left and right as she twisted it, awkward in her unpracticed hands. It was far different than the wooden sword she’d fashioned years ago from driftwood. Its edges weren’t as jagged, though they were certainly dull.

      She narrowed her eyes at the uncooperative blade. She wouldn’t let her lack of strength stop her.

      Adni spun, swinging her blade out. The weight tore her off balance. Her stomach flew into her throat, and her eyes widened as her boot caught on a rock.

      Her elbows slammed against the rough stone floor.

      “Ow.” She winced.

      “Adni, what in blue skies are you doing down there?” Renley called over the thunder of the waterfall. He stood at the top of the steps, his eyebrows twisted with worry instead of amusement.

      She glanced up, her cheeks burning. Damn. She had hoped they were too busy to see.

      “Nothing!” Adni shook her head, her shoulder-length black hair flicking her cheeks. She stood quickly, dusting her thick trousers. Damp clung to her knees.

      Renley waved her up the steps.

      Adni nodded, but she was in no rush. While Renley disappeared back over the cliff side, Adni sucked in a deep breath. Cold hair filled her lungs. She needed to get used to the weight of her blade. Swinging her sword left and right, Adni steadied herself on the edge of the lake. How else was she going to join the Salander guards and be free of this mountain?

      Her heart ached for the thick pine forests and open plains of the six kingdoms where her fondest childhood memories dwelt. It had been far too long since she’d lived in Warshard.

      Adni wandered closer to the steps, bending her knees as she parried a non-existing enemy. The blade cut through the air, the metal glinting in the sunlight. She smiled. Her fingers tightened around the hilt. She could do this. She could learn. The native clansmen knew how to fight. Though they usually stuck to their bows and arrows, they were unbelievably fast with a dagger. Someone would teach her. And then she would go. She’d return to the home the Insane Queen ripped away from her ten years ago.

      “Adni!” her father bellowed.

      She winced. Cold seeped through the warmth blossoming in her chest. She bit back a snarl and sheathed her blade. Damn him, and his treasure hunts. Damn him and his constant need for her presence. Damn him, and everything he made her do.

      Adni trudged up the slick stone steps, ready to share her irritation loudly with her father. He’d probably found his treasure and was ready to head home. Only he needed to gloat first of course. He always needed to gloat. Heat boiled through her limbs and tightened her fists.

      She reached the top of the steps and froze.

      The cliff side was flat and wide. The river leading to the waterfall disappeared into a narrow mouth at the far side of the cliff. Only blackness waited inside.

      Where was the treasure?

      Her stomach turned. If her father didn’t find the treasure, she’d wish for his gloating, for his rage was second to none.

      “Where is it?” her father screamed. His shouts echoed in the hollow cavern, carrying his words back to her over and over until they rung in her ears.

      She gritted her teeth. Damn.

      “I’m sure it’s here somewhere,” Renley said. His brows turned up as he glanced between them, frantically searching for what to do.

      How could she tell him there was nothing to be done? If father’s map lied, and there was no treasure to be found, the best they could do was flee before their father lashed out. Her cheek ached at the memory of his hand on her flesh from the last time he’d been disappointed.

      Adni stepped up beside her brother. Her fingers brushed the fur wrapping the wrists of his jacket—similar to her own. His gaze met hers, and his lips pressed into a thin line.

      Maybe he was old enough to remember their father’s rage.

      “The map is very clear!” Bran twisted to face them, his eyes wide and wild with lust for riches. His teeth gnashed together as he ripped the twine from the parchment. He splayed it between his hands. “It should be here!”

      Light filtered behind the map, showing her every detail her father saw. The twisting tunnels, large caverns, waterways, and clues. She couldn’t quite recall where he’d gotten the map, but the waterfall gushing beside a large X was unmistakable. They were at the right spot, with no treasure in sight.

      “Maybe we took a wrong turn,” Renley began hesitantly.

      “There was no wrong turn!” he hissed. His face twisted in a snarl, fist clenched in front of him. His gaze flickered to Renley before falling back on his map.

      Adni narrowed her eyes as she stepped in front of Renley. Her heart clenched with a need to protect her kin. Their father’s gaze didn’t rise from the page. He spun in every direction, looking at the map in every possible light.

      “Head back to the camp,” Adni whispered over her shoulder.

      Renley’s eyebrows rose as he met her concerned gaze. “What? I can’t leave father now.”

      “Trust me.”

      Renley shifted from foot to foot, humming and hawing. “Fine.” He spun for the steps and descended slowly, as if a thousand boulders lay on his shoulders.

      She smiled. Ever the drama queen.

