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Raven was never going to be able to fall asleep in a manor littered with dead bodies. Not even knowing the manor was Aldrich Darrenton’s and the men his guards. Knowing how many of those lives she had taken only made it worse. She hadn’t killed them for no reason. She did it to protect the ones she cared about in Amberwood from the attack Darrenton was planning and to avenge the murder of her adopted father and mentor, Jaecar. That second part was where the greatest conflict stemmed from. Revenge wouldn’t erase the pain of his loss. She had understood that going in. But she hadn’t expected to feel that loss more acutely when it was over.

Raven had been staring into the fire, sipping absently at her wine for about twenty minutes when the serving woman, Lily, returned to the sitting room to tell them their bedrooms for the night were ready.

“Go get some rest,” Marek prompted when neither of them moved. “I’ll keep watch and wake you in a few hours to trade off.”

Raven looked over at him, her gaze going to a bit of dried blood in his jaw-length, dark-blond hair. “I don’t think I can—”

“Try,” he interrupted, his silver eyes narrowing slightly with a stubbornness that mirrored her own. “You need the sleep.”

So did he, but she could tell by his look that arguing would be an exercise in futility, one she didn’t have the energy for right now. Lying alone in the dark, fretting over the lives she had ended, would probably only make her feel worse than she already did. But Lily had gone to the trouble of preparing them rooms. It would be rude to snub the offer now.

Raven shoved herself out of the chair, her muscles heavy with fatigue. Lily led her to a room down the north wing, away from most of the bodies. The young woman was quiet, perhaps sensing that Raven wasn’t in the mood to talk. Or perhaps too afraid to speak after seeing how effectively she and Marek had finished off the manor guards.

She slipped off her leather armor in the room, trying not to think about how badly it needed cleaning and why. Then she lay down on top of the covers, prepared to stare at the ceiling for a few hours until Marek came around.

Sleep claimed her minutes after her head touched the pillow.
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WHEN SHE BECAME AWARE within the dream, she was standing once more in the rear entry of the manor, slaughtered guards littering the floor around her feet. Every one of them looked at her. No. They stared at her, each of them blaming her for their deaths. Even those Marek had killed. And that was appropriate because she had brought him here. Some of these men could have played a part in Jaecar’s murder. All of them worked for Aldrich Darrenton, who had ordered the death of her adopted father. His own brother. To make things worse, Aldrich had been gathering an army of mercenaries to attack Amberwood so he might lay claim to the town’s natural resources. He lay there too, one of his eyes punched through with a crossbow bolt she had fired.

Why, even knowing all of that, did she feel so awful about ending their lives?

“Raven.” Synderis’s hands came to rest on her shoulders, drawing her back toward him. “You’re alive.”

She turned within the circle of his arms to face him, noting the distress that tightened his jaw and furrowed his brow when he looked around at the carnage.

He glanced down, his silver eyes reflecting the flickering light from a wall sconce. “Can I take us somewhere else?”

She nodded.

The dreamscape filled with Krivalen magic carrying the warm comfort of his presence. She willingly relinquished control, watching with a flood of relief as the bodies and the manor disappeared, replaced by lush forest. A shaded pond appeared next to them, teaming with life. Dragonflies and other insects danced around the water’s surface. The intermittent deep croaking of frogs created an offset to the light twitter of songbirds. Two turtles rested on a log along the bank, basking in the sunshine. A family of ducks paddled through a spray of lily pads.

This was his counter to the death he had found her amidst.

She looked at him again, admiring the silvery-white hair that hung long around his face. Distinct cheekbones. A strong jaw, softened slightly by elegant elven lines. Lips she would never tire of kissing. “It’s almost morning. How many times have you tried to dreamwalk me tonight?”

He brushed his thumb lightly across her lips, then along her cheek. A faint tremble in his touch told her how worried he had been, waiting to see if she survived the assault on Darrenton’s manor with no way to influence the outcome. Guilt twisted in her chest, not for the first time, at what she was putting him through. If only she could find a way to care for some of the people she loved without making others suffer.

A fond smile touched his lips, moving up to shine in his silver eyes. “More times than I can count.”

The contrast between their dreamscapes pounded into the forefront of her mind. Her tableau of death against his beautiful forest bursting with life. She had killed. With minimal effort and almost as little thought, she had ended numerous lives that night. Somehow, she had even managed to fall asleep in that manor full of corpses.

Where was he sleeping? In his hut up in the trees? At the outer post where he had made love to her, unaware that she meant to leave him in the morning? Some other place surrounded by the beauty and vibrancy of that magnificent forest?

She lowered her gaze, a heaviness pressing upon her chest. “I don’t know that I deserve Eyl’Thelandra after what I’ve done tonight. I don’t know that I deserve you.”

“You do. We’ve all done things we’re ashamed of.” His voice was soft. That sense of safety and comfort radiated off him, inviting her to lay her burdens aside.

“What have you done?” She made herself look up at him, demanding his answer with her eyes.

He leaned down and pressed his lips to hers. She accepted that for the evasion it was, but only because of how it eased her sorrow, bringing a glimmer of joy into her heart at a time when very little about her felt good. Still, the hollow in her chest persisted, refusing to set her free that easily.

When he drew back, his brows pinched together as though he sensed the depth of her lingering distress.

“You defeated Darrenton?”

She nodded.

“Are you safe?”

She nodded again, almost casting a look around before remembering that she was asleep, unable to see her waking world surroundings. “I think so. For now.”

“Are you all right?”

She shrugged. “A few small cuts—”

He cut her off with a gentle finger over her lips and looked deep into her eyes. “I wasn’t asking for a physical assessment. This night hurt you in a different way. How can I help with that?”

Raven stepped into him, leaning her head against his chest, and he folded his arms around her the way she had known he would. His heartbeat was steady and reassuring. Such an odd detail to capture in a dreamscape. Was it her expectation or his that created that effect? In that instant, this place seemed more real than the blood-soaked reality she had made for herself.

