
  
    [image: A BirD aMong WolveS]
  


  
    
      A BirD aMong WolveS

      
        ASHES OF AKKAVARA

        BOOK ONE

      

    

    
      
        TRACY LEONARD NAKATANI

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Three Amigas Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Tracy Leonard Nakatani

      Cover by Tracy Leonard Nakatani

      Typography layout & case laminate cover design by MIBLArt

      Editing by Nick Bowman

      Developmental editing by Jesse Sprague, Ligia De Wit & Kelly Colby

      Map by Cartographybird Maps

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Not for resale or distribution.

      Violators will be fed to the wolves.

    

  


  
    
      To my family for putting up with all my writerly woes and dragging them off on mountain adventures so I could “smell the trees” and describe the forest.

      

      But also to Ligia and Jesse for believing in this and listening to me whine about it for the last ten years.

      

      And lastly, to The Marked Circle.

      This is our world. And you’ll see the signs if you look closely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgement for Wolven Sacrifice

          

        

      

    

    
      Special thanks to Michelle and Perry Swenson.

      

      To Michelle, for choosing the sacrifice, and to Perry, who stepped forward willingly to meet the fangs of fate.

      

      If being fed to a werewolf isn’t proof of true love, nothing is.

      

      Thank you both for lending your legend to this story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MAP

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Map of Norvera]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Reference & Glossary

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        IMPORTANT CHARACTERS

      

      

      
        
        *Wren: half-Demoran (mountain elf), half-human. Lived her life in seclusion, trained to fight and evade. Skittish and distrusting of others.

        *Marius: Rebel Prince of Stormkeep, leading the rebellion against the High Kingdom of Kalladorn.

      

      

      

      
        
        Members of The Brotherhood

      

      

      
        
        Ulfred: Leader of the Brotherhood.

        *Faelan: Member of the Brotherhood’s high-ranking Order. Clean-cut twin of Randon.

        *Randon: Member of the Brotherhood’s high-ranking Order. Rugged, favors the outdoors, burdened by his past.

        Wilk: Member of the Brotherhood’s high-ranking Order. Weapons Specialist.

        Gayl: Member of the Brotherhood’s high-ranking Order. Combat Specialist.

        Ze’v: Member of the Brotherhood’s high-ranking Order. In charge of payments and daily tasks within Wolfsreach.

      

      

      

      
        
        Demoran Characters (mountain elves)

      

      

      
        
        *Marshal Ardelain: Marshal of the Demoran Queen’s army.

        Queen Anarzee: Demoran Queen.

        Crown Prince Lian: Demoran crown prince.

        Elias: Demoran. Former militant healer, recently pardoned by the Demoran Queen. Friend of Seith.

        Nandru: Marshal Ardelain’s Captain.

        Heane: Marshal Ardelain’s aide.

        Seith: Wren’s Demoran father, Demoran military defector. Killed by Marshal Ardelain.

      

      

      

      
        
        Norveran Nobility

      

      

      
        
        King Josef: King of Raudvale, neutral in the uprising against the High Kingdom of Kalladorn. Served in the past war against the elves alongside Ulfred.

        King Grayson: Norveran king open to alliance with Marius.

        Lord Haran: High Lord of Stormkeep, betrayed Marius’s father and now appointed ruler of Stormkeep.

        High Council: The governing body ruling over the Kingdoms of Norvera in place of the High King until the crown prince comes of age.

      

      

      

      
        
        Dryas Characters (wood elves)

      

      

      
        
        Arlon: Dryas. Wren’s only childhood friend and window to the world outside her secluded upbringing.

        Kharis: Dryas queen’s aide and Marius’s informant on Norveran High Council matters.

      

      

      

      
        
        Other Human Characters

      

      

      
        
        Gavin: Marius’s loyal guard

        Silas: Ally to Marius, assisting in the rebellion against the High Kingdom of Kalladorn.

        Josiah: Silas’s nephew, newly appointed guard for King Josef of Raudvale.

        Theron: Lead Hunter of the Defenders of the Moon. Wolven hunter. Blames Randon for his brother’s death.

        Farron: Wren’s human mother. Deceased.

      

      

      

      
        
        IMPORTANT LOCATIONS

      

      

      

      
        
        Norvera: Name of the collective kingdoms under the High Kingdom Rule.

        Arrowwood: small village within the borders of Raudvale. Arlon’s home.

        Fort Stolos: A military fort currently used to imprison and execute forces rebelling against the High King and Council.

        Stormkeep: Coastal kingdom. Marius’s former kingdom. Currently under High Kingdom rule.

        Kalladorn: The High Kingdom, residence of the former High King. Capital Kingdom of the Unified Kingdoms of Norvera.

        Raudvale: Kingdom ruled by King Josef, home of the Brotherhood, and neutral in political affairs.

        Wolfsreach: Located within the Kingdom of Raudvale and home of the Brotherhood.

        Demora: Elven nation of the mountain elves, located high up in the mountains.

        Cammrick: A Norveran city bordering the Demoran lands. A common place for elves and humans to trade. Ulfred’s former home.

        Savani Temple: Temple belonging to a sect of humans that worship the elven forest god, Akkavara.

        Eroth: Capital city of Demoran nation where the Demoran Queen and the Demoran army are located. Located in the nation of Demora.

        Arcacia: Kingdom of the Dryas. Located deep within the woods.

      

      

      

      
        
        GODS

      

      

      
        
        Mona: human goddess of the moon. Sister to Seton. Lover of Zol.

        Seton: human god of the sea. Brother to Mona.

        Zol: human god of the sun. Lover of Mona.

        Akkavara: Elven god of the forest. Humans see Akkavara as a demon.

      

      

      

      
        
        GLOSSARY

      

      

      
        
        Demorans: Mountain elves, pale skin, white hair, green eyes. Matrilineal succession.

        Dryas: Wood elves of the forest. Skin various shades, pale to golden brown. Hair various shades, blond to brown. Matrilineal succession.
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      She was either hungry or she was going to be sick. Surely people thought of other things before they faced death—thousands of possible futures slipping away unfulfilled, or their deepest regrets—but Wren could think of nothing as she sat in the dank cell with a handful of other prisoners, all with their hands tied behind their backs and surrender on their faces.

      Flickering torchlight cast eerie shadows around them. A wet cough erupted from one of the men in the center. Wren pulled her knees close, boots scuffing over the rough stone, and pushed herself farther into the corner, away from the others sharing her cell. Everything reeked of urine.

      The woman’s cries down the hall had fallen silent. The only other captive female had bargained for freedom with her flesh, leaving the rest of them listening for hours to the heavy grunts and laughter in the distant room.

      Wren didn’t belong here, but she’d stopped trying to fight it. She was outnumbered. The less attention she drew to herself, the better.

      In the opposite cell, the Norveran man responsible for her predicament, Marius, sat alone on the floor, watching everything through the bars with cunning, foxlike eyes that didn’t match his soft, boyish face. He was dressed in fine wool beneath his black leather jerkin and wore a gold and sapphire ring on his middle finger.

      He’d barely said a word to her or the soldiers who’d hauled her in, mistaking her as one of his men. Marius could have cleared her name, yet here she was, waiting. She glared.

      The iron bars stretched from floor to ceiling, and the dampness of the walls seeped through her linen tunic. Her knife remained tucked in her boot, wedged against her ankle where she had little hope to reach it. She twisted her bound hands behind her back, wincing.

      She’d only wanted to get to Arrowwood and find Arlon, the only one who could help her—the only one left she could trust. Now she was here, and all her hope had been for nothing. She should have put up more of a fight in the woods instead of expecting these men to listen to reason.

      Heavy steps echoed down the hall along with the sound of dragging feet. The prisoners craned their necks to see.

      “Release me!” snarled an accented voice.

      The lilt sounded so much like her father’s that Wren’s head shot up. She strained to see past the men sitting in front of her.

      Two Norveran soldiers strode into view, dragging a pale-skinned Demoran. His hands were bound, and the silk robes tied around his slender frame were crisp and clean. His long, white hair tangled around his elven face as he struggled against his captors. His face, his hair, everything—so similar to her father. And to the people who were hunting her.

      She watched Marius creep forward on his knees, eyes fixed on the Demoran as the guards passed. The tallest soldier muttered something, scowling through the trim hair around his mouth and chin.