      While her father’s shuffling and muttering continued, Adni watched her brother go. Someone had to stay with their father and be sure he didn’t hurt himself again. She moved to the edge of the waterfall, pushing her bare fingers into her pockets. Water sprayed a mist at the base of the falls, fogging the edge of the clear water.

      Sunlight glazed the surface, a startlingly beautiful mix of greens. She revelled in the sun warming her cheeks, and turned her face to the skylight.

      “Where is it?” her father’s shout broke her reverie.

      Her full lips twisted into a frown. She opened her clear blue eyes. Her mother always said her eyes might as well be the winter sky.

      She looked back down into the lake below, ignoring her father’s fury. Though it appeared still, the twisting current at the far end meant it was anything but. The underwater channel would be a dangerous one. She was sure many had lost their lives thinking it was simply a pretty pool to swim in.

      “What is that?”

      Adni glanced at her father. He leaned close to the edge, peering over her shoulder. His eyes widened as he leered into the clear depths.

      She followed his gaze. Just in front of the waterfall’s spray, something gold glistened at the bottom of the lake. She raised an eyebrow.

      Could it be the treasure?

      “You found it, my girl.” His mouth stretched into a grin so wide his upper gums showed—pink and red, blotchy with color, just like his yellow, rotting teeth. “My good little Adanza.”

      Her nostrils flared. No one used her full name, not unless her father was drunk on the thrill of the hunt.

      His fingers clamped down on her shoulders, digging into her skin even through the thick fur trim of her hood. He squeezed, pinching her skin.

      She winced, and tried to step away. He held too tightly.

      “You’ve always been my special little girl.” His dark gaze shifted from the pool to her face. With his smile so wide, and his face this close, his wrinkles were far more apparent. “You’ll survive it.”

      Her eyebrows furrowed. Survive it?

      His fingers left her shoulders before his palms slammed into her back. Her breath fled her lungs and her eyes widened. The dark cliff side fell away. Her feet met air. The green-blue water flew up at her, gold glinting just below the surface.

      Her heart rose into her throat where a scream ripped free. She hardly heard her father’s cackle above the roaring in her ears.

      Her whole body froze as pain and cold slapped her like the hand of winter itself.
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      Rapids rolled her back and forth in their violent grasp. No piece of her body was immune to the rocks colliding with every inch of her. Her hip slammed against something sharp. She tasted blood.

      Her fingers fought for something to grasp, something to hold onto. Sharp rocks slipped between her fingers, slicing her skin. She’d hiss in pain if it weren’t for her constant battle for breath.

      Her lungs burned, wrenching tears from her eyes and every cry from her throat. She twisted for freedom, for the surface, but which way was it? With only darkness to greet her and rapids to throw her, she quickly lost track of up and down, left and right. Her mind swirled with panic.

      What can I do? How do I find the surface?

      Adni’s heart pounded in her ears. She couldn’t die, not like this. She wouldn’t go down because of her father’s foolish greed.

      She clawed for the surface—whichever way that may be—but only water and rock met her fingers.

      Damn him! Damn him, and his stupidity. Damn him and his greed.

      Her chest ached and her head swam. Her muscles weakened with every stroke, every movement.

      What would her mother say when father returned to their campsite without her? What would Renley say? She’d never been close with Bran, but her mother meant everything to her.

      Fleeting images of her mother’s long dark hair, curled around her shoulders, and the quirk of her lips as she smiled and laughed inside their home. Adni could almost smell the fish cooking over the fire as her siblings fought in the next room.

      She could hear their voices, their clipped tones and quick tempers. Adni almost smiled.

      This was it; her last battle, and she’d hardly even lived.

      Adni closed her eyes and the images of her happy family drifted into the black.
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        * * *

      

      Pain brought her crashing back to reality. Adni gasped, her lungs and throat burning as she simultaneously vomited water and sucked in air like her life depended on it.

      “Damn, I really thought you were gone there for a second.” Warm hands rubbed her back as she puked up the last of the river. Her whole body shook. Cold like she’d never known seeped into every inch of her.

      I’m alive?

      Warm fingers prodded her bare arms and shoulders. Her coat was gone. When had she lost her coat?

      “Only a few bruises…” the woman trailed off. “You’re one lucky girl.”

      Adni shook her head. She reached for the amulet at her throat. Its touch always brought her comfort. Her fingertips brushed her bare collarbone. Nothing. Her amulet was gone.

      “All the same, I think you should see a doctor immediately,” the woman continued. Her voice was sweet with a slightly husky edge. It crawled under her skin and teased her brain. “You don’t want to have survived the river, only to die of cold.”

      Her gaze racked the rocky shore. The river lay beyond her boots, much calmer than she remembered. Her soaking jacket lay in a wet pile beside her, but her amulet was nowhere to be found.

      Mother would not be pleased if she found out.