“Hold me a moment. Tell me the things I’ve done tonight haven’t ruined me in your eyes.”

His arms tightened around her. “Heleath le’athana, anweyn.”

Tears sprang to her eyes, and sorrow tore through her as Phendaril’s voice echoed in her mind, saying those exact Elven words. What had she done? Why did she still love him? Even now, after giving so much of her heart to Synderis, she longed to see Phendaril again. Why now, when she was closer to Phendaril in the waking world than to him, did Synderis have to offer precisely those words of love?

“Raven?” He spoke her name in soft inquiry.

She realized she had started to pull away from him. The urge to flee swelled in her, but she wasn’t going to do that. Running from him again, with no explanation, would be cruel.

She looked up at him, opening her mouth to tell him the thoughts that tormented her.

Suddenly, she couldn’t breathe.
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RAVEN SNAPPED AWAKE to hands cinching tight on her throat. A cloaked figure crouched over her, leaning all of his strength into the vice-like grip he had around her neck. His hood shadowed his face, but her death lurked behind the pure loathing that burned in his eyes.

As she woke more to the desperateness of her situation, she grabbed one of his wrists. Her other hand reached for the dagger she had stashed under the pillow. The instant her fingers closed around the hilt, she bucked her body. Men often made the mistake of assuming she was weaker because she was female and slight of build. She was Krivalen, and those magic enhancements made her stronger than most men. The power of her movement flung him off to the side. She followed, throwing herself after him. They hit the floor with her straddling his body now, and she drove the dagger between his ribs.

His eyes widened with pain and the terror of realizing he had lost his last fight. He grabbed her hand on the weapon’s hilt, holding it there. Perhaps he knew as well as she did that he would bleed out much faster when she pulled the blade free.

“I don’t want to die.” His voice shook, and tears spilled from the corners of his eyes.

Now that she got a better look at him with his hood knocked back by their struggling, she saw he was nothing more than a frightened youth. Her gut twisted. She yearned to take back the blade in his ribs and undo the damage, but it was much too late for that.

“Why?” She searched for anything familiar about his features. “Why did you attack me?”

He squeezed his eyes shut as he coughed up blood. It trickled from the corner of his mouth, spreading through the stubble of his beard. When he opened his eyes again, she was struck by how blue they were.

“You killed... my brother.” He groaned, his breath coming in shallow gasps. His hand shook over hers, his grip weakening.

The room shrank around them. A dropping sensation in her gut left her lost and confused. “Your brother?”

“Captain... Karth.” He coughed again, harder this time.

Raven turned her cheek to him, wincing when a light spatter of blood hit the side of her face. Revenge was never simple. Everyone had family somewhere. In her quest for vengeance and to protect Amberwood, she had inspired that same hatred that drove her in someone else. She had become this man’s Darrenton.

Tears welled in her eyes, one spilling down her cheek.

His brow furrowed in response. “Why?”

She swallowed against the tightness in her throat. “He killed my father.” She didn’t know for certain that his brother, Captain Karth, was among the men who came for Jaecar that day, but it was as likely as not.

The youth squeezed his eyes shut. Fresh tears ran down the sides of the young man’s face. A choking cough brought up more blood. “It hurts.” His voice rose with fear.

“I know.” The rest of her tears broke free. “I can stop the pain.”

He met her eyes and nodded. Recalling how it felt when Wayland reached into her with his power, preparing to take her life from her, Raven guided the Krivalen magic into him. She sought out that dwindling vitality that made him more than an empty husk. While she did so, she held his gaze and placed her free hand on his chest. Fear still shone bright amidst the pain in his eyes, but his face relaxed a little, and the hand over hers fell away.

Raven yanked the blade out as she drew on that faltering sense of warmth that was his life. He choked, his body jerking under her. After several agonizing seconds that seemed to linger on forever, the light left his eyes, and he was still. A silvery mist swirled around her hand, snaking up her arm and vanishing in to her chest. She had expected pain, the way there had been when her mother first turned her Krivalen. This was more like a splash of warm water, except it sank inside her, spreading through her entire body before the sensation faded.

She shivered once, then shifted off him and sat back against the side of the bed, bringing her knees into her chest. Mere seconds had passed when she startled at the sound of someone else entering the room. Closing her hand around the knife hilt again, she looked up to see Marek take a few steps toward her from the direction of the open door.

“I heard a noise and came to check on you.” His gaze flickered to the dead youth. “If it makes you feel any better, I do know for certain that Captain Karth was among the men who killed Jaecar.”

She heaved a shaky breath. “Not really. And, right now, I’m not sure I want to know how you know that.” With a quick glance around the room, she spotted the hidden door to the servant’s passages standing open in the back corner. That explained how the young man had gotten in. Either he had been extremely quiet, or she had been exhausted. Perhaps both.

“I met up with Darrenton’s men on my way north after killing that beast outside Andel. They had Jaecar’s body with them.” He stopped a few feet from her. She felt his gaze boring into her. “You took his life into you. How? In the Brotherhood, we’re told that only the priests have that power.”

Irritation prickled at her skin. She was tired, and the hurt that Synderis had so sweetly offered to help with was worse now. “Why would that be true? Priests are made using the same magic that made you and me.”

“They teach us that the magic remakes some people differently every now and then, blessing them with the ability to make others of our kind.”

“And it never struck you as odd that no one has been remade in that particular way since the first three men who started the Brotherhood?” She wiped her dagger on the frayed bottoms of the young man’s trousers—he wasn’t going to care—and stood up. “Control, Marek. That’s called control. It’s just another lie they fed you.”

His hands clenched into fists for a few seconds, then he deliberately unclenched them and took a deep breath. “How did you learn how to do it?”