      Wren still found the sight of groomed fur on  men’s faces unsettling. Did they intend to grow it that way? How unclean. And strange that they’d choose to keep it.

      “My Queen will hear of this!” the Demoran said.

      “Aye, she will. You can answer to her marshal when she comes for you.”

      The Demoran attempted to jerk free, but the guards slammed him against an opposing cell with a clang. Wren cringed.

      The grimy man who’d been curled on the floor inside that cell stirred. He’d lain there, still as death, since they’d dragged Wren in. Now he was alert, crouched in the shadows of his cell, teeth bared. His sunken eyes gleamed through his stringy hair, and a low growl rumbled from his chest.

      Wren leaned forward to see better over the heads and through her bars, but the soldiers stepped into her view.

      The bearded soldier laughed while he pressed the Demoran’s face to the crazed man’s cell. The prisoner inside snarled, sounding more animal than human.

      His filthy hands shot through the bars, and the soldier jerked the Demoran back as a panicked cry echoed off the walls.

      The other soldier grabbed a broom handle and jabbed it inside. “Quiet!”

      Latching onto the broomstick, the crazed man attacked it with his teeth. Pink, foamy spittle dropped on the ground. Wren watched, thankful for the bars and men that separated her from the monster.

      “How’d he get out of his bindings?” the bearded one asked.

      “Broke them.”

      “Just put him out of his misery. Stick a piece of silver in him and be done with it.”

      “That wolven hunter pays a nice bounty for their heads. Full moon’s in nine days.” The soldier grunted as he wrenched the broomstick from the clutches of the emaciated monster. “Maybe we can feed elf-boy to him? Accidentally.”

      Both guards laughed as they unlocked Marius’s cell and threw the Demoran inside. The door slammed with a clang.

      The Demoran rolled to his side, and, when he noticed Wren sitting in the opposite cell, his angry expression melted into disgust. He knew she was half-Demoran. Elves always knew.

      Marius looked between them. His brows knit together and his lips parted.

      The bearded guard leaned against the bars and grinned down at Marius. “Ah, the great Prince of Stormkeep. I heard we were in the presence of royalty today. A shame to be executed like a common criminal. At least your father went with some dignity. That’s more than we can say for you.”

      A confident smile spread over Marius’s lips. “We’ll see.”

      The soldier frowned. “How long do we have to hold him?” he asked his companion.

      “Until we can notify the High Council, we’re not to touch him.”

      His eyes raked over the prisoners sharing Wren’s cell. “Doesn’t mean we can’t have some fun. Let the prince watch his friends hang.” He fondled the keys at his side, and they clinked at his touch.

      The mirth in Marius’s eyes vanished as he locked gazes with some of the men in Wren’s cell.

      “Let’s clear them out.” The bearded soldier opened the door and grabbed Marius by the arm.

      Marius didn’t fight back, but his jaw tensed. A third soldier stepped forward and escorted him away as the other guard unlocked Wren’s cell and began pulling up the men nearest to the door.

      “Well, look here,” the bearded soldier said, staring through the bars at Wren.

      She averted her eyes to the floor.

      “Didn’t know they brought in another wench.” He stepped inside.

      Wren held her breath.

      He latched onto her arm and yanked her up.

      Wren’s heart pounded, and she squeezed her fists behind her back.

      “That one doesn’t talk,” said the soldier outside the cell.

      The guard laughed. “You’re just not doing it right.” He smiled at Wren. “I know all about your type. Pretty thing like you doesn’t belong in a dirty place like this.” He pressed himself against her and ran his hand through her long, white-blonde hair. She was taller than he was, but he was heavier. The heat from his body seeped through her clothes, and the pungent odor of sweat choked her.

      “Maybe we won’t hang you with the rest of them,” he said. “Though everything comes with a price.”

      Her stomach turned. Bile rose in her throat.

      Definitely sick, not hungry.

      He slid a hand between her legs, bringing his chapped mouth close to hers. His sour breath wafted over her lips, and white grime crusted the corners of his mouth.

      Anger burned in her chest. Death was inevitable, but she wouldn’t be humiliated. Not like this. If her hands weren’t bound, she’d have snapped his neck.

      She spat in his face.

      He jerked back, wiping his eyes, while his companion laughed behind them.

      “I’d rather die,” she said.

      “You think you’re brave?” He grabbed a fistful of her hair.

      Wren held her breath. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of hearing her scream.

      “Come on,” his companion said. “No time for that. Captain’ll be here. Take her outside to hang and get it over with.”

      The man tightened his grasp on Wren’s hair. “I’m going to enjoy watching you squirm up there.” His hot breath warmed her face. “Piss on your corpse and feed it to the crows.”

      She struggled against him as he pulled her out, cell clanging shut behind them. Her scalp burned under his grasp.

      Marius was gone now, but the Demoran continued to watch from his dark corner.

      As they passed the snarling man, he clawed at her boots through his bars, foam dripping from his mouth. Wren tripped, trying to keep as far from the monster as possible, but her captor tightened his hold and dragged her along. The snarling echoed behind them as they walked the corridor.

      The soldier pushed open the heavy wooden door to the outside, and she squinted in the bright, morning light. Underneath the scent of coals from the forge, the smell of beeswax melting against iron lingered like burnt honey. It reminded her of tea in the afternoons with her father.

      She tried to block the image of his body slumped in that chair. It didn’t matter now. It didn’t. She took a deep breath and swallowed.

      A guard held Marius back within view of the gallows. Wren locked eyes with him as she passed. The stone resolve he’d maintained within his cell wavered as his gaze shifted to the gallows again.

      Several bodies hung in a line. One still writhed at the end of a noose, squirming like a hooked fish. The last of Marius’s men stood at the farthest end and accepted the noose around his neck.

      Marius jerked forward, but the guard restrained him.

      The soldier marched Wren out into the sun. It was as if she were watching it happen to someone else.

      Distant hammering against steel crept beneath the sound of carts and horses beyond the inner wall of the execution yard. Several men stopped their work to watch with stained tunics and grime-blackened hands.

      Wren straightened herself under the soldier’s grip and held her head high. Someone else—it was happening to someone else.

      The executioner waited with a newly strung rope. He didn’t even mask his face, he just stood there with an unfeeling look in his eyes.

      Other bodies hung nearby, and the hot odor of human waste lingered in the air.

      The woman who’d tried to bargain for freedom hung just an arm’s length away. Long brown hair covered half her face, and her neck twisted at an awkward angle. Her body gently swayed while flies danced over the lips of her open mouth. There was no dignity in death.

      The fibers of the rope binding Wren’s hands scratched at her skin. She twisted her wrists behind her back, trying to relieve the itch. The late autumn air was cool, but a trickle of sweat trailed down her spine.

      The executioner positioned her on the block and prepared to slip the noose around her neck, but stopped.

      “What’s this?” He pulled her father’s necklace up from under her shirt and yanked it from her neck.

      A slice of pain cut against her skin. She winced, and something in her chest throbbed.

      The executioner held the drop-shaped pendant to the sun. The thin, gold chain sparkled in the light. “Steal this from a Demoran?” He stuffed it into his pocket. “Brave and stupid. No matter.”

      The heavy rope replaced the necklace, and a sinking feeling settled in her gut as fear tried to find its home.

      No. She took another concentrated breath. If she couldn’t have dignity, at least she’d meet death with honor. She had nothing left to live for anyway.

      The executioner did a final pat-down, finding the black lacquered dagger Wren kept in her boot, and glared at the watching guards. “Who was in charge of intake? This is the third weapon I’ve confiscated today.” He stuffed the dagger into his belt.

      Fitting they’d take the final thing she had left of her father before she was executed. She searched inside herself for a feeling—any feeling—and found nothing. Empty. How did that saying go? Nothing to die for, nothing to live for? Something like that. It was something her father always said, and ironically, he left her with neither.

      By now, a handful of guards had gathered, relaxed, arms crossed and watching with cold interest.

      “Fifty marcs for a broken neck,” one of them jeered.

      Another laughed. “Nah, I bet it’ll snap right off.”

      A slight breeze brought a strange charge to the air, and it made her hair stand. She’d felt it once before, coming back late from a hunt during a storm. Lightning had struck a nearby tree. Her skin had prickled and every fine hair stood before the bolt of blinding light.