      “What’s your name?”

      Adni looked over her shoulder. A blonde woman, maybe a couple years older than Adni, kneeled at her back. Long waves descended to her breasts, like gold. Her dark blue gaze winked with mischief as she flashed a flirtatious smile.

      “You are a pretty one, aren’t you?” The blonde laughed. “You must be in shock. My name is Julian. I pulled you from the river.” Her cheeks and the tip of her nose glowed pink from the chill.

      “Adni,” she said.

      “Adni.” Julian tested out her name like she wanted to know how it tasted on her tongue. “Unusual for these mountains, isn’t it?”

      Adni shook her head as she twisted to stand.

      “Whoa there!” Julian stood with her, holding Adni’s elbow as her head swam.

      “Thank you.” Adni’s eyebrows furrowed as she swayed on her heels. How had she gotten in that river?

      “You might not want to strain yourself.” Julian’s hands were warm on her skin. Adni had to resist leaning into them. “I really should fetch a healer.”

      Then she remembered.

      Her father’s hands slammed into her back, throwing her to the rapids below. She could have died. She should have died. And yet somehow she’d survived. Her fists tightened as fire burned through her chest.

      He’d nearly killed her, and for what? For riches? For treasure? A treasure he’d never get, let alone see beyond the lake surface.

      Adni gritted her teeth.

      She’d put up with her father for eighteen years. She’d put up with his obsession, his greed, and his foolish lies. She’d put up with the journeys, the starvation, and a life of darkness inside the mountains. She’d lived in cold since the day her family fled Salander, flames licking their heels as everything she’d ever known burned with Ithrendel city.

      And yet, he nearly killed his own daughter.

      “Adni?” Julian shook her gently.

      “I’m going to kill him,” she hissed between clenched teeth.

      Julian stiffened. “Kill who?”

      Adni ripped away from Julian. Heat coursed through every inch of her, pulling her from the cold and into madness. Something shiny glinted on the floor.

      Her sword.

      She flashed a wicked smile as she plucked the blade from the ground and hooked it to her belt. Her mind raced with fury, crashing around her like the rapids had only minutes ago.

      “My father.” Adni wiped the wet from her face and fled into the darkness of the tunnel.

      “Wait!” Julian called.

      Adni soared over rock and water, passed bamboo pipes, and curious fishermen. The river weaved at her side, guiding her back to the campsite her family had set up downstream from the waterfall.

      Blood lust burned through her in waves, stealing her breath and pushing her faster. She wasn’t sore anymore. She hardly felt a thing aside from the heat washing through her bones.

      She rounded a bend in the tunnel. A campfire roared beside a calm river. Two tents and several bedrolls stretched out beside it. Her mother, a raven-haired beauty, dried clothes over the fire, while her younger sister of twelve, skinned fish for dinner.

      “Where is he?” Her scream wasn’t her own. The rage inside it wasn’t her own.

      Her mother looked up as she adjusted a tunic on a long rod next to the flames. Her eyebrows furrowed as she looked Adni up and down. Her green eyes widened.

      “Adni?” her mother’s voice was small. “What happened?”

      A growl ripped from her throat unbidden. “Where is my father?” she spat the word like she tasted something awful. “Where is he?”

      Her mother glanced from her sister, to the river, and back to Adni. “Adni–”

      “WHERE IS HE?”

      Her green eyes widened, not only in surprise, but in fear.

      But her mother’s fear wasn’t enough to cut through the blinding fury. It only strengthened her need to find her father and bring him to justice. He’d hurt this family for long enough. They didn’t need him. It was time to end his tyranny.

      A loud splash split the quiet left by her roar.

      Adni spun towards the river.

      On a small boat several yards out, her father grappled with two wooden oars, his eyes wide as he fought to paddle away.

      “Father.” Her nostrils flared as she leapt to the edge of the river. She hesitated, the toes of her boots inches from the calm water.

      “Adni, wait!” Her mother jumped to her feet.

      “There’s no time!” Adni snapped. But she didn’t continue forward. The dark river weaved around a distant bend in the enormous cavern.

      The blackness of it curled beneath the surface, threatening to take her down again.

      “Adni, please calm down.” Her mother’s warm fingers closed on her arm.

      Adni snatched her arm away. “I can’t!” Her voice broke.

      Fire ate her resolve and fought to take over her mind. It stole her breath and forced her to take a step into the river. Cold seeped through her boot once more—but it wasn’t enough to quell the fire.

      “Adni, please!”

      Adni took another step, as if her feet weren’t her own.

      “Adni!”

      Cold lapped at her knees as her father’s boat drew further and further away. He threw desperate glances over his shoulder as he splashed his oars faster. Coward. He was a damned coward. He wouldn’t face her after nearly murdering her. He deserved to die. He deserved to drown in the cold darkness of the river like she nearly had.