“Wayland tried to do it to me. I paid attention.” She looked down at the youth lying at their feet. “He’s not a guard.”

“No. He was one of the stable hands. I met him when I brought the horses in. I got no sense of threat off of him then. He hid it well.”

Raven nodded. “The dead, they’re all human?” She looked directly at Marek now.

He met her eyes, his narrowing slightly. “Yes.”

“Then we’ll bury the bodies in individual graves as their families would.”

“That will be a lot of work.” There was caution in his voice and choice of words as if he feared upsetting her.

She walked to a basin on the vanity. The blood on her face was a spray of black specs in the darkness. She picked up a hand towel and dampened it, using it to start cleaning the blood away. Was it more amusing or disturbing that neither of them thought to light a candle, relying instead on their enhanced vision to see? For herself, she didn’t want a better look at the dead man lying behind her. It was terrible enough simply knowing he was there.

“We’ve got fields full of mercenaries,” she said. “I’m sure we can find some willing to help for a bit of coin.”

“If that’s how you want to handle it.”

“It is.” She glanced at him in the reflection, noting his wary regard. Part of her wanted to try to sleep again, hoping that Synderis would dreamwalk her once more and help ease her mind, but that would have to wait. “Give me a few minutes to clean up, then I’ll take watch so you can get a little rest before morning. We have a lot of work to do.” A lot of bodies to bury.

He gave a nod and turned to leave.

“And Marek?” When he stopped, she said, “Maybe put something in front of the servant’s passage entrance into your room.”

He glanced down at the body of the stable hand again. When he looked back up at her, some of the wariness had gone, but she couldn’t quite read what had taken its place.

“I will. Thank you, Raven.” He inclined his head to her before leaving the room.

Once she was alone, she stared at her eyes and hair in the reflection. Better light might reveal more silver in them now, but she didn’t want to see it. Not ever. She walked over to the young man’s body and bent down to brush his eyelids closed.

“I’m sorry,” she murmured, fighting hard against the threat of fresh tears.

She had given him what she could. If the Krivalen in Eyl’Thelandra were to be believed, Accepting his spirit was an honorable act. She wasn’t convinced, but it had felt like the right thing to do at the time.
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Karsima sat on her mount at the northeastern edge of town, watching a group working on the wall under the direction of one of the senior Stonebreaker builders. She didn’t want to focus reconstruction efforts there right now, but with the threat from Lord Darrenton, they needed to build up their defenses. Walling in the entire town would take more time than they probably had. Still, it was coming along faster than expected with the expertise of the Stonebreakers. Whatever portion they completed would at least slow the army of mercenaries down, forcing them to circumvent it or pound their way through. What point was there in rebuilding the rest of Amberwood if that arrogant cur meant to destroy it again?

She nudged her mount with one heel, moving his hindquarters around until she faced south. Reconstruction continued on the town itself. They hadn’t entirely abandoned other restoration efforts for the wall’s sake. Everyone here was betting their future on this endeavor. Some show of confidence was necessary, or they might start giving up on their dream. At the top of the hill, a team had begun the process of clearing debris to rebuild the manor house. She and Alayne would call that home eventually if they managed to hold onto Amberwood.

She closed her eyes for several minutes, listening to the clang of hammers hitting chisels and nails and saws cutting through wood. Snippets of conversation filtered in amidst those sounds. Some expressed concerns about Darrenton’s army of mercenaries, but at least as many still spoke as if this would be their forever home. They discussed renovations and made plans for their lives here. The smells of stone dust, sawdust, and dirt reached her despite a light spattering of rain. Somewhere in there, she fancied she could even smell the forest outside of town.

The sound of fast-moving horses caught her attention. Opening her eyes, she spotted Jael and Ehric cantering up from the forest’s edge. A flash of fear constricted her chest as it did whenever one of the scouts came hurrying in. She could not help dreading the day they would come racing in ahead of an attack. But they weren’t sprinting in to warn of an impending threat this time. They had their mounts held to an easy canter rather than galloping in to sound an alarm. It was early enough that they must have news regarding the intruders at Darrenton’s manor.

She urged her horse down toward the gate to meet them. They slowed when she rode through, easing back to a trot that set Ehric’s magnificent mane of long black locs bouncing. They both had long black hair, but that was as far as the similarities went. Jael’s hair hung smooth around his refined elven features, his skin as pale as Ehric’s was dark. The two had become as close as brothers of late, working together to manage the scouts in Phendaril’s absence, and now while he recovered from his injuries. They made an excellent team.

She met them a few hundred yards past the gate. The two looked troubled. Enough so that she knew their hasty return was a harbinger of something serious, if not an actual emergency.

“Good to see you both back.” She offered a slight nod to each. “I take it you learned something more about Darrenton’s nocturnal visitors.”

Ehric looked to Jael. He commonly left the talking to the elf in these interactions, deferring to the longtime working relationship and friendship she and Jael had.

“Nothing else happened during the night, but there was something a bit odd going on near the third Away Post this morning,” Jael said.

“Away Post” was the name they had given the three outposts where they had spies keeping tabs on events on Darrenton’s property. The third was the one closest to the manor itself. Soon after learning of his purchase of the land, they started maintaining a daily watch for the arrivals of new mercenaries and any other comings and goings that might be of interest.

She tried to ignore the niggling worry in her gut. Sometimes it was hard to hide how much she dreaded the inevitable conflict with Darrenton. She was their constable. They looked to her for guidance and leadership. Any fears she had stayed locked behind doors where only those closest to her, primarily Alayne and Phendaril, ever heard of them.

“What’s happened?”

“This morning, some of Darrenton’s mercenaries and workers started digging graves on the south edge of the fields and carrying bodies out of the manor. Of the bodies I saw, it looked like most were wearing Darrenton’s livery.”