      She looked to the sky: bright blue and not a cloud to be found. The gathering had grown in front of her. At least ten soldiers stood around, waiting for her to drop. The man she’d spat on gave a satisfied smirk.

      Wren’s nails dug into her palms behind her back. She hoped she made a mess in her death. If that was the only way to get back at them, so be it. Dignity be damned.

      Something clacked and scratched the stone wall behind her. A large shadow snaked over her and extended across the small crowd.

      Everyone’s eyes widened in horror at something above.

      A soldier gasped and went for his sword. “Forest Walker!”

      Wren tried to turn, but the block disappeared from under her feet.

      She dropped.
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      Wren’s head jerked back in her fall. The pain was sharp and quick, spreading down her spine and up through her skull. She let out a scream, or tried to, but no sound came. The noose choked her airway. Her body writhed involuntarily, suspended in the air. Her head screamed at her hands to pry the rope from her neck, forgetting they were tied behind her. Blood pooled in her hands and feet, making her heavy. White spots flooded her vision. Her heart pounded in her head. She struggled for another breath.

      Dying. She was going to die.

      All this time she’d wanted death only to fear it in the end. She’d die a coward.

      She was a coward.

      A wave of heat blasted over her. Faded screams sounded over the rushing in her ears. The rope jerked at her neck once, twice.

      And then she hit the hot dirt with a thud. The pressure in her head vanished. She gasped for air, and her lungs burned as the noose was pulled over her head. Sensation rushed back to her trembling limbs while screams and shouts filled the air around her, ears still ringing. All she could smell and taste was dirt.

      “Didn’t think your neck was broken the way you were squirming around,” Marius panted above her as he tucked a knife in the back of his belt.

      The roar of some creature made them both flinch. He quickly glanced over his shoulder as men ran by with swords, faces panicked and oblivious to them.

      “Are you all right?” Marius asked. Strands of his dark hair fell into his eyes as he worked to untie her hands, sweat lining his brow. “They misjudged your weight. Though probably on purpose for a good show.”

      He looked pretty ordinary for a prince or a king or whatever he was supposed to be. The only hint of royalty was that golden ring with brilliant sapphires around his middle finger.

      She rubbed her raw wrists, hands trembling.

      The ground shook as something heavy fell beyond the inner wall, followed by more screams. A dark shadow passed over them again, so quickly that Wren could only glimpse a large, feathered tail as it disappeared over the rooftop of the prison. She stared after it in a dazed wonder.

      Several charred bodies curled in the corner, breaking her awe, and half a body—the lower half—sprawled in the middle of the yard, entrails strewn across the dirt. Men ran over it, stepping through the blood in panic.

      She choked back a gag. Another screech ripped through the air from beyond the inner wall.

      Marius pulled her up. He was no taller than her. “What’s your name?”

      She tried to swallow. “Wren.” The word felt like broken glass in her throat.

      “I think this belongs to you, Wren.” He handed back her dagger. “Might need it. We’d better move. Unless you were looking forward to that execution.”

      “Wait.” She coughed again, squeezing the hilt of her father’s blade, and touched the rope burn around her neck. “What happened?”

      “No time for questions. If you want to make it out of here alive, stay close.”

      Her mind raced. The shouting and frantic cries beyond the wall signaled chaos. The air was thick with dust and the metallic smell of blood.

      Nagendron, or Forest Walkers as the Norverans called them, weren’t real. Not anymore. And they didn’t attack people, not in the stories she’d ever heard.

      Marius shoved open a gate, pushing a body out of the way, and led her into the main courtyard. Dark smoke from the nearby stables blew over them. Wren stopped in her tracks, choking on the smell.

      Fire. Burning. Images of her home flashed through her mind.

      Marius coughed and ducked under the gust of smoke, grabbing her wrist. The crashing of stone and the screeching roar of some creature shook her bones.

      “Don’t stop,” Marius said, “no matter what, all right?”

      Wren nodded, and he tugged her along the wall of the main compound. The scent of burnt flesh and wood hit her. She covered her nose.

      Another screeching roar shook her.

      She looked up, and her breath caught in her throat. A Nagendron perched upon the far wall. It was larger than any creature she’d seen. From the ground, its head would reach the top of the wall.

      Muscles twitched under its grayish scales and feathers. Smoother scales covered the neck and underbelly, flaring out into blue-gray feathers along its back and around its head like a crown. Magnificent antlers sprouted from its head like branches of a tree.

      The Nagendron arched its long neck, dorsal spines moving in a sharp wave down its back between the feathery scales. Sharp and crooked teeth stuck from its reptilian mouth as it sat on the patrol wall, its four, clawed feet gripping the stone with such force the large blocks cracked.

      It craned back and unleashed a wave of fire on the men below, flames catching on nearby rooftops. The heat burned her face even from her distance across the yard. Wren flinched.

      Another dark shadow passed over them. A second creature circled above.

      She’d seen this before. It was just like her dream.

      Her ears rang, and the shouting and yelling faded into the distance, like someone had their hands over her ears blocking out all sound except for a sharp and shrill noise in the back of her head. She winced, focusing on her feet to keep from falling.

      The first creature jumped from the wall, snapping at those not fast enough to avoid it. A sweet, earthy smell, like peat, rolled from it.

      Where is it, whereisit, whereisitwhereisit, a grating voice slicked through her head, and the words melted into a strange hiss. She stopped to cover her ears, but the ringing continued.

      The second Nagendron swooped from the sky and snapped up a man yards from her—his scream cut short as half his body fell from its jaws.

      It wasn’t eating them.

      Marius tugged her arm. All of her senses came rushing back.

      Ground spinning beneath her, she managed to follow him into the nearest tower. The entrance gate could be seen from the doorway.

      Sounds of carnage came in waves over the distant ringing in her ears. Dizziness set in as she tried to breathe.

      “Safer in here,” Marius said between breaths. “You all right?”

      Wren could only manage a nod, panting as she fought the nausea that rolled in her gut.

      He glanced behind her but ducked back as two men ran by. “I’m looking for someone.” Marius pulled something from his jerkin on a long, gold chain. “Where did you get this?” The drop-shaped pendant swung wildly in his grip, and the green gem inside gleamed, catching the light.

      She opened her mouth, but immediately shut it.

      Anyone who comes looking for us is a danger. Trust no one. A warning her father often repeated—more so in the past several weeks. She’d thought him mad at the time. Now he was dead. Her fingers brushed the knife tucked in her belt.

      Marius glanced through the doorway, tensing when the Nagendron’s tail swished over the grass outside. He stared back at her, face paler than it had been before. “Tin in Demoran des?”

      Wren blinked at him and recoiled, working through his Norveran accent.

      “Are you Demoran?” he asked again, voice clearer in the Demoran words, but quickly turned back to his native tongue. “Where’s Seith? I need to find him.”

      At the mention of her father’s name, his warning screamed in her head. Her heart pounded. Her father was dead. Someone had found him, and now he was dead. This man was a danger, and this was her second chance.

      “I-I found it. In the woods. I don’t know whose it is,” Wren said.

      Too many questions. It was better to kill him and run. She clutched her knife.

      Marius’s eyes widened.

      A sweaty hand clamped over Wren’s mouth and grabbed her from behind. Her knife clattered to the stone.

      “Gavin!” Marius gasped. “What—how did you get here?”

      “Been following since the ambush.” The grip over Wren’s mouth tightened. “Every time you run off on your own, you get yourself into a bigger mess!”

      Wren clawed at his hand. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think.

      “I killed that Demoran prisoner in there,” Gavin said. “That should rile the Council. You can thank me later. We need to go. Where are the others?”

      White spots began to dance across Wren’s vision. Her lungs ached.

      “They’re dead,” Marius said. “Let her go.”

      Gavin’s grip tightened and Wren dug her fingers into his arm.

      “She was about to knife you!”

      “That man my father helped after the war, what if⁠—”

      “Let it go about that loon in the woods! Did you not see the Forest Walkers out there?”

      Another screeching roar ripped through the air. Something thudded the ground, reverberating through Wren’s legs. Her vision was darkening. She couldn’t breathe, and her lungs burned with panic.

      She hadn’t survived execution to die here. With her last surge of strength, Wren sank her teeth into the hand over her mouth, tasting blood.