      She took another step.

      “Adni, please listen to me!” her mother’s voice was high, desperate.

      Another.

      “Adanza Seren, please!”

      Her mother never used her full name. Maybe this was serious. Ice wrapped around her thighs. Her fingers closed on the hilt of her blade. Serious or not, she couldn’t let this go on. Adni took another step.

      “Adni, he isn’t your real father!”

      She froze like she’d been slapped. The fire wrapping her heart gave way with one exhale, leaving her frigid. Shivers descended on her spine and shook her shoulders.

      What?

      “Adni?” Her mother’s voice was close and sweet. Her warm breath brushed Adni’s shoulder. Gentle fingers descended on her arms. “Adni, it’s all right.” Her mother turned Adni back to the riverbank.

      She led her from the river and sat her by the fire.

      Adni’s legs gave out and she collapsed next to the drying clothes.

      “You’re soaking wet,” her mother tsked as she wrapped a dry coat around Adni’s shoulders. “I’ll get you some soup.”

      Her mother, Galia, known for her beauty and nearly ethereal presence, busied herself around the fire, preparing a pot on a wire hung above a cross of branches. She flew from one edge of the small camp to the other, gathering fish from her youngest daughter and potatoes from a rucksack.

      Adni watched her work, her eyes wide and her mind racing. Bran isn’t my father? Her eyebrows furrowed.

      How could that be? Adni had the same dark hair as both of her parents, and blue eyes ran in her father’s side of the family, not her mother’s. How could she not be related to that man?

      Confusion burned through her as her shivers slowly ceased. Her fingers tightened on the fabric of the coat. She pulled it close, fur tickling her ears.

      Adni sat in silence, while her younger sister, Helen, looked between them with wide eyes. At least she wasn’t the only one shocked into silence.

      “What did you–” Adni began.

      Her mother cut her a look. “We’ll speak later, Adni.” She glanced at Helen, and Adni understood. They’d speak in private once Helen was asleep.

      Adni nodded. Her mother returned to work, stirring the boiling liquid inside the iron pot—one of the few luxuries besides wood they brought on the trip.

      With the heat of her fury fading, as well as the cold of the river, she stared into the flickering flames. If she wasn’t the daughter of a treasure hunter, then who was she? Who was her real father? And what was that fire that consumed her so completely?

      Adni shook her head. Her mother stirred the soup, her brow set with calm determination. Adni envied her mother that. If she didn’t get her fire from her mother, and didn’t get it from the man she thought was her father, then where had the blinding anger come from?

      Unease settled in her gut, even as she ate the soup her mother had prepared. The heat settled in her stomach, warming any cold left in her bones.
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        * * *

      

      After Helen was safely tucked into bed, her soft snores filling the quiet, Adni sat with her mother by the fire.

      “Eighteen years ago, the six kingdoms were a lot different than they are now.” Her mother twisted her thumbs around each other and bit her lip. She avoided Adni’s expectant gaze. “War ravaged our lands for so long. My husband, he was gone for months at a time, taken to the warfront by King Brae.”

      The last King of Salander, before his son, Emeril, took the throne ten years ago.

      “There was a time when your father was gone for more than six months. I was all alone, working at my father’s tavern outside Ithrendel. I was so worried, and so lonely. I was sure your father had died.”

      “But he hadn’t.” Adni wrapped her arms around her legs, pulling them to her chest.

      “But he hadn’t,” her mother confirmed. “One night, I was cleaning up the tavern by myself. My mother was ill and your grandfather went to care for her. As I put away the last of the goblets, a dangerously beautiful man entered the tavern.” She paused, guilt clouding her green eyes. “He was so charming, and so kind. I hadn’t had a man treat me like that in all of my life.” She smiled ruefully. “I… took him to my bed that night. Before he left, he promised to return when the baby turned eighteen. Of course I was shocked. How could he know I would become pregnant from one night?” She shook her head. “And yet I did.”

      Adni’s mouth hung open and her mind raced. “So this man… is my real father?” Dread settled in her stomach. The man who had raised her, and once upon a time given her flowers on her birthday, and crafted dolls by hand for her and her sister, that man wasn’t really her father.

      Her mother nodded. “Yes. When Bran returned a few months later, I couldn’t hide the pregnancy from him, but he loved me, and accepted that I had made a mistake. He vowed to raise you as his own.”

      Nausea twisted her gut. “How kind.” She didn’t bother hiding her sarcasm.

      Galia smiled. “My husband was different back then, before we fled.”

      Adni snorted. She hoped so. She couldn’t imagine her kind-hearted mother marrying the man her father was today.