Karsima wasn’t sure whether to be alarmed or excited. If last night’s intruders had overpowered Darrenton and his men, that could be extremely lucky for them. But why would assassins take time to dig graves and bury the bodies? A mass grave or pyre might make sense, but multiple graves were a lot of trouble to go to for an enemy. Unless the attackers had managed to bring down several guards but had ultimately fallen. In that case, the survivors would surely tend to their dead in the aftermath.

“We should get to the bottom of this quickly? Gather a few more riders and meet me outside The Bear and Raven in half an hour.”

They parted ways inside the gate, and she galloped up the road to the upper residential district. She left her mount tethered in front of The Bear and Raven where it could drink from the trough and jogged over to the house she and Alayne shared. When she departed that morning, Alayne and Phendaril had been in the study, discussing battle tactics. Since then, they had migrated into the sitting room and were drinking mead before a fire.

Karsima hesitated in the doorway. “Working hard, I see.”

Phendaril glanced up at her from the chair he reclined in. “It is more comfortable here.” He sat up straighter, his eyes narrowing as he took in her expression. “Something’s happened?”

Alayne regarded her curiously. “Yes. Please tell me he’s not on the march.”

“No. But Jael kept watch over the manor the rest of the night. This morning, he saw them digging graves and carrying out the bodies of some of Darrenton’s guards. I’m going to take a few riders up to investigate.”

Phendaril’s expression darkened. He didn’t have to say anything. He still had healing to do before he would be fit to ride, and his frustration with that fact was written all over his face.

Sympathy softened Karsima’s tone. “I want you both to know where we’re going in case anything goes wrong.”

Alayne got up and came to stand in front of Karsima, her green eyes bright with worry. “Why don’t I ride with you?”

She shook her head. “If you don’t already know all the reasons that’s a bad idea, I’m sure Phendaril can explain them to you while I’m gone. The short answer is that you two are in charge if something happens to me. I need you safe.”

Alayne’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “I know that’s not the only reason.”

Karsima kissed her, loving how her lips tasted of wine. She let her hands rest on the familiar curve of the other woman’s waist, yearning to show her exactly how much she wanted her. Now was definitely not the right time, however. She drew back, appreciating how Alayne licked her lips and smiled that sultry bedroom smile.

“I want you safe.” Karsima took her hands away, needing to put a slight separation between them.

“Hmm. I want you too. Safe, that is. I want you safe too.” Alayne winked, then the teasing look turned serious. “Please be careful. You can’t trust that bastard.”

“I second that,” Phendaril offered, watching them with that hint of sorrowful longing in his eyes.

Karsima hurt for him. She wanted him to have what she had with Alayne. From the onset, she knew that falling in love with Raven would lead him to heartache. Still, the heart chose who it chose. Nothing could help that. If only Raven could have returned with him and Ehric without putting them all at risk.

“I’ll be back soon,” she assured them, though the words were as much to reassure herself as them.

After gathering her weapons and a few emergency supplies, she met Jael, Ehric, and two others in the square. They rode as fast as they could heading out of town, but when they reached the dense stretch of woods that created a challenging border between the two properties, they had to slow their pace. At the north edge of those woods, the lands were split by a run of steep craggy hills that were only traversable, at least without unreasonable effort, in a few spots. The route she chose had them winding back and forth down a precarious slope. It was ponderous going, and the trail up the other side was similar.

The landscape made social visits north difficult, but it would also make it harder for Darrenton to bring his mercenary army down to Amberwood. He could use the river to move some troops and equipment or trek inland to the east and around for a longer but less hostile route. It wasn’t an insurmountable obstacle.

By midday, they rode along the end of the path into Darrenton’s fields. A crude lean-to that served as a guard post stood empty. The light rain had let up. The mercenary camps still littered the north edge of the outer fields, though it looked as if a few were packing up to leave. As they got closer to the house, she spotted the mercenaries Jael mentioned on the south edge of the fields digging what were obviously graves, given the bodies lined up nearby. She stopped their mounts a fair distance away, wary of approaching too boldly after whatever had occurred here in the night.

A man at the near end spotted them. He jogged up the line of graves to tap on someone else’s shoulder. When the second man turned to look their way, a swell of anger flooded in, only to be rolled over an instant later by confusion. She watched in disbelief as that man, Marek, leaned close to the more feminine figure digging next to him. When she cast a glance their way, Karsima barely managed not to fall off her horse in surprise.

“That’s...” Jael began.

“Raven,” Ehric finished for him.

Karsima kicked her horse to a trot, watching Raven wipe her sweaty brow with a cloth and hand her shovel to the man who had first spotted them. She walked toward them with a weary drag in her steps. Marek moved as if to follow her, but Raven stopped him with a gesture, saying something to stay him before she continued toward them alone.

They pulled their mounts up a few feet away from her. Karsima swung down and stepped out ahead of the horses. Jael did the same, coming to stand behind her. Ehric hopped off his horse as well, but he strode past Karsima and Jael and swept Raven into his arms, lifting her off the ground. A tired smile broke across the young half-elf’s face, and she returned the embrace. The smile faltered when he set her down, her gaze moving briefly to the graves. It struck Karsima that Raven looked haggard, and not only in a physical way.

Trying to make sense of the situation, Karsima glanced around at the mercenaries and bodies. She watched with a deepening feeling of disorientation as a dark-haired serving woman trotted over to Raven, holding a water skin out to her.

“Lady Darrenton, you really ought to drink something. You’ve been working so hard all morning.”

“Thank you, Lily.” She accepted the skin and took a long drink before handing it back to the woman. “Take this to Marek.”

Lily eyed them curiously, then offered Raven a slight curtsy and hurried back toward where Marek waited.

“Lady Darrenton?” Karsima raised an eyebrow.