      Something struck her head.
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      Faelan wasn’t one to take orders quietly, and when they came from a woman—especially an undeserving wench like Gayl—silence was the biggest battle. If he bit his tongue any harder, he’d bleed to death.

      Faelan’s shield thumped against his thigh with each lumbering step of his mount as he rode behind his three companions. It took everything in him not to glare at the back of Gayl’s head as she led their group along the wide, dirt road. This should have been his job, but their leader, Ulfred, had been favoring Gayl. A request from the High Council brought them to investigate a rebel attack on a nearby fort.

      It was rare the High Council sent anyone from Raudvale to intervene in their problems. Officially, Fort Stolos was outside Raudvale borders, but their own king had called upon Faelan’s guild to respond to the crisis before the High Council’s men could arrive. A simple guard job until they could be relieved, it would pay well; however, the work itself was still beneath them. But the fact that Ulfred had given it to Gayl? That was his real problem.

      Two ravens dived across the empty road only to soar upward again, twisting around each other, wings silent on the air. Their soft grawking echoed over the forest of yellowing leaves. Patches of afternoon light broke through the canopy. Faelan looked up. A few more weeks and they’d all turn and fall, leaving the branches bare.

      His twin, Randon, jerked his reins, causing his horse to toss its head and shimmy to the side of the road. He peered into the dark woods that walled the King’s Highway, brow furrowed and back rigid.

      “What is it?” Faelan searched the dark space between the trees that had captured his brother’s attention.

      “You smell that?”

      Faelan sniffed the air. The mulchy smell of the forest floor and the scent of distant smoke filled his lungs. “Of course I smell that. That’s our job burning up the road.”

      “Not that, the other smell.” Randon didn’t take his eyes from the forest. The wind stirred, brushing his brownish-gold hair over his shoulder. How his brother could stand to let it grow the way he did was beyond Faelan. Randon seemed determined to always look like he’d crawled from the wilds with his longer hair and lazy scruff.

      Faelan shrugged. “The woods always smell strange this far out.” Nothing stirred between the trunks. No movement.

      No birds either.

      But the way his twin stared at nothing made Faelan’s skin crawl. Randon had always been the most sensitive of them all.

      “Will the both of you stop fucking around?” Gayl called from ahead. She’d stopped her horse, with Wilk at her side, and stared them down with impatience. Her short, red hair burned in the sunlight trickling through the branches, a contrast against her soft and graceful jawline.

      Faelan frowned. “Keep moving so she’ll shut her mouth. Don’t know why Ulfred lets her lead these jobs.”

      Randon grinned.  “Don’t be jealous.”

      “I’m not.” Faelan grabbed his reins, tapping the horse with more force than intended, and it broke into a trot.

      Jealous. Faelan clenched his jaw. He was not jealous of Gayl. Gayl was only trying to worm her way to the top. Randon couldn’t see it because he had no interest in leading anything. He was too busy drinking and wenching when he wasn’t pissing around in the woods.

      Randon kept looking off through the trees in silence.

      “We shouldn’t even be on this job anyway,” Faelan muttered. “This mess isn’t our problem.” Though, after the High King’s murder, rebellion was an increasing concern for everyone. The frantic reports they’d gotten from merchants traveling the road claimed the entire fort had been destroyed, not a survivor to be found. The High Council was convinced rebels were responsible, but some claimed something more sinister and frightening—the demon Akkavara and its ruthless Forest Walkers. Absurd. The ancient beasts had disappeared from the forests since long before Faelan’s birth.

      Randon snorted. “Just behave under Gayl and don’t disobey orders this time. Job shouldn’t be that hard. You can’t screw up again. Ulfred sounded pretty serious.”

      The job wouldn’t be that hard, but Gayl would undoubtedly find some way to complicate things. But the sooner they could get home, the better. He just had to keep quiet and take orders from Gayl, proving to Ulfred he could follow direction without issue.

      Easier said than done. A job from the High Council would only go to Gayl’s head, and she was just looking for ways to beat him in the fight to leadership.

      “We don’t have all day,” Gayl snapped as they approached. “Come on.” She turned her horse and trotted ahead, leaving Wilk behind.

      Faelan watched her go with a glare.

      One of the ravens flew in and landed with a clumsy flap on Wilk’s shoulder, ruffling his shaggy, wheat-colored hair. Wilk took a drink from his waterskin and wiped his reddish beard, eyes following the petite warrior. “She’s a bit hostile today, isn’t she?” He handed the skin to Faelan.

      Faelan took a swig and passed it back. “Let’s just get this done.”

      “Don’t let her mood rub off on you,” Wilk said. “We’ll be home before sunset to get you a pint of ale and a tight wench to take your load.” He patted Faelan on the shoulder. “Makes everything better after a long day.”

      Faelan shrugged him off. The raven hissed and flapped its wings.

      “He’s too sour for that, Farm Boy.” Randon chuckled. “He’ll need me to warm them up first.”

      Wilk guffawed as they tapped their horses in a trot to catch up. The raven flapped for balance and eventually soared off ahead of them. Silence rang from the forest on both sides of the highway, and the pungent scent of smoldering debris wafted up the road.

      Rounding the bend, they came to the clearing surrounding the fort. The gates and part of the stone wall crumbled inward, as if something large had crashed down on it from the outside.

      A cluster of dead trees at the edge of the clearing drew Faelan’s attention, a blight against the lush woods of green and yellow leaves. Everything else breathed life while that single patch screamed death. The faint scent of peat and mulch lingered in the air over the smell of smoke behind him.

      Randon remained fixated on the patch of dead trees, as if something unseen lurked there too. “What happened there?” He nodded at the patch of dead forest.

      “Disease?” Faelan offered, but the idea didn’t sit right with him either.

      Gayl had already dismounted by the gates, speaking with a couple of locals. A handful of villagers from nearby farms watched from a distance, dirt dusting the knees of their trousers and sweat staining their tan tunics.

      The damage inside seen through the busted gates left Faelan speechless. Gray smoke puffed upward from the stables, carrying embers into the sky while flames still nibbled the remaining wood. The breeze shifted and the smell of blood and spilled entrails hit him.

      They dismounted, and Wilk took the reins of their horses to tie to a post.

      “Anyone inside?” Faelan asked the villagers as he approached.

      “We haven’t gone in,” said a tall, lanky man, scrunching his weathered face. “We saw the smoke and only came to see.”

      “You didn’t see anything? No one rushing the scene or fleeing?”

      They shook their heads, looking nervously into the destruction. “The work of a demon…” one muttered.

      “We’ll handle it.”

      The old villager eyed the wolf-hilt of Faelan’s sword. “Glad to see the Brotherhood taking care of things. Gods know the High Council can’t get themselves together fast enough.”

      Indeed, and that had been so even before the fall of the High King. Now it felt as if all the kingdoms were falling into decay.

      Faelan watched his brother step over a broken beam and into the destruction of the fort. Gayl stood at the entrance, a look of disbelief on her face.

      Faelan walked over to her, taking in the damage beyond. Corpses littered the courtyard and flies zipped between them. Randon walked among the bodies, turning them with his foot. Most were charred, flesh and hair melted against their armor. Some had been torn in half, entrails strung through the dirt.

      “How could rebels have caused this?” Faelan asked.

      “Don’t know.” Gayl raked a hand through her boyishly short hair. Her green eyes were one of her most striking features, large and expressive. And right now, they expressed frustration tinged with an anxiousness that made him uneasy. “There needs to be two sides to a fight. I’m only seeing one.”

      “Well.” He stepped forward. “Let’s see what we can find.”

      “Council orders are to kill any surviving prisoners.”

      “What?” He stopped. “Why wouldn’t they want to question⁠—”

      “Council orders. Only rebels are held here anyway. Enemies of the kingdom.”

      Faelan bristled. “We aren’t executioners, Gayl.”

      “I don’t like it either.” She stared at him, delicate brow furrowed and expression hardened against his challenge. “But we answer to King Josef on this job, and he answers to the High Council. We aren’t exactly free to decide. Looks like everyone’s dead anyway. If you find someone alive, killing them would be a favor.” She stepped over the crumbled block, leaving him to stand there.