      “There’s not much else I can tell you about your real father, Adni. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.” Her mother met her gaze. Her eyes glazed with tears.

      Adni’s heart softened. She couldn’t be mad at her mother, and she couldn’t very well let her cry either. “It isn’t your fault, Mother.”

      Her lips quirked. “You are so amazing, my daughter.” Her mother reached across the space between them, and folded Adni in her embrace.

      Adni laced her arms around her mother’s neck, and hugged her back as the fire crackled beside them. Never had she imagined that the man who raised her, wasn’t her biological father. And who was the strange man who’d sired her and claimed he’d return for her one day?

      She shook her head and sat back.

      Determination set her heart racing. Whoever her father was, she’d find him.
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      It took two days to return to their small village. The mountain tunnels were vast and difficult to navigate, but ever since the people of Salander had fled to the mountains, they’d mapped the passages. What the native clansmen knew, they shared, and in return the refugees of Warshard created a water system for the villages they set up, as well as the clans.

      Adni had always been shocked by the stories her mother told her. When she was a little girl, Bran recounted tales of the natives living in the mountains, how they stole little girls in the night if they weren’t good, and fed them to mountain cats. So when they arrived in the mountains all those years ago, the kindness of the clansmen had been shocking, to say the least.

      Her mother smiled and nodded respectfully to the clansmen they passed. Their large hazel eyes and pale skin was beautiful in a strange way—like ghosts passing in the night.

      The narrow corridors between homes opened up to their small front yard, with a wooden fence surrounding it. Though the yard was only stone; she remembered the endless grass of Salander, the way it stuck between her bare toes, and tickled the bottoms of her feet. She’d spent endless afternoons running through it with Renley and her grandparents’ sheepdog.

      “Finally!” Helen sighed loudly. Her thick brows descended over her eyes like angry caterpillars. Her little sister was not a fan of their father’s trips either.

      Galia glanced over her shoulder, a smile on her lips.

      The front and sides of their house jutted from the mountain wall, much more put together then some of the rickety houses in their small village. Flames flickered from her brother’s torch. He’d returned sometime in the night, and hadn’t spoken a word.

      Her mother unlocked the front gate and swung it inward, allowing her children to pass as she lit the torch tied to a fence post, a sign they had returned home, and their neighbors needn’t watch for thieves any longer.

      Stealing had become all too common in the mountain town.

      Helen threw the front door open and stormed inside. For such a small girl, she really could make a lot of noise. Adni’s lips quirked in a smile as she followed Renley into the darkness of their home.

      Renley used his torch to light the fire in the center room. Flames burned to life, illuminating the firepit surrounded by stone. While Adni’s taste in decoration was far more subdued, her mother’s couldn’t be tamed by a simple grayscale.

      Brilliant red, blue, and purple curtains hung from the two doorways just outside the firepit room. On the right, the entrance to their parents’ bedroom. On the left, the children’s. Though their room was separated by more curtains, all three of them made do in the large room. They were much luckier than some, who shared one large room with their entire family.

      Helen dropped her large rucksack, clanging with a pot and pan, to the floor. She stretched and flung herself down in front of the fire, lying on a fur rug. She draped her hand across her face like she was exhausted.

      Renley grumbled something about their brat little sister as he stepped over Helen and into the back room, carved from the mountainside itself. The small cave was their kitchen, with stone shelves, and a long wooden counter on one side. In the center, their mother’s fish scaling table was pristine as always, her knives lined up neatly beside a large bowl.

      “Now, now, Helen.” Galia shook her head as she entered behind them. She clucked her tongue and closed the front door. “Put away your things before you rest.”

      “Mooom,” Helen whined.

      Adni shook her head. She leaned her rucksack against the wall by the front door, and busied herself with lighting the candles spread throughout the living space. They’d bring extra warmth until the firepit grew a decent blaze.

      “Don’t mom me.” Galia placed her hands on her hips.

      Helen groaned and rolled onto her stomach. She pushed back up to her feet and sulked to the kitchen, her rucksack dragging noisily behind her.

      “It’s nearly dinner time. Wash up when you’re done, children.” Galia whisked through the firepit room to the kitchen, replacing their gear with practiced hands.

      Adni smiled as her family flickered through the four main rooms of their home. They’d gone on so many trips through the mountains; they had the put-away routine memorized. No one bumped into one another or got in each other’s way. They moved as one. But today there was one missing.

      Her smile twisted into a frown.

      Father was nowhere to be seen. But if he hadn’t come home, then where was he?

      She glanced around the firepit room, and froze. On the left-hand wall, a mantel dripping in colored fabrics and iron fire prods remained in place, but above it, an empty space glared back at her.