Raven waved a dismissive hand after the woman. “Marek said I should let them call me that. He told them I was Jaecar’s adopted daughter. He insisted they would be more likely to accept me if they thought of me as Lord Darrenton’s niece.” She grimaced as if she had swallowed something foul. “I’d rather not be considered any relation at all to that man, a sentiment I believe Jaecar shared, but it does seem to have the desired effect on his staff.”

“And where is Lord Darrenton?”

Raven scanned down the line of graves, her gaze lingering on the ones at the far end that were already filled in. “We buried him first. The first grave on that end.”

“He’s dead?”

Raven nodded.

If Darrenton was dead, then Amberwood was safe again, wasn’t it? “I don’t understand how this happened, but you have our gratitude. Why didn’t you tell Phendaril you were coming? We could have helped.”

A darker shadow fell over her features. “I don’t have the talisman anymore. Besides, Marek and I snuck into the manor last night to deal with Darrenton and his men. More people would have increased the chances of his mercenaries noticing something before we were through. This way, they didn’t know anything was wrong until it was too late to intervene.”

Along with her amazement and the excitement that was starting to bubble up, a wave of relief swept through Karsima. Phendaril would be so relieved to know there was a logical reason Raven hadn’t reached out to him. “And you and Marek did all of this last night?”

Before Raven could answer, Jael spoke, an edge of awe in his tone. “You came all the way back here to help us?”

Raven glanced in his direction, not quite meeting his eyes. She didn’t look that pleased with their accomplishment, but perhaps that was just exhaustion. “There’s still Wayland to contend with.”

“You’ve done an incredible thing here. Give yourself some credit,” Ehric stated, giving Raven’s arm a gentle squeeze.

A hint of moisture shimmered in her silver eyes before she turned away, looking back at the graves again. Karsima got the sudden sense that Raven was the reason they were burying the dead the way they were. It was guilt that visibly weighed her down. She was trying to atone for the lives she had taken in this small way.

Karsima glanced around at her companions. “Excuse us for a minute.” Then she stepped up to Raven, gesturing away from the others. “Walk with me?”

Wordlessly, Raven turned and fell into step with her.

When they were out of earshot, Karsima said softly, “It’s eating away at you, isn’t it? Killing these men?”

Raven swallowed hard. Her nod was almost imperceptible.

Karsima stopped walking, and Raven did the same, staring into the distance for a few seconds before reluctantly facing her. For all that the half-elf had been through since Karsima met her, she was still the same Raven who feared social interaction more than any monster.

“You know you may have saved hundreds of lives by killing these men, right? Amberwood is in your debt. It’s also still your home. There is no shame in protecting your home and the people you love.”

Raven met her eyes, her gaze overflowing with more profound sorrow. She crossed her arms firmly over her chest, hugging them to her. “I know. But how many of these guards were loved by people who will never see them again?”

A break in the clouds let a ray of sunlight hit Raven’s hair. Had there always been that much silver in it? Faint bruises were also visible around the other woman’s neck that Karsima hadn’t noticed until now. Life wouldn’t ever be easy for her, especially as long as she cared the way she did. It wasn’t in Karsima to suggest that caring was bad, so she left that alone.

“That will always be an unfortunate risk of this kind of conflict. I’d worry about you more if you didn’t care about that. Some choices will never be easy. We just do the best we can. A whole town of men, women, and children won’t die this year because of you. Hold that close to your heart, and it will heal.” Karsima put a hand on her arms. “Come home tonight. Be with the people you saved. Everyone will be happy to see you. Especially Phendaril.”

A tear slipped down Raven’s cheek, and she lowered her gaze to the ground. “He won’t, Karsima. He really won’t.”

It was as if someone had tied bricks to her feet, dragging her down from the happiness that had come with learning the threat from Darrenton was over. Nausea made her stomach flip. “The Silverblood elf from the dream?”

Raven looked away.

Karsima stood silently, fuming for a few seconds. It was hard to stand there and support Raven, knowing the young half-elf was going to break Phendaril’s heart. The first several things she came up with to say were cruel and scathing. But no matter what else happened, Raven had come back to help them. Somehow, she had to balance that knowledge against this new information.

“He deserves to know.” Her voice was sterner than she meant it to be, but she couldn’t help that.

Raven nodded, squeezing her arms in tighter. “I’ll go to Amberwood after I take care of this.” She glanced toward the mercenary camps. “Some of the mercenaries are heading out now. Others have expressed interest in staying on to help protect Amberwood for a while. I thought that might help in case Wayland tries to lash out. I’ve got the coin Darrenton set aside to pay them.” She added the last quickly.

“That might be helpful,” Karsima stated, still more curtly than she intended, though it was hard to be objective and kind at the moment.

Without a word, she stalked back to her companions, Raven following silently behind her. “I’m going to stay and help out with the bodies. Anyone else who wishes to do so can, though at least one of us needs to go back to check in with Alayne and Phendaril, so they don’t get worried.”

“I know the route best,” Jael stated. “I’ll go. What do you want me to tell them?”

“Tell them we’ll be back by dark and that Darrenton and his men were killed last night by someone he had wronged. Don’t mention Raven or Marek yet. I think it’s best to leave that part quiet until the rest of us get there.”

Jael inclined his head. “Milady.” He swung up on his horse, not bothering with the stirrup, and trotted back the way they had come. None of the others followed.

Karsima turned to Raven. “Where can we help?” 
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​CHAPTER THREE
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Raven heard Marek step in through the bedroom doorway behind her.

“You should come with us,” she said without turning.

“I doubt they’ve forgiven me yet for what I did to you. We’ll give them a few days to get used to the idea of me helping you save them before I show myself. Besides, whatever you’re dreading isn’t going to go away just because I’m there.”