      Faelan tried to calm his irritation. Follow orders and avoid crossing Gayl until the relief party showed. It should’ve been simple, but he couldn’t tolerate her orders. And not just because they came from Gayl’s pretty mouth.

      The Brotherhood didn’t take lives without a fair fight. Their job was to protect people, not to play cleanup, and they were neither for nor against rebellion.

      He crouched over one of the bodies, watching flies crawl around the torn flesh. Strange that only Fort Stolos guards and prisoners had fallen in the attack with no outside enemy to be found. Rebels wouldn’t intentionally kill their own.

      After some time, Gayl’s short stride came back over the gravel behind him.

      She crouched at his side, wrinkling her straight, little nose in that disturbingly cute way she often did, and looked back toward the prison. “Found a wolven in there.”

      “Dead?”

      She nodded. “I took care of him, but I thought you should know.”

      “Has Randon seen it?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Try to keep him away.” He glanced at his twin as he climbed down the steps of the patrol wall. “It’ll only upset him.”

      “I asked Wilk to cover the body.”

      Randon walked over, gravel crunching under his boots. A troubled expression remained on his face. Gayl looked between them and walked back to the smoldering barracks.

      Randon wiped the sweat from his brow and brushed his longer hair back.

      “What do you think it was?” Faelan dusted his hands as he stood. “Couldn’t have been catapults; nowhere to hide them. No one nearby witnessed anything. How could rebels breach the walls and attack so quickly without leaving any of their wounded behind? And it seems all the prisoners are dead. If it were the rebels’ doing, they did a pretty shit job.”

      Randon shook his head, glancing at the wall. “Can’t you feel it in the air now? It feels like a storm.”

      Faelan stilled. He could feel it: some strange energy that slicked over his skin, almost enough to make his hair stand. It seemed to grow with the nervousness that clutched his twin.

      Faelan left him and wandered across the courtyard, looking for something other than a soldier or guard, something that might explain what had happened—something to explain the dreadful feeling.

      He stopped in the doorway of the nearby watchtower. The air inside was cool and the stone walls blocked the stench of burnt flesh. He started for the winding stone steps, but his eyes fell to the body of a woman beneath the stairs.

      Faelan crouched beside the body lying on its side. The gentle rise and fall of her chest could be easily overlooked, but she was alive.

      He rolled her onto her back. Dirt smudged her skin and clothes while bits of debris tangled in her long, white-blonde hair. No serious wounds.

      He took her wrist, finding her pulse faint and skin clammy. Her wrists had rope burns, but that wasn’t as troubling as the dark, red mark around her neck. It was as if she had been hanged or strangled.

      She didn’t look as rough as the typical prisoner held by the forts, but the mark around her neck implied serious crimes. The slightly angular structure of her face could have made her an upper-class whore if she had more meat on her: high cheekbones, delicate pointed chin, arched brows… but something about these features was strange, foreign almost.

      Faelan glanced outside over his shoulder at the carnage, then turned back to the woman and frowned.

      Their orders were clear, but someone else could do it. To kill an unarmed man or woman—prisoner or not—was demeaning. He didn’t have room for that blood on his hands. Relief would report to the scene soon enough, and he’d leave the woman’s fate to the gods. The Brotherhood were warriors, not executioners, and the rebels were none of their concern. The High Council could do their own dirty work. They couldn’t expect him to check every body for a pulse, and it wasn’t disobeying orders if nobody else knew.

      “Find anything?” Gayl called, her steps crunching over the gravel toward him.

      Faelan stared at the woman lying on the ground for a moment, hesitating. He’d consider this his good deed and let the goddess Mona smile upon him for a change. Gods knew he needed it.

      “No,” he called back over his shoulder, then pulled a nearby saddlecloth over the woman’s body, obscuring her from view before stepping out to meet Gayl. “Did you?”

      She shook her head. “I’ve never seen anything like this. The damage to the rooftops and the towers makes it look like the attack came from above. But how?”

      Faelan grinned. “Forest Walkers?”

      Gayl snorted. “You don’t actually believe that, do you?”

      “Don’t know, but something has Randon worked up. Feel that in the air?”

      Gayl went silent for a moment. “How did a fire even break out like this? I don’t smell any oil.”

      “I don’t smell anything but dirt, guts, and blood,” Faelan muttered.

      Wilk trotted up to them with Randon close behind. “No sign of entry from the back gates,” Wilk said, scratching his short, rusty beard. “And the cells are full of dead prisoners—including a Demoran.”

      Faelan glanced at Gayl. “What? Why would they be holding a Demoran?” Could the elves be involved somehow?

      “Don’t know,” Wilk said, “but someone took him down by sword. Took his head clean off.”

      “Shit,” Randon said. “We’ve got company.”

      Faelan looked toward the gates where a small group of Demorans dismounted from their long, silk-furred hyracon, a beast like a cross between a deer and a horse with long ridged horns dramatically curled back and up. Beneath all the hair, the animals were as slender as their riders and just as pale, built for the snowy mountains with their wide-toed feet. They snorted, no doubt agitated by the warmer weather of the Norveran valley. The mountain elves were a long way from home.

      The Demorans stepped through the courtyard. Their short, silk coats hung past their slender waists, but left their intricately crafted silk and leather-woven armor exposed. Most of them had their long, white hair tied back, though some left it flowing over their shoulders, reflecting like silver in the sunlight. Even their stoic faces reflected shock at the surrounding carnage.

      “Men or women?” Randon asked under his breath.

      “Hard to tell. You know how they are,” Faelan said.

      “You’d think the elves of snow country would be hairier though.” Randon nudged him.

      They laughed.

      Gayl glared at them both and strode toward the elves. Demorans were tall, but they looked monstrously so next to Gayl, who could have passed for a young boy if it weren’t for the soft swell of her breasts beneath her leather armor, and the subtle swing of her hips.

      A startled look flashed over the Demoran captain’s face when Gayl approached like a snarling dog. It disappeared as his dark, green eyes narrowed on her.

      “What matters do you have here?” she asked.

      “One of our own was being held. We have come to collect him.”

      “With what authority?”

      Their captain sneered and pulled a stamped scroll from his robes. “The authority of the Norveran High Council.”

      Faelan stepped in and snatched the orders from his hand.

      Gayl grabbed his arm. “I’ll handle this, Faelan.”

      The Demorans walked around them to assess the damage. One of them shoved into Faelan’s shoulder with a taunting smirk.

      Faelan bit back a growl and watched. “Why the hell would the High Council allow them here?”

      The Demorans spread out, stepping over the bodies with little care.

      “Their orders came before the attack, but they shouldn’t be here,” Gayl said under her breath. “Until we know who or what caused it, we don’t need them in here fucking around. When they find⁠—”

      “Nandru-sos! Mon tu keruva,” a Demoran called out from the prison doorway, anger in his face. “Mevath tu vikanva.” He held up the severed head of the Demoran prisoner by its long, white hair for the captain to see.

      Their captain turned and grabbed Gayl by the neck. “Did you do this?” he growled.

      Rage surged in Faelan’s chest. How dare they touch her. He jerked his blade from the sheath. “Get your hands off her!”

      His sudden movement set off a chain reaction as the rest of the Demorans unsheathed their sharp, thin blades in response.

      Randon clutched the hilt of his sword a few paces away, growl building in his throat.

      Gayl’s nostrils flared as she twisted free of the Demoran’s hold, throwing an angry look at Faelan.

      Wilk crouched in, hands up in a defensive gesture as he stepped between them. “Your prisoner was dead long before we got here.”

      The calm in Wilk’s voice did nothing to soothe either side. Demorans were typically hostile, but there was obviously more to the reasons this group had come to Fort Stolos.

      The sound of horses beyond the wall and the voices of men broke the tension. Three officers of the High Council’s army stepped through the rubble, failing to hide their shock as they took in the scene.

      Relief had arrived.

      The Demorans sheathed their blades, and their captain turned to greet the newcomers. Their voices echoed through the yard. Along the wall, three large ravens sat, watching.

      Gayl’s face remained flushed. “I told you to let me handle it, Faelan.”

      Faelan opened his mouth to rebut, but she turned away, staring at the High Council’s men.

      “Glad they finally showed up,” Wilk said, watching the men.

      “Let them take care of this mess,” Gayl said. She started for the gates. “I’ve seen enough. Ulfred can give our report.”