      Adni’s brows furrowed. Where was their mother’s favorite painting? She wouldn’t have taken it down. It was the only treasure she managed to keep from her parents’ old home. Grandmother had painted the Salander landscape from atop a great hill—Ithrendel castle in one corner and the ocean in the distance, glittering with sunlight.

      Mother would never have moved it. Not in one thousand years.

      Her heart pounded in her ears as she twisted to search for other anomalies.

      The fish drying rack on the opposite wall, though normally nearly full to the brim, had only three shrivelled fish left. She glanced at the weapon’s hook by the door and the flint and steel box beside the fish rack.

      The dagger vanished from the hook, and the flint and steel box was gone.

      Her heart raced. No. This couldn’t be. He wouldn’t stoop that low, would he?

      Adni leapt across the room and threw open the lid of the trunk below the mantel. A fishing rod was missing, as was their mother’s crossbow.

      Her heart sank.

      “Adni?” her mother asked.

      Adni ignored her and raced to their mother’s bedroom. The red and blue curtains brushed her cheeks as she pushed past. The small room was nearly pitch black. She squinted through the dark as she found her way to the dresser on the far end.

      She opened her mother’s jewelry box. Empty.

      Her fists tightened and her heart hammered in her ears. She didn’t need to look for her parents’ savings. She didn’t need to scour the house for gold pieces or their water skins. Father was gone.

      “Adni?” Galia brushed the bedroom curtains open. Candlelight flickered through her worried eyes. “What’s wrong?”

      “He stole from us. He took everything.” Adni’s shoulders shook. Heat built in her chest. She bit down hard on her lip. She couldn’t lose herself to the rage again. Mother needs me.

      “What?”

      The surprise in her mother’s voice chilled her to the bone. She didn’t think her husband capable of it. But if Adni told Galia the reason she’d gone after Bran, that he’d nearly murdered his own daughter, she might reconsider.

      “Your jewelry is gone. His dagger is gone. The fish are gone,” Adni explained. She’d spare her mother the reality of what her husband had done to Adni, but she couldn’t hide this betrayal.

      Galia flew across the room. She set the candle by Adni’s hands, which remained atop the smooth pinewood of the dresser. Her mother threw open drawers, many of which were empty, or tussled. She flew to the shelf built into the wall next. She tossed books aside and pulled a small copper box from the back.

      Her gasp told Adni all she needed to know.

      All of their money was gone.

      Silence lapsed. Only the crackle of flames in the firepit room broke the uneasy quiet.

      Adni looked over her shoulder. Her mother fell to her knees. Adni’s heart leapt and her eyes widened. She raced across the room and kneeled by her mother’s side.

      “Mother?” her voice cracked.

      Galia shook her head. Her fingers trembled around the empty copper box. “He’s gone. My husband is gone.”

      Adni touched her shoulder gently. Galia looked up at her, her eyes brimming with tears. Adni’s heart clenched. She’d only ever seen her mother cry the day Helen was born. Those had been happy tears, and these were nowhere close.

      Wrapping her arms around Galia, Adni pulled her mother into an embrace. Galia clung to her daughter, her fingers tightening around Adni’s jacket.

      “I’m sorry, Mother. I’m so sorry,” Adni said.

      Her mother nodded against her.

      Not only had her father stolen from them, but he’d run. He’d left them all behind. He’d left his wife and three children to fend for themselves.

      And he’d left them with nothing.

      How would they survive without money? How could they survive without food? Though Renley was good at fishing, and her mother good with a bow, they didn’t have much to trade for bread, or vegetables. They’d have to live off of fish until they figured something out.

      Adni shook her head. It wasn’t fair. Her mother had worked just as hard as their father for everything they had. She’d stayed in these mountains, even when messengers came to tell them Salander was safe to return to. Galia had put up with her husband for over twenty years, and this was the price she paid?

      Heat licked her heart. No. She wouldn’t let her family go down like this.

      “I’ll get it back.” Adni pulled away.

      Her mother froze. “What?”

      “I’ll get it back from Father. All of it.” Her lips pressed into a firm line. She could do this. She was determined.

      Galia shook her head. “We can make it. We’ll be all right.”

      Adni gripped her mother’s shoulders. Galia had always been an optimist, but this time Adni had to be the realist. “We will starve without that money.” Her lips quirked into a rueful smile. “And I won’t let him get away with your treasure.” Her mother’s most prized possession in the world, the painting of Ithrendel, couldn’t be gone forever.

      “Adni…”

      She stood. “I won’t let him get away with this, mother.”

      Galia shook her head. “You’re just like your grandmother used to be.”

      Adni smiled. Galia rarely spoke of her parents since they’d remained in Ithrendel to protect their livelihood. Adni still remembered the flames burning atop their old house as they ran from the burning city. “Good. At least I get it from your side of the family.”