She didn’t say anything. He wasn’t wrong. To expect them to forget what he had done to her was asking a lot. It was probably stranger that she had forgiven him or at least set his betrayal aside to give him another chance. Forgiveness was a little too much for her to offer yet, considering that his actions had resulted in her death, temporary though it might have been. As to the other point, his presence wouldn’t make talking to Phendaril any easier. It arguably had the potential to make that more difficult, given their history.

She stared at the armor sitting on her bed, trying to come up with a reason to put it on before riding to Amberwood. She didn’t need it on this particular adventure, but she felt exposed without it, especially this time.

Marek stepped up beside her. “If you leave it here, you have an excuse to return sooner.”

She glanced at him, watching as he strode over to the basin and used the damp cloth she had recently finished cleaning up with to wipe something off the back of his hand. The sound of construction reached them from the rear entry, where boards were being ripped up from the floor. Some of the bloodstains were on those boards to stay. It made more sense to replace them, though she wasn’t sure why Marek bothered to keep the crew working on the manor. This place didn’t belong to either of them.

“What makes you think I want to come back here?”

He glanced over at her, his eyes narrowing. “Because you’re nervous as a bride about to meet her groom for the first time. I don’t know why, but something has you uneasy about going back there. Aren’t you eager to see Phendaril?”

Her stomach did a flip, and she brought her hands together in front of her face, using her fingers to rub at the slight ache between her brows.

He turned to fully face her. “You’re not eager to see him?”

“I am. It’s just...” She heaved a sigh and glanced away.

Not once on their travels together had she dared to tell Marek about Eyl’Thelandra or Synderis. He was a companion and had proven true so far, but she still didn’t fully trust him. She had revealed more to Cyrleth in her rare moments alone with the animal than she had told him. Marek wasn’t a confidant. She didn’t have one of those.

She heard him walking over and caught the scent of a spice that recalled memories of Jaecar under the sweat and dirt of the day. Something about the way he smelled often reminded her of the quiet warrior who had raised her. Maybe that was part of why she had been foolish enough to trust him the first time. And here she was, doing it again.

He placed a hand on her shoulder. “If you want me there, I’ll come.”

“Please, don’t be nice to me right now, Marek. The problems I’m dealing with are of my own making this time. I just need to figure them out.”

His voice was gentle. “It is possible to fall in love with more than one person, Raven. The workings of the heart can be very inconvenient.”

She jerked out from under his hand and stared at him. His assessment was too close to the mark. How much had he somehow figured out, and how much was simply a lucky guess? “I’ll be fine.”

“Take your sword and dagger, at least. It’s a long ride, and there are beasts in the woods.”

She grabbed the sword belt and buckled it on, sheathing her blade. “The others are waiting.”

When she started walking from the room, he followed.

“I took the liberty of asking someone to bring Cyrleth around for you.”

Raven stopped and turned to look at him, remembering the dead stable boy who had tried to kill her in her room. It was probably her imagination, but she felt as though she could still sense that distinct part of the Krivalen magic in her that had come from his life.

“Are you sure you’ll be all right alone here tonight?”

“Lady Darrenton,” he said, giving her a teasing smirk, “you do care.”

Raven breathed a small laugh and shook her head at him. “You’re insufferable, and I’m leaving.”

He followed her to the door and out front. Karsima and others were there by their horses. Cyrleth was also there, being held by the remaining stable hand. The older gentleman wouldn’t look at her, though he did watch Marek, who came out behind her and offered the adept a slight nod.

She paused a few strides past the door and turned to Marek again. “Thank you.”

He raised an eyebrow. “For what?”

“For Cyrleth.”

“Having him brought around or helping you steal him?”

She chuckled at that. “Both. Be careful. There may still be some here who aren’t happy with the change of command.”

“I took the liberty of hiring a few guards from the fields. I’ll be fine.” He inclined his head and lowered his voice. “You be careful as well. Love can be as cruel and sharp as any blade.”

Her throat tightened at that. Seeing Phendaril again was going to be difficult no matter what she did to try to prepare herself. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She turned and hurried over to Cyrleth, forcing confidence into her strides. The stable hand released the reins to her abruptly and stalked away. Lowering his head, the black gelding shoved it closer to her, asking for her to scratch under his forelock. The simple act of doing so eased her nerves a little. Even the smell of dust and hay that clung to him was oddly comforting. She patted his neck once before moving alongside him, then swung up in the saddle.

“You’ve gotten more at home on horseback,” Ehric commented.

Her cheeks warmed at that. “Yes. Cyrleth’s been a good instructor.” She stroked the gelding’s shoulder, and Ehric nodded his approval.

“He suits you.” As he spoke, they turned their mounts with the rest of the group and started away from the manor. “Where did you get him?”

“Marek helped me liberate him from one of the Lathwood guards who were hunting for me.”

Karsima cast a sharp glance her way. “Speaking of Marek, you two seem rather friendly, considering he’s the one who handed you to Wayland.”

Raven met her gaze. “Sometimes circumstances decide for us who our companions will be.”

Karsima’s expression tightened. “Does that also explain your situation with Phendaril?”

Raven winced inwardly, ignoring Ehric’s questioning glance. It shouldn’t surprise her that Karsima would get defensive about Phendaril. The two were as close as siblings. Still, it didn’t help her feel any better about the situation. But maybe she didn’t deserve to feel better about it. When she was with Synderis, it had been too easy to lose a piece of her heart to him. She had let herself believe it was all right because she couldn’t have children, and she had not expected to ever find herself back in Amberwood. Maybe it had been naïve and foolish, but knowing that didn’t make her love either of them less.

“I’ve been afraid to ask,” Raven began, wondering as the words came out why she was torturing herself more, “if Veylin...”

As if responding to a planned cue, her companions looked away, most toward the ground. A palpable sorrow filled the cool, late afternoon air.

“Oh,” she said softly. Tears pooled in her eyes, and she too stared down, unable to look at the others.