      The ground rocked under Faelan’s feet.

      The horses cried out beyond the wall, and the Demoran mounts screeched in panic. Faelan froze and glanced back at Randon and Wilk. They both stood, feet slightly apart, rigid as they looked between each other. The Demorans and High Council soldiers had stopped talking.

      Loose stone from the walls tumbled over. The men standing nearby backed away, and the ravens took off with irritated grawks.

      The rumbling beneath their feet continued for a long moment, like standing on a large boat in choppy waters, until it finally went still.

      Gayl whirled around, face pale.

      “The fuck was that?” Wilk whispered.

      “Landshake,” Faelan said. Old stories of landshakes followed by great waves and violent storms were things of legends. He glanced at his brother, who stared at the forest peeking over the wall.

      Sweat slicked Randon’s brow. His face had lost a bit of its color. “We should go.”
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      Wren opened her eyes to darkness on a cold stone floor. She touched her neck; the skin was tender and stinging. She struggled to swallow, and a dull throb flared at her temple. The tired chirp of a lone cricket sang from somewhere nearby.

      She rolled. Something hard pressed through her tunic. Wincing, she reached under herself to grasp her father’s blade. Her muscles ached as she sat up and looked around, pushing off a dirty saddlecloth. It reeked of horse. She was inside a watchtower, underneath the staircase, but how did she get there?

      It was strangely quiet, and the smell of something burning reached her. She pulled herself up and staggered to the doorway, tucking the knife in her waistband. Everything came flooding back when she took in the scene illuminated by the half-moon.

      Most of the buildings had burned and the opposing walls crumbled inward. Many of the bodies had been neatly stacked on the ground or in carts, like logs in the darkness, ready to be carried off and burned. Others remained undisturbed. The stench of blood and torn bowels hung in the air. She gagged.

      Stepping out of the tower, Wren took in the shapes of the trees beyond the wall and crouched, casting nervous glances at the starry sky. Could Nagendron fly at night? She didn’t want to find out.

      Someone sneezed.

      Wren ducked behind a cart stacked with bodies and held her breath. The warm glow of a torch broke the darkness, illuminating soldiers standing at the main gates across the yard. She’d already had a taste of authority and didn’t like it. Her heart thumped in her chest. There had to be another way out.

      Slowly, without taking her eyes from them, she edged back toward the tower wall. As she moved through the rubble, stepping over bodies, she relived the attack. Was it really a Nagendron? A Forest Walker?

      A guard at the gates said something in an exaggerated voice, and the others laughed, the sound echoing through the yard. Wren turned her attention back to the wall where a smaller, single gate hopefully led to freedom.

      She slid up and tugged at the brass handle, but a heavy chain slapped against the wooden door.

      Footsteps thumped the walkway along the top of the wall.

      She jerked back, sinking into the shadows as torchlight spilled from above.

      “Did you hear that?” a man asked.

      “Probably a cat or something.”

      “A cat?”

      “If you’re so concerned, then you go check. Can you see anything down there?”

      “No.”

      The silence dragged before the sound of heavy boots pounded the stone steps along the wall behind her. Wren flattened herself, staying out of the light, and inched her way to a water barrel to crouch beside it. Holding her breath as the guard approached, she let herself melt into the shadows as she’d been taught.

      He lifted his torch as he walked by to examine the gate, shadows moving with the flame. Keys jingled at his side.

      He was a large man, but she was taller. She had that advantage, along with the element of surprise, and her training might be able to make up for his girth. Wren’s fingers twitched, and she remembered the knife tucked in her waistband.

      No. No blood. Too messy and it’d cause alarm.

      She glanced above for his companion, then leapt from the shadows, wrapping one arm around his neck to pull him off balance. Before he could shout, Wren jabbed the hollow above his collarbone.

      He let out a soft gasp before collapsing, torch clattering to the ground.

      Wren barely had a moment to catch her breath before he hit the ground with a thud.

      Wren dug for the keys at his side from under his body, but he was heavier than she anticipated. With a cringe, she slid her hand under him and grasped the keys.

      “Henrick?” his companion asked from above.

      Using both hands, she ripped the key ring from his belt and fell back against the wall. She quickly ducked into the shadows again as the other guard held his torch over the edge.

      “Dammit, Henrick, stop fucking around.” The second guard shuffled down the steps.

      Wren jumped to her feet and fumbled with the keys against the lock.

      “Hey! You there—stop!”

      The keys wouldn’t fit. She frantically tried the next. Wrong size. Her hands shook as she tried another.

      Wrong again.

      The guard’s steps pounded down the stairs, shouting for backup. Others ran along the wall and across the courtyard.

      Hot panic hit her as she worked through the keys once more.

      The lock clicked.

      She pushed the gate open and ran into the small clearing. Moonlight cast a silver-blue glow over the grass; she ran for the cover of darkness and trees ahead. She could lose them in the woods. The woods were safe. The woods were home. If Nagendron lurked there, she’d rather face that than imprisonment.

      Something snagged Wren’s boot. She slammed to the ground. The soldiers’ and guards’ heavy steps behind her sent another wave of panic as she scrambled to her feet and bolted for the tree line.

      Her head still throbbed over the rasping of her lungs and the dryness of her throat.

      The soldiers were still behind her, giving chase.

      Wren crossed the tree line, ducking under the low branches, stepping carefully to avoid tripping. The scent of damp earth filled the air, but she couldn’t hear a river over her own breath.

      The grass around her came up thick and her boots sank into soft mud. She had found her way to the creek. She pulled her foot out of the sludge and backed up to solid ground.

      “This way!” Footsteps and voices spread through the woods.

      The pounding of her heart was violent and forceful. She ducked and rolled in the grass against a fallen tree, hiding under the curve of the trunk.

      A soldier ran by, his torch cutting through the darkness. He stopped when he came to the mud and cursed, backtracking through the reeds.

      Her fingers curled in the grass when he stepped near her. The damp ground seeped through her thin, linen tunic. She held her breath and waited. His boot was so close she could see the stitches in the hard leather, and the grass bending under the weight of his step with the torchlight.

      The soldier moved away from her, and she breathed out as he combed the edge of the water.

      A chill ran down her spine. He’d find her tracks, find her, and then it’d be over.

      No. She would not be taken. Not alive, at least. She didn’t come this far to be taken again.

      Wren crawled from under the fallen tree and crept closer. She moved only when he moved, and stepped only when he stepped—just as she’d been taught. She was nearly on top of him when he held his torch over the bank and kneeled to inspect the ground.

      She tackled him, and he dropped his torch in the stream with a hissing splash, throwing them into pitch-black. He only managed to let out one muffled cry before she gritted her teeth, yanking his neck with a twist. He tumbled in the water.

      She fell on top of him in the mud, covering his mouth until he stopped struggling. In a shaky breath, she stood and staggered from the muck.

      A feeling of triumph calmed her breath. But it wasn’t over. When his friends came, she’d be in more trouble.

      Leaves crunched and branches snapped as the soldiers moved through the woods. Wren felt her way through the trees, away from the noise. Brush scratched at her shins and something sharp caught the leg of her trousers. She kicked free.

      “There!” a soldier shouted.

      Blindly, she stepped through the woods until moonlight broke through the trees ahead.

      The earth slipped from beneath her.

      Dirt and rocks raked her back and tore at exposed flesh as she slid down the slope. It took a moment for the pain to set in, but when it did, the burn flared over her skin. She winced and bit her cheek.

      “There’s a way down over here,” a soldier said.

      Wren forced herself up, rolling her shoulder. It wasn’t broken. At least she hoped it wasn’t. With the little Demoran magic she possessed, she could heal cuts and slow bleeding, but mending bone was far beyond her ability.

      Moonlight glistened in the shallow water between rocks. She ran, stumbling over the slimy boulders. The frigid water came only to her ankles, but it moved fast enough to threaten her balance. She splashed through, soaking her boots, and glanced behind to see the shapes of men starting to make their way down the ravine.

      She continued through the water, ducking under low-hanging trees and squeezing around boulders. The riverbed narrowed, and the water came up to her knees now. The force of it almost brought her down, rushing and splashing around her legs.

      She grabbed for a rock jutting out of the earth and pulled herself from the ravine, crawling away from the edge. Straining to hear over the rushing water, she listened for them. Eventually they’d catch onto her trail.

