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      In the year 200, in the city of Pereum, the heart of Fairelle, King Isodor lay on his deathbed. With all of Fairelle united under his banner, his four rival sons vied for the crown. One-by-one, the brothers called forth a djinn named Xereus from Shaidan, the daemon realm, to grant a single wish. But Xereus tricked the brothers, twisting their wishes.

      The eldest wished to forever be bloodthirsty in battle, and was thus transformed into a Vampire. The second wished for the unending loyalty of his men, and was turned into a Werewolf. The third asked for the ability to manipulate the elements of Fairelle; he became physically weak, but mighty in magick, a Fae. And the last asked to rule the sea. A Nereid.

      When the king died, each brother took a piece of Fairelle for himself and waged war for control of the rest. Xereus, having been called forth so many times, tore a rift between his daemonic plane and Fairelle, allowing thousands of daemons to pour into Pereum.

      Years upon years of bloody warring went by, all races fighting for control, and eventually the daemons gained dominion of the heart of Fairelle. Realizing that all lands would soon fall into the daemons’ control, the High Elders of the Fae and the Mages from the south combined their magicks to seal the rift. The daemons were banished back to their own plane, but Pereum was wiped off the map in the process, leaving only charred waste behind, forever, known as The Daemon Wastelands.

      Upon the day of the rift closing, a Mage soothsayer prophesied of the healing of Fairelle. Over the next thousand years, the races continued to war against each other, waiting for the day when the ancient prophesies would begin.

      Eight prophecies, a thousand years old, to unite the lands and heal Fairelle. The first is the prophecy of the wolves.
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          VOLKZENE, FAIRELLE - 1200 YEARS A.D. (AFTER DAEMONS)
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      Another girl had been taken. One moment the small village of Volkzene was silent, with Redlynn drifting off to sleep to the rhythmical sounds of her clock ticking; the next a scream pierced the night.

      Redlynn leaped from her bed, grabbed her sword, and tore out to the street. People in their nightclothes, brandishing torches and lanterns, filled the village center.

      “Where are they?” she called at the nearest neighbor.

      “Cantrel’s.” The woman ran for the safety of her home.

      Anya! Redlynn sprinted toward the south edge of the village. Her best friend was on guard alone at the Cantrel’s hut. Breathing hard, the cold night wind whipped her wavy, red hair into her face and raised goose bumps on her skin. The sound of her blood pumping in her ears drowned out the buzz of the village folk.

      “Anya,” she screamed. “Anya, where are you?”

      Redlynn charged through the crowd gathered outside. “Move,” she yelled. Other members of the Sisterhood and villagers backed away at the sight of her.

      The smell of blood hit her. She stepped over the threshold, the horror slapping her with force. Her heart faltered, and a cry escaped her lips.

      “No!” she screamed. “Anya!”

      Anya’s mangled body lay sprawled on the floor, her bow still clutched in her pale fingers. Redlynn’s mind numbed, unable to process the scene. She spun on the spot. An arrow stuck in the wall next to the door. Bits of wood were strewn about from the smashed kitchen table. Coals tumbled from the fire, and little more than charred cinders remained of the curtains. A pail of water lay discarded nearby. The Cantrels huddled on their bed in the adjoining room, Mrs. Cantrel sobbed into her husband’s chest.

      “Sasha, my Sasha,” Mrs. Cantrel moaned.

      Anger and despair ripped through Redlynn’s gut. Her sword hit the floor with a clatter and she collapsed to her knees, gathering her best friend’s bloody body in her arms. She sucked in large gasps of air, tears streaming down her cheeks. The very last of my loved ones.

      Anya stared blankly into the night, her eyes transfixed and cloudy. Redlynn stroked her hair and tried in vain to piece the skin together on Anya’s neck and torso. At just nineteen, Anya had been through so much in her short life. Too much, and now it was over. Sadness gave way to anger, and bile scorched her throat.

      “This is your fault,” Mrs. Cantrel screeched, pointing at Redlynn. “Where were you? You were supposed to stand guard with Anya.”

      Redlynn swallowed the angry words threatening to unleash. “I’ll find Sasha,” she vowed.

      “Find her? Those beasts have probably already torn her to bits. You’re the protector, and where were you? Asleep. To let my Sasha be taken, and poor Anya to be murdered. If you can’t even do the one thing we’ve kept you around for, what good are you?”

      The words struck Redlynn like a blow to her gut. Her throat dried as she searched for something to say. Something to soothe the mother, to soothe herself. “I’ll find her.”