      Galia stood, and wiped her eyes. “We will be all right.”

      “I know we will,” Adni said. “But you’ll be better than all right when I get back.”

      I’m really doing this.

      Warmth blossomed in her chest. Not the fire of rage, but excitement for something new. Adni would leave her little mountain village, and she would find her father. Maybe even both of them.
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        * * *

      

      Adni packed a bag, a fresh water skin, one of the remaining dried fish, a few boiled potatoes, some clothes, and of course her sword. While she readied her belongings, she made a plan. Her father could have only gone to one place: Salander. With all the goods he carried, the going would be slow. She might even be able to catch him before he fled the mountains.

      She could do this. She had no other choice.

      “Adni.” Galia rested a hand on her arm. “Don’t forget these.” She placed a small box of flint and steel inside her bag, alongside a dagger, a small bottle of oil, and a rag.

      “You think of everything.” Adni smiled. She met her mother’s eyes, which glowed with love. The back of her eyes burned. She’d miss her mother. She’d miss her terribly.

      “Of course.” Galia rested her hands on either side of her face, and kissed Adni’s forehead. “May the blue skies bless your journey.”

      Adni nodded. Heat rushed through her. This was happening. It was really happening.

      “One more thing.” Galia pulled a rolled piece of parchment from the top of the mantel. She handed it to Adni. “You remember your lessons on map reading, correct?” Her mother raised an amused eyebrow.

      Adni’s eyes widened. She’d never been good at map reading. Her mother knew as much. “Yes,” she lied.

      Galia shook her head. She had to know Adni was lying, but she said nothing.

      Adni took the map and tucked it carefully into the top of her rucksack. She flung the straps over her shoulders and secured them below her fur-trimmed hood.

      “Goodbye, my love.” Galia stepped back.

      Adni blinked back tears as she embraced her siblings. Helen whispered a blessing, and Renley stared with a furrowed brow.

      “Watch over mother.” Adni raised her eyebrows at her brother.

      He only nodded.

      Adni turned to the door. If she didn’t go now, she might never leave. Not with her mother’s eyes shining with coming tears, and Helen’s lip quivering like a baby.

      She sighed and stepped out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Her boots kicked up pebbles as she descended from the village to the riverside. The path would take her along the calm river for a while before she’d fall to the darkness of the tunnels. Though she carried a torch in hand, several lined the walls of the passage as it curved downward. A rope hung along the wall, in case the rock was slick with river water. In the spring, when the snow and ice melted, the lakes and rivers would swell and often spread over the narrow passages.

      Adni descended carefully, glancing between the river and the path ahead. Though it shouldn’t be a problem with the air crisp with chill, and spring far off, it was better to be safe than slip and crack her skull on the rock.

      “Hey!” a female voice cut through the dull rumble of the river.

      Adni stopped and looked over her shoulder. A blonde woman with shadowed blue eyes and thick lips bounced down the tunnel without a care in the world. Metal armor pieces clanged against one another until she came to a stop several feet from Adni.

      Julian.

      “Good, I caught you.” Julian grinned, flashing perfect white teeth. “You look better.”

      Adni raised an eyebrow. “You were looking for me?”

      “Of course. I had to make sure you were all right.”

      “I’m fine, thanks to you.” Adni’s stomach fluttered with gratitude before rolling with uncertainty. She didn’t like feeling indebted to anyone, but without Julian she might have sunk to the bottom of the river, never to be found.

      Julian shrugged. Her one metal shoulder piece glinted in the light. It was unusual to wear only half armor, or any armor in the mountains for that matter. Who is this strange woman? She wondered.

      “Where are you going?” Julian asked.

      “Salander.”

      “Lovely! I was headed that way, too.”

      “You were?” Adni looked Julian up and down. She didn’t have any supplies aside from a sheath at her hip and a shield on her back.

      Julian smiled. “Yes. I would love your company.”

      Adni shifted from one foot to the other. This was supposed to be her journey. Her quest. She hadn’t thought about having anyone join her along the way.

      “I do know the way out of the mountain,” Julian continued. “Lots of shortcuts, too. We’ll shave our travel time in half.” Julian winked. This woman was all mischief. There was something dangerous about her carefree smile.

      Adni’s chest twinged. “How do you know the mountains so well?”

      “I like to explore.” Julian didn’t elaborate.

      Adni sighed. Her breath fogged the air. It would save her time if Julian really did know some shortcuts. Plus, she wouldn’t need to pull out her map every twelve seconds. She shivered. She didn’t want to end up lost either.

      “Fine, we’ll travel together until we reach Salander.” Adni placed her hands on her hips. The hilt of her sword brushed her arm. Based on the size of the sheaths, Julian’s sword was far larger than Adni’s.