      Glancing at the stars above, she searched for Mona’s circle of patrons to guide her south toward Arrowwood. If she just kept going south, she’d find Arlon. That’s what her childhood friend had told her before he left.

      She pushed forward, lungs burning, breath rasping. If she could find Arlon, she’d be safe.

      South. Keep running south.

      She just had to make it there alive.
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      Wren lurched up, ripping her arms free from the tangle of sheets, chest heaving. Her throat was dry, and cold sweat stuck to her skin. She could still hear the lewd grunts and laughter of the men, feel the dampness of her cell. She swallowed and looked down. Bed. Furs. A dream. It was only a dream. No Nagendron, no soldiers. She reached up to the burning pain around her neck and winced.

      Then froze. This was not her home.

      Wren took a slow breath. Warm, stuffy air laced with cloves, citrus, and the smell of baked bread calmed her racing heart. The firelight from the hearth danced over the walls of the one-room cottage and sunlight poured in from the back window. She’d been running to find Arlon, but her dreams twisted in such a way she wasn’t sure where she was.

      When she threw back the blankets, she found her legs were bare. Someone had stripped her down to her smallclothes, but left her dingy tunic in place. Her dirty trousers hung over the back of a nearby chair and her knife was gone. She swallowed, trying to calm the rising panic in her chest.

      Bits of her memory surfaced—a chase, crossing a river, horses crashing through the woods, and men in pursuit. Dark bruises marred her thighs, and her muscles throbbed. Were these aches from her escape, or had something more happened to her?

      With a shudder, she touched the oil lamp on the bedside table. Still warm. Shelves and cabinets with jars of spices lined the wall, and dried herbs hung by the door.

      It was just like her home with her father in the woods, and for a moment, if she closed her eyes, she could be there again. But she didn’t know this place or the owner’s intentions, and she couldn’t afford to wait and see. She planted her bare feet on the floor, legs aching under her weight as she reached for her trousers and slipped them on. The hem was still damp from crossing the river.

      The sound of metal scraping came from outside the back door. Chains rattled and dragged across a wooden deck and a large shadow passed over the window. She ducked and crept to the door.

      A surprise attack would give her the ability to knock them out and assess the situation.

      Sliding against the rough wooden wall, her hands tingled in anticipation, and her heart flipped around like a wounded sparrow.

      Something clattered outside. The door creaked open, and a tall, lean figure stepped through the threshold.

      Wren swung for his head. He ducked, but her next strike hit him in the gut. He bent over and let out a choking cough.

      Without hesitation, she raised her hand for a sharp downward jab toward the hollow of his collarbone—just as she’d been trained.

      But he twisted, hand moving up in a fluid motion, blocking her fingers before she struck.

      Wren’s heart skipped. He knew. How?

      “God, Wren. You’re as rude as ever.”

      She blinked in the dim light of the room. The tall form and angular elven features of his face came into focus: high cheekbones, square jaw, pointed chin. She hadn’t seen this face in years, but it was his warm hazel eyes and the small scar under his chin that gave him away—he’d slipped in the creek as a boy. She’d called him a baby, and he’d cried.

      “Arlon!” Relief flooded her, and she threw her arms around him. She’d found him. It hadn’t been a dream. Perhaps the gods weren’t as useless as she’d thought.

      Arlon laughed and patted her back. “I expected a violent greeting. The way you were rambling about monsters and fire last night, I wasn’t sure if you knew where you were or even who I was. Did you hit your head?” He reached to touch her cheek.

      She flinched and pulled away.

      “I found you last night while I was checking my traps. You looked as if you’d been running with wolves.” His eyes fell to her neck, and his brow creased. “How did you get all the way out here?”

      She knew what he must be thinking—finding her alone when she never left the boundaries of her home tucked away in the woods. Her father had always made those boundaries clear, and she never tested them. Never had the desire to, as he’d made the dangers very clear. Especially in the last weeks.

      Arlon brought her back to the bed and sat beside her, his weight sinking into the mattress. “Where’s Seith?”

      She swallowed, unable to find her voice.

      “Wren, what happened?”

      She shook her head. The corners of her mouth quivered. She hadn’t given the pain of her father’s death a chance to catch up, and it fell on her all at once now. She squeezed her eyes shut—the blood, the flames, the heavy stillness of his body. She bit the inside of her cheek until she tasted the coppery tang of blood.

      “It’s all right. It’s fine.” Arlon pulled her against his chest, alarm under his calm tone. “Was it an accident? Is he sick?”

      She took a shaking breath. “Dead.”

      “What?” His arms tightened around her.

      “I wasn’t home, but he…” Her breath hitched. “He was still warm when I found him. Someone killed him.” If she had been home, could she have stopped it? She had dreamed of his death days before, but dreams were just that. They never meant anything. She tried to tell herself this, but she should have taken it as a warning. And the Nagendron—she’d dreamed of that too.

      “God, Wren. I’m sorry,” he said as he rocked her. “I’m so sorry. I should have come for you after I settled—how long ago did this happen?”

      How long? It felt like ages. “A couple of days.”

      “We should go back.”

      “No!” She jolted at the thought. Surely the people who had killed her father were still hunting her. She shouldn’t have even run to Arlon in the first place, but he was the safest place she knew. All of her supplies had been taken upon arrest. “No, we can’t.”

      “But we need to find who did this.”

      “We can’t go back.”

      “Why?”

      “He made me promise to run.”

      “Did Seith know someone was after him? Who would want to kill him? He avoided everyone and everything.”

      “You know how my father was,” she said, avoiding the question. The Demorans who had breached their territory were responsible, but why? Her father had always warned her they would eventually come for them, but he also made it clear to talk of that to no one. Especially not to Arlon or his father for fear of endangering them too. “He always just told me to run.” Run and burn the house. Leave no trace. Her father was supposed to run with her. She swallowed down her grief, but it was rising, threatening to drown her.

      Concern set in Arlon’s eyes again. “If it has something to do with your father’s hiding, you could be in danger.” Arlon had never brought up her father’s reclusiveness directly. It was obvious something had troubled her father enough to remain secluded for all those years, avoiding everyone. All the training, sparring, and preparations, it wasn’t normal. Arlon had told her so, but she was never allowed to tell him why. She barely knew all the reasons herself.

      “Did anyone follow you?” he asked.

      She’d lost the Demorans easily after she set the house ablaze and ran. “No, I—” Images of Fort Stolos rushed back to her: her arrest, the Nagendron, the soldiers…

      “Did someone hurt you?”

      She couldn’t involve him in what happened at Fort Stolos. She wasn’t guilty of anything, but they had been eager enough to try to kill her. The less Arlon knew about Fort Stolos, along with the Demorans hunting her, the safer Arlon would be. She wouldn’t stay long anyway.

      “I fell. I hit my head and fell.”

      His eyes lingered over the mark on her neck. “Somehow I doubt you’re telling me the whole story.” Arlon had always seen through her lies, but he had always been kind enough not to expose them.

      “I… I don’t want to talk about it right now,” she said, quietly. The shock was too raw, and she wasn’t ready to sit with her grief just yet. Wren struggled to push the thoughts of her father away. It wouldn’t do to dwell on them anyhow. After everything she’d been through, she was here now, with Arlon, safe. She wiped back the tears before they fell.

      He gave her a gentle smile and took her hand. “Let’s get you cleaned up. You’re filthy.”

      Wren looked down at her dirty clothes.

      “I’ll add a little more water to the bath.” He carefully removed the bucket hanging over the flames, his long, dark-blond hair falling over his shoulders.

      When he stood, she realized just how much seven years passing had done to him. He was a Dryas, and by nature they were the tallest of the elves. She knew this, but at sixteen summers, they’d been the same height. Wren, with her human blood, had seemed to grow faster at first, but now Arlon was a whole head taller than her, having to duck slightly when he stepped out the back door.

      Standing, the ache returned to her muscles. She winced and followed him outside onto the small porch that backed against the woods. A simple shrine sat in the corner by the door: two flat rocks the size of her palm stacked on top of each other encircled by a wreath of vines, and a single purple berry placed at the top. She smiled. Arlon’s superstitions hadn’t changed. Her father hadn’t been a religious man, but she knew enough about the forest god, Akkavara, from Arlon and his father. She was so lost without her father.