      “Get out of my house, Cursed!” Mrs. Cantrel screamed.

      Redlynn’s heart thundered. She wanted to yell at the woman that she was all too aware how the sting of loss felt like a million white hot stabs with a fireplace poker. To scream that at least the woman still had a husband and other children. That Anya was all Redlynn had left. That if the Sisterhood would do its job and go back to hunting werewolves instead of letting them live and breath and breed, that this would never have happened.

      But she didn't. Instead, she laid Anya down, grabbed her sword, and pushed out the door, past the crowd of Sisters and villagers. Running flat out, she made for the village gate.

      “Red!”

      The sound of her name stopped her. Breathing hard, her body surged with adrenaline and her head pounded with the need for vengeance. Her heart ached from the pain of Mrs. Cantrel’s words. As much as she pretended that the harsh words and name calling didn't bother her, it was a constant reminder that she did not fit in in Volkzene.

      “I hope you aren’t thinking of doing anything foolish.” Lillith stepped calmly from the shadows, her red stone necklace glowing faintly in the dim light.

      Redlynn locked eyes on the head of her Order and ground her teeth.

      “You know it’s forbidden to go into the woods.”

      “We need to go out there. Strike them now. Take the fight to them and end this.” Redlynn continued toward the gate. “We need to become the hunters we used to be. Not the village guard we are now.”

      Members of the Sisterhood gathered around.

      “Do not defy me on this, Red.” Lillith crossed her arms over her chest. “It won’t end well for you if you do.”

      Redlynn closed her eyes and sucked in the chilled night air, trying to get her mind to focus. Anya was dead. Another girl was gone, and they just stood around arguing, like always. It had been the same thing over and over since Lillith had taken over.

      Sasha made the second girl this month; twelve altogether. There had been five new girls inducted as full-fledged members of the Sisterhood this year. All of them carried off by Weres. It made no sense. The Weres hadn’t attacked the village since before her time. What changed?

      A frigid wind hit her skin. Frost from the ground seeped through her stockings, making her shiver in her nightgown. The rage inside dimmed, giving way for a need to understand what had happened.

      “Tell me,” she demanded, wiping tears from her cheeks. “What happened this time?”

      Lillith’s voice carried into the night for all to hear. “The Weres came in a pack of three. Snuck in and stole Sasha out of her bed, like all the others.”

      Redlynn let out a shuddered breath. Anya, a good fighter, would’ve been no match for three. No one was, but perhaps Redlynn herself. I shouldn’t have left her alone.

      “Who was on watch?” she asked.

      The Sisters looked at each other.

      “Who saw them come through the gate?” Her eyes raked over the group of women.

      “I did.” Lillith’s back straightened.

      “Why was the alarm not sounded?” she yelled, taking a step closer. “How could you let this happen?”

      Lillith’s gaze flicked to the crowd, then snapped to Redlynn. “Don’t take that tone of voice with me, Red. I am the Head of the Order, not you.”

      “And how many have we lost since you assumed that position?”

      Lillith's eyes narrowed. “It isn’t I who was made protector of the village. I leave village security issues to you.”

      Redlynn gripped her sword so tightly that the metal bit into her fingers.

      “We need to take care of Anya,” one of the Sisters said. “Before the moon passes.”

      Redlynn took a deep, cleansing breath. She had to keep it together. “I’ll do it.”

      Lillith stepped in Redlynn’s path, blocking her. “You don’t need to–”

      “I will do it.” She glared at Lillith before stepping around her.

      Lillith glanced away, as everyone did from Redlynn's cursed golden eyes. In times like this she appreciated her strangeness.

      “We’ll move her to the Hall and prepare, while you clean up.”

      It was not a request.

      The rest of the Sisterhood watched the exchange. Redlynn ground her teeth together so hard her jaw ached. For years they’d all been waiting for the day when she’d challenge Lillith for control as Head of the Order. Their thoughts and silent glances snapped in the air like lightning swirling around her, wondering if today would be the day.

      Swallowing her anger and pride, she turned from them and headed home.

      She dragged her sword, heavy as an ox’s yoke, through the mud to the other end of the village. Her feet were past being numb in the bitter November cold. Fiery pins and needles pricked at her soles with every sloppy step she took.

      I deserved this pain. It should have been me. If it had been, Sasha would still be here, Anya would be alive, and we’d have three less Weres in the woods to worry about. The pain in her body and the pain in her soul were the price she paid for allowing Anya to stand guard alone tonight. I should have stayed with her.