They upped the pace then, alternating between a swift trot and canter until they reached the craggy hills where they had to slow down and ride single-file, especially with dark falling. About halfway through, a light drizzle began to rain down on them. Raven didn’t mind. It helped mask her occasional tears as she fought to keep her thoughts away from Veylin and how her friend must have suffered.

In his dream, Wayland told her they had tortured Veylin by inflicting on her the same injuries Raven endured the night she fought him. It was hard not to imagine the vivacious elven female bleeding from cuts over her entire body. Wounds like those Raven suffered, mostly when the glass ceiling burst, though a few of the deeper ones came from Wayland’s blade, such as the one that left a long scar down her breastbone. Had they struck Veylin across the head the way he had Raven? A blow that broke her cheekbone.

She shuddered in the saddle, feeling nauseated.

Cyrleth needed little guidance from her. Reliable and steady, he was content to follow the other horses as they made their way through the steep crags into the denser forest. They picked up the pace again when the path opened some. When they cantered out of the trees below the lower edge of town, the number of windows with lights in them struck her. So many more homes were occupied. The wall had progressed considerably as well.

Jael and Sameth waited by an open gate. Sameth’s eyes popped wide when he saw her ride in with the others.

“Raven!” He gave Jael a mock chastising look. “They didn’t tell me you were the wronged party who took care of our northern threat.”

She managed a smile and a nod of greeting. “I had a little help,” she answered.

Strange how, now that she was here, she couldn’t wait to see Phendaril, even though she knew the encounter would be difficult and might end badly. Seeing him and knowing he was all right would be worth the pain. At least, she hoped it would.

The streets were cleaner, cleared of weeds and debris. As they approached the square, she noticed the beginnings of new cobblestone being placed. When they finished it, this town would be a wonderful home to so many. Maybe she could find solace in that. For every life she and Marek had ended last night, dozens of humans and elves would get their chance at a happy existence here.

Karsima stopped them alongside The Bear and Raven, turning her attention to the others. “Why don’t you three get some rest or enjoy a drink. I imagine Phen and Alayne are waiting at the house.”

The three broke off then, though Ehric paused beside Raven to tell her how happy he was to see her before heading to the public house. A block of icy dread weighed her down as she followed Karsima toward the home she and Alayne shared. Outside the door, they dismounted, and Karsima tied her mount to a post.

Raven hesitated, holding Cyrleth’s reins. “Should I put him somewhere?”

“They’ll be fine here for a few minutes.”

The other woman’s cold tone expanded that block of dread in her gut. Forcing a calming breath, she tied Cyrleth and followed Karsima in. They had barely stepped inside when Alayne burst through the doorway of the sitting room as if she meant to run to Karsima. She stopped dead when she saw Raven and stood there for a few seconds with her mouth partly open. Raven’s legs were gradually turning to mush under her.

Her gaze stern, Karsima gestured to the sitting room. Raven gave a slight nod and made herself walk toward it. The shine of joy in Alayne’s eyes only made it worse. The other woman didn’t know what Karsima knew. Not yet.

“Is everything all right?”

Phendaril’s voice coming from the room froze Raven in her tracks. It would be a dreadful time to throw up, but she was beginning to feel like it was a real possibility. Alayne glanced from her to Karsima, her joyful look starting to fade. Raven ground her teeth and moved forward again. When she reached the doorway, Alayne walked to intercept Karsima, who followed a few steps behind.

Taking one last deep breath, Raven entered the room.

Phendaril sat before the fire, the light of the flames enhancing the red in his long, nearly black hair. His dark eyes widened when he saw her, his mouth opening with a gasp of surprise. He struggled to his feet, one leg encased in a complicated-looking jointed brace.

Karsima stopped in the doorway next to Raven. “Alayne and I are going to take the horses to the stable around the corner, then go get a drink. Feel free to use the house as long as you like.”

With that, the other two women left Raven standing there, drinking him in with her eyes. Tears shone in his eyes as he stared at her that she knew were reflected in her own. With tentative steps, she walked over and stopped in front of him, taking in the scar that ran down the right side of his nose, so close to that eye. She appreciated the slightly more pronounced nose and stronger brow that made his features quite different from Synderis’s but no less handsome.

He reached out and touched her face, his fingers light upon her cheek as if he feared she might disappear from under his fingertips. A tear slipped from one eye, running along the scar. Then he took a limping step forward and pulled her into his arms, squeezing her tight against him.

Raven returned the embrace, pain lancing through her chest like someone had driven a blade into her heart.

“I didn’t know if I would ever see you again.” His voice was strained by the strength of his emotions.

Raven didn’t know what to say. It was so wonderful to be in his arms again. It was as if she had never left for just a moment, but it wasn’t fair to him or Synderis to let it continue. She started to pull away, and he released her only enough to capture her lips in a kiss. For a second, she kissed him in return, needing to feel his love in case she never got another chance to do so. Then a sob broke through her. He let go of her immediately, pushing her back to meet her eyes.

Raven avoided his gaze. “I can’t, Phen. I...” She had no idea what to say. She wanted him. She loved him. And yet, she loved Synderis too.

Worry furrowed his brow. “Raven? What is it?” He stared at her then, and something slowly changed in his regard, something she had feared. “You pulled away because I kissed you.” His voice was soft, almost as if he were talking to himself.

“Phen, I’m sorry. I didn’t think I would ever see you again.” Why did that sound like such a weak excuse now, especially standing there watching the sorrow crash across his face?

“Do you love him?”

She noticed the tremble in his chest as he struggled to calm his breathing and control his emotions. The hurt was bright in his eyes.

“I love you too.” Her voice cracked as she said it.

He closed his eyes, the muscles in his jaw jumping as he clenched his teeth. He turned away from her before opening his eyes again, staring into the fire instead. “You need to leave now.”

“Phen—”

“Leave!”