      At the back, a small, separate room attached to the side of the cottage surprised her. The stone floor was damp, and steam rose from the water in the wooden basin. Her brow furrowed. There was nowhere to wash the dirt off her body before entering the tub.

      Arlon stepped around her and poured more water into the bath, causing a fresh rise of steam.

      “Where do I wash?” she asked.

      “This is how Norverans do it.” He set the bucket down by the basin.

      She stared at him blankly.

      He smiled. “You wash in the tub.”

      “You soak in the same water you wash with?” She scrunched her face. “That’s disgusting. You can’t possibly get clean that way.”

      “Well, that’s how Norverans do it.”

      “Is that why they all smell?” she grumbled. Most of the men at Fort Stolos carried a foul odor in the heat, and their hairy faces didn’t help them look any cleaner. Some of them had so much hair it poked out from the necks of their tunics. They were like animals. She could only imagine it would trap all kinds of dirt, sweat, and maybe even fleas.

      Arlon chuckled. “There’s so much more for you to experience. It must be overwhelming. Just wait until you see the cities.”

      The cities and kingdoms—she never imagined or desired to see them. Her life with her father in the woods had been perfectly simple. Up until now. The plan was to go on the run, hiding and evading until they could cross the kingdoms, together. She bit her cheek harder to stop the tears. Either way, she was told to avoid cities. There was too much risk: too many people, and the wrong sort might find them.

      She shook her head and began to strip off her clothes. “I don’t think I’m ready for that.”

      Arlon turned away. “Can’t you wait?”

      Wren glanced over her shoulder. His face was red. “Why? Nothing’s changed.”

      “I’ll argue that it has.”

      She looked down at her mostly flat chest and cupped her breasts. “They’re the same size they’ve always been. Unfortunately.” She laughed when his face turned a deeper shade of red. Nakedness had never bothered him in the past. They’d lain together! It wasn’t as if it had happened in another lifetime.

      He kept his eyes fixed on the wall and cleared his throat. “You’re shorter than I remember.”

      She slipped into the water, sinking up to her shoulders. The heat eased her stiff muscles. “Is that all?” When she was fully submerged, Arlon turned to pick her clothes from the floor. She grabbed a bar of soap from the ledge and scrubbed at her arms. “In all the years I’ve known you—we used to swim naked in the river, Arlon! It wasn’t that long ago.” She sighed. “Where’s your father?”

      “Back on the road.”

      “Oh,” she said, quietly. Arlon’s father had been just as close to her as her own. It didn’t feel like that long ago when Arlon had left with him. “How is he?”

      Arlon had finally relaxed enough to lean in the doorway, holding her clothes from the wet floor. “He’s well. Disappointed I stayed behind here in Arrowwood, but I didn’t want to be out there anymore. It’s more dangerous for Dryas in Norvera these days. Norverans are becoming anxious around us elves. Many still blame us for the war. In their eyes, we’re all the same.”

      She frowned. Sure, Dryas and Demorans shared similar features—the almond-shaped eyes, slightly pointed ears, long and lean bodies—but that’s where the similarities stopped. Demorans all had the same pale skin, the same white-blond hair, and their eyes never strayed very far from green.

      Dryas faces were slightly broader, giving them a friendlier appearance with warm, golden skin and dark blond or brown hair. How could they be confused?

      Wren’s father may have been a Demoran, but she carried her mother’s softer Norveran features. Enough of her father’s blood carried through, she thought, but Norverans didn’t seem to recognize her as an elf. Arlon used to tease her for it, though perhaps it was for the best.

      “There are good people here in this village, though,” Arlon said. “The people I work for pay me well, and they’re kind. Everyone here is. They’ll be happy to meet you. I think you’ll like it here.”

      Wren forced a smile. She had no desire to meet anyone else. Not after yesterday, and she wasn’t far enough from Fort Stolos to feel safe. “I’m not sure how long I can stay.”

      “Where else would you go?”

      The guards did steal her money and supplies… but staying here could bring trouble to Arlon, and her father made it clear she was not to settle anywhere for long. The people hunting him would hunt for her, and no one could be trusted.

      But Arlon was safe. He had always been safe. Still, she couldn’t drag Arlon into her mess. Her father was right and his warning rang in her memory. Secrecy was Arlon’s best protection.

      She shrugged and tilted her head back to wet her hair. “I’ll find something.” She’d stay long enough to get her bearings and then get back on the road.

      “I don’t even want to think about the trouble you’d get yourself into. Or the trouble you’ve already found.”

      She stuck out her tongue. Arlon walked over and dunked her head under the water.

      She splashed, coughing and sputtering as she pushed long, wet strands from her eyes and glared.

      “I’ll prepare something to eat. You can dress in my clothes for now.” He nodded to the shelf on the wall next to the hanging drycloth where some clothes were folded. “I don’t think they’ll quite fit, but they’ll cover enough to keep you modest.”

      She laughed.

      Water sloshed out of the basin, and the walls creaked. A sick feeling rocked in her gut. The soap plopped into the water. Wren gripped the edges of the basin with white-knuckled hands. The ground was shaking.

      Arlon looked up in alarm and braced himself in the doorway. Dust drifted from the rafters as all went still. Dogs barked outside at a distance.

      The water began to calm.

      Arlon stepped outside a moment before returning. “Landshake. There haven’t been landshakes in Norvera since the great wars. Not since Akkavara’s sleep, but this is the second in two days. What could it mean?”

      Landshakes, Nagendron… what indeed? She averted her eyes and fished the soap from the sudsy water.

      Arlon left her to wash. She tried not to think about everything that had happened to her, but the rope burn around her neck was sensitive to the hot water, and a constant reminder of her arrest.

      She touched it, trying to work her healing magic into her skin, but it was as weak as her Demoran blood. Another reminder of the things she only half-possessed. Her fingertips tingled as she pulled her hand away. Nothing like her father. The magic had lessened the sensitivity significantly, but she was certain the mark remained.

      When she finished cleaning, she dried off and dressed in Arlon’s old clothes, taking care to roll the hem of his trousers so she wouldn’t trip. She may be safe here with Arlon, but what did she expect to do now? She couldn’t really stay, not for long, but to be able to stop running, even for a moment, a bath, food, sleeping in a bed—it was more than she could have asked for.

      Toweling her hair, she stepped out of the wash room. The back door had been left ajar and the little shrine had tumbled over from the shaking.

      Wren shouldered the dry cloth and stooped to stack the rocks and single berry. A woman’s voice came from inside. Wren leaned forward and peeked through the door crack.

      A pretty Norveran woman stood facing Arlon in the front doorway with a bundle of clothing: dark curly hair, olive skin, and a round face with dimpled cheeks. Everything in her face seemed to smile even though her brows pinched with worry.

      “It shook everything,” she said. “It made a mess of the shop, but I wanted to run these over before I forgot.”

      “That’s kind of you,” Arlon said. He leaned a little too close to the woman. “I was just preparing a morning meal. Would you like to join us?”

      She smiled, tucking a strand of hair back, cheeks flushing. “Oh, no, I have to get back and clean up the mess. I just brought some clothes she might wear.” She pulled a dress from the top of the basket.

      Arlon chuckled. “I’m not so sure that’s going to fit. She’s a bit taller than you.”

      A bit? Wren would tower over this woman. There was no way any of those clothes would fit. If Wren managed to squeeze the garments over her broad shoulders, the skirt wouldn’t even cover her calves. And while this woman had a waist as narrow as Wren’s, the woman still had curves in all the right places. Her long lashes fanned out over her bright, brown eyes and her small hands probably hadn’t seen a day of working outside.

      Wren’s eyes certainly weren’t big or bright; hers were long and narrow, slightly slanted under smooth lids, thanks to her father. Her short, blonde lashes were nearly invisible in the sun—again, thanks to her father.

      Wren leaned against the wall by the door, staring at the forest while listening.

      “Did you hear about the attack at the fort down the highway?” the woman asked.

      Wren held her breath.

      “No, what happened?”

      “They say rebels attacked, but some say it was something else. Jer says there were no survivors. They’re searching the area for someone, though.”

      Wren jerked away from the door, heart pounding. News had already spread.

      They were searching for her.
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