      “Excellent.” Julian linked arms with Adni and spun her toward the downward slope. “Onward, my new friend!”

      Adni’s eyes widened as she stared at the woman.

      Julian simply grinned and led.
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        * * *

      

      Sunlight burned through the world like she’d never seen before. Adni’s heart raced as she shielded her eyes. Knives of pain pierced her skull. The sun rose high in the sky, dusting the world with its rays. It had to be nearly noon.

      “Haven’t been outside those mountains in a while, have you?” Julian chuckled.

      Adni shook her head. “Not in ten years.”

      Julian’s eyes widened. “You’re serious? You haven’t seen the sun in ten years?”

      Adni scoffed and rolled her eyes like her mother always chastised Helen for doing. “Of course I’ve seen the sun. There are plenty of valleys in the mountains where we cultivate what little land we can.”

      Julian took a deep breath like she was relieved. “Thank the blue skies. I thought you might be reduced to a blind mountain troll!”

      “Mountain troll?”

      “You haven’t heard the stories of the trolls in the deep?” Julian wiggled her fingers and grinned deviously. “Legend has it, the trolls horde gold and pretty little girls who don’t go to bed on time.”

      Adni snorted. “I do seem to recall something about creatures snatching little girls in my bedtime stories.”

      Julian winked as she spun toward the hillside.

      From the cave mouth, they emerged atop a high hill, with grass, real grass, as far as the eye could see. Pine trees bordered the horizon, and curved around a small town at the base of the mountain. Smoke from wood stoves curled and dissipated into the sky, and the gleeful cry of children rose on the cool breeze.

      Sun warmed her cheeks as she followed Julian. She slowly adjusted to the light, blinking less and less until she lowered her hand from her forehead.

      “We should be able to resupply in town. Where are we headed?” Julian glanced over her shoulder as she maneuvered between the few sparse trees and large boulders atop the hill.

      “We?” Adni adjusted the straps on her shoulder. As her cheeks warmed, so did the rest of her. Her fur-trimmed coat might be too warm for Salander’s autumn.

      “I’m invested in your journey now.” Julian laughed, her voice high and pleasant. “It’s like a story of old. The vengeful daughter seeks her thieving father to avenge her family and return wealth to the mountains. I need to know how this story ends!”

      Adni scoffed, regretting all she’d told Julian on their way out of the mountains. “My life isn’t a fairy tale, Julian.”

      “Not yet!” Julian flashed a grin.

      Adni shook her head. Even after a day and a half with the mad woman, she still hadn’t gotten used to her upbeat attitude. Her optimism rivalled her mother’s, though her sanity had to be questioned. What sane person prattled on about trolls and legends constantly?

      The red serpent on Julian’s shield flashed in the sunlight. The paint was chipped, but the curved head and fangs were still visible. Adni’d never seen a sigil like it before, but then again, she hadn’t had the resources to learn much about the six kingdoms beyond the main capitols and royal families.

      Wherever she was from, it certainly wasn’t the mountains. But maybe Eris or Wakefin? Her blonde hair, tan skin and blue eyes could be from either kingdom.

      “Julian?” Adni asked.

      “Yes, m’dear?” Julian called over her shoulder.

      “Where are you from?”

      Julian’s shoulders stiffened for hardly a moment. She relaxed so quickly, Adni couldn’t be sure if she’d truly tensed up. “Salander, of course.”

      Adni raised an eyebrow at Julian’s back.

      “My mother was from Eris, and my father from Salander. That’s how I inherited these dashing good looks.” Julian laughed and flicked her hair over her shoulder. Adni couldn’t be sure if it was a real laugh, however.

      They continued down the hill in silence, until the crack of wood and bustling of townsfolk rivalled the breeze rushing by her ears. The sun rose higher, and her back slicked with sweat.

      Adni adjusted her hood and unhooked the clasps of her jacket. Cool air brushed her collarbone. She sighed with relief. She’d need to borrow a cooler jacket from someone, or layer up with a few of the shirts she’d packed.

      “Welcome to Elmhurst!” Julian spread her hands to the village at the base of the hill.

      The rows of homes, shops, and stables were nestled against the mountain, surrounded by a thick pine forest on one side, and hills on the other. They made their way onto a dirt road hardly visible through the overgrown grass, moss, and flowers. It twisted from the hillside, leading into town. The first village outside the mountains she’d seen in ten years. Adni’s heart swelled with anticipation before clenching with unease. A hundred new adventures awaited for her in the six kingdoms, of that she was certain. But how much would she see given her quest? Once she found Bran and returned to the mountains, how long would it be before she was able to return?

      Adni swallowed the lump in her throat. She’d soon find out.
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