She flinched at his shout. A powerful pain burst through her chest as though her heart had physically broken. The agony made her feel trapped, like an injured animal. Raven spun and bolted from the house.

She didn’t slow until she reached the stable, where Alayne and Karsima were talking. They had the horses in ties but hadn’t unsaddled them yet. Raven wiped brusquely at the tears streaming down her cheeks, not that it helped much. Then she strode past them and hastily untied Cyrleth.

Karsima took a few steps toward her. “What happened? I thought you two had things to talk about.”

“He told me to leave. I’m leaving.” She hauled Cyrleth out into the street and swung into the saddle. It was raining harder now. That seemed appropriate somehow.

Alayne caught her hand as she adjusted her hold on the reins. “You can’t leave tonight. It’s raining and dark. It’s not safe.”

“This is still your home,” Karsima added, stepping up beside Alayne.

Raven squeezed her eyes shut for a second, fighting the threatening sobs. “Not anymore.”

She jerked her hand away from Alayne and kicked Cyrleth hard. The startled gelding lunged forward, almost leaving her behind. Then she bent over his neck and turned him toward the gate. 
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​CHAPTER FOUR
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Karsima watched as Raven disappeared down the road, a sense of helplessness flowing through her.

Alayne reached over and took her hand. “Should we send someone after her?”

She considered it for a minute, but what would be the point? This was Raven. “No. She’s better suited to navigate this place in the dark than any of the rest of us. Besides, if she doesn’t want us to find her, we won’t.”

“She has gotten a lot more comfortable around horses.”

Karsima breathed a soft laugh, though it didn’t ease the ache of sorrow in her chest. “She must have discovered that they’re much easier to get along with than people. It’s a shame Jaecar taught her everything about fighting and nothing about love.”

“A good reason not to judge her too harshly. Most of us start learning how to interact with people before we turn twenty-two.” Alayne released her hand. “Why don’t you go check on Phen. I’ll unsaddle your horse.”

Karsima gave her a teasing smirk. “Always taking the easy jobs.” She leaned in to give her a quick kiss. “Don’t be long. I’ll probably need some comforting after this.”

Alayne grinned and shooed her away.

Back in the house, she found Phen sitting before the fire again, though this time he leaned to one side, resting his head in his hand. The raven-headed cloak pin sat on the table next to him. It made her chest hurt to think that he carried that link to Raven everywhere with him.

Karsima stopped in the doorway. “Phen?”

He didn’t lift his head when he spoke. “Is she all right?”

It encouraged her that he asked after Raven first. That meant he had already begun to calm down and consider the complexity of the circumstances.

Karsima made her way around to sit in one of the other chairs. They had placed three before the fire specifically so Phendaril could join them. Having him there so much of the time reminded her of when they had all lived together while she was still attending the university in Chadhurst. He was family in every way except blood, and always would be.

“She left.”

He lifted his head. His eyes were rimmed in red, the hurt in them tearing through her so that she had to blink back her own tears.

“Left? As in, she’s returning to Darrenton’s land in the dark? Alone?”

She shook her head at the worry in his voice. “This is Raven. The semi-feral Silverblood you brought back from Manderly. She can see herself back to the manor in one piece.”

“I’m not worried about her physical wellbeing.”

That wasn’t Karsima’s concern either if she were being honest, but she didn’t want to exacerbate his fears. “She won’t be alone there. Marek’s with her. He helped her bring down Aldrich.”

“Comforting.” His sarcastic tone was probably appropriate, given how little they all trusted Marek.

“I hoped you two would talk. You couldn’t have said more than ten words to each other in the time between when Alayne and I left, and she showed up to take her horse. What happened?”

“You expected us to talk?” His eyes narrowed sharply. “You knew?”

“I only found out earlier today.” She shrugged, a little uncomfortable before his gaze now. But it wasn’t as if there had been an opportunity to warn him, and she doubted it would have helped the situation if she had.

He looked down at the cloak pin before turning to stare into the fire. “What do I do now?”

Karsima considered her words for several seconds, taking a sip of wine from the cup that had been Alayne’s. The front door opened and closed. She heard Alayne’s soft footsteps going up the stairs.

“What do you want to do? As I see it, you can either focus on healing and rebuilding life here, without her, or, if you still love her, you could try talking to her. She’s young and extremely inexperienced in matters of the heart. More importantly, she’s here. The Silverblood elf isn’t. I don’t know if this can be saved, but you won’t know if you don’t try. What I do know is that she still loves you, and you still love her. That seems like it should be worth a conversation, at least.”

He leaned back in the chair. “It isn’t as if I can go running after her,” he growled, gesturing curtly to his injured leg.

“That might be for the best. I suspect you could both use a couple of days to calm down and think things through.” She swallowed the last of the wine.

“What if she leaves?”

“I think she’ll be around for a few days at least. She’s concerned that Wayland might lash out after this. Apparently, they found the funds Lord Darrenton was using to pay his mercenaries, so she was planning to bring some of them here to help protect Amberwood.”

He nodded, the firelight reflecting in his dark eyes as he stared into it. “It’s a reasonable concern.”

Karsima considered him a moment. He was walking a little on the leg with the help of the brace, but he’d need assistance to get to his place. His home, where he had lived a few blissful months with Raven before Wayland ruined everything again. Perhaps he would rather not go there tonight.

“You can use one of the extra rooms if you like, unless you want me to wheel you home.”

“No. I don’t want to be there alone right now.”

Karsima nodded at the expected answer. “Is there anything I can do for you, Phen?”

He dredged up a weak smile for her. “No. Thank you. Get some rest.”

“Goodnight.” She stopped in the doorway and watched him for a moment. Maybe it was wrong to encourage him to try. It might draw out the heartache. Raven loved him, though. She didn’t doubt that. It was apparent in the suffering this situation caused her. Whatever happened next, Karsima could only hope they would be kind to each other through it because of the love they shared.
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