      The wary glances from the villagers made loneliness swell within her. Out of reflex, she grasped the small oval locket hanging loosely beneath her nightgown, and thought of her mother.

      She let her feet carry her down the street, past the deserted training ground. Wind whistled through the archery targets and sparring dummies. Clammy air from the small fountain in front of the village hall made Redlynn’s gown cling to her legs. She glanced sideways at the village council, who gathered in the doorway of the building that served as school, church and meetinghouse. They said nothing, watching her go.

      Why did she stay? She asked herself for the millionth time. Why couldn’t she just find a new place? A better place? She knew the answer all too well. She’d promised her mother. Redlynn hiccuped a sob and turned from the council, unwilling to let them witness her shame.

      Reaching her wood-and-thatched home, the sounds of the village chatter died away. She walked in the still-open door.

      “Dammit!” The fire had gone out. She hurled her sword across the front room, leaving it stuck into the wall of her bedroom, slamming the door behind her.

      Snatching up the fire poker, she stabbed at the crumbling log; sparks swirled up into the flue. Redlynn ignored her quivering chin and concentrated all her efforts into teasing the fire alight. Tears threatened to spill, but she refused to free them. She wouldn’t show more weakness. She would swallow it down until the right time, and then she’d get revenge.

      The fire caught. Redlynn threw down the poker and grabbed her red cloak from the hook, wrapping it over her shoulders. With trembling fingers, she stripped off her muddy stockings, tossing them into the water basin to soak. Anya’s blood-caked Redlynn’s hands and gown.

      Redlynn tied her long, red hair up in a leather strap, pushed the sticky nightgown down her body to the floor, and plunged her hands into the water bucket. She scrubbed her flesh from under her cloak, with her bloodied gown. She couldn’t scrub hard enough; the metallic scent of iron filled her senses.

      Biting her cheek, she tried to stop nausea from taking over. Blood never affected her in battle; when every piece of her was fighting for her life, nothing else mattered. But given more mundane circumstances, the scent and the texture of it, the fact that it was Anya’s, caused her to almost faint. She grabbed the table where the washbasin sat, trying to steady herself. When the darkness receded from her vision, she threw the gown into the basin.

      Shivering, she hurried to her bedroom. She dropped her cloak and pulled on a clean tunic. Looking down, she spotted another of her flaws. A purple birthmark, shaped like a wolf, above her left breast. Tonight the heavy burdens of her life seemed to be piling on top of her.

      Redlynn shoved her legs into her breeches and spotted her mother’s bow leaning against the wall.

      How many Weres had her mother and grandmother taken down with that bow? Her lineage went all the way back to the first Sister herself. Were hunting was in her blood. Not this pitiful existence she now lived. Her Sisterhood sword, with the wolf’s head handle and ruby eyes, hung still lodged in the wall. She stared at the sword. The sword that had belonged to the first Sister. The sword that had slain hundreds of wolves. The sword that she would wield once more. Heat rushed into her chest. She knew what she must do.

      She had to kill the beast responsible for ordering the kidnapping of the girls, and the death of Anya. She needed to drench her sword in the blood of the Were King. To feel the sweet satisfaction of vengeance as she ran him through.

      

      Redlynn grabbed the bow, quiver, cloak and her bag. Filling the bag to the brim with herbs, clothes, food and everything else she might need for her trek, she looked around the home that she and her mother had built with their bare hands. All the pieces of her mother’s life hung around her. She clutched her locket again as her heart squeezed, remembering the past.

      The buckskin satchel her mother had used for her midwife visits. Her mother’s teacup set, adorned with giant yellow sungold flowers, passed down for generations. The wicker rocking chair that her mother had sat in to sing, knit, and tell stories.

      Come on. Be optimistic. You might not die. Redlynn snorted and reminded herself that she wasn’t the optimistic type.

      When the Head of the Order had first founded the village decades ago, there’d been over sixty members of the Sisterhood. The Sisters used to hunt the Weres nightly. Now only a handful of active-duty Sisters spent their time as the village guard, trying to fend off the attacks. It had to end. She wouldn’t waste away in this hellhole any longer. Redlynn strode to the wall in her bedroom, yanked down her sword, and set it with her pack.

      She’d had enough. Her promise to her mother that she’d protect the village wasn’t being fulfilled by sitting on her rear, waiting for the Weres to attack. She was sick of girls being taken, never to be heard from again. But Redlynn knew better than to try and fool herself. She wasn’t doing this for the villagers; she was doing this for Anya, for her mother. For herself.

      Just a few more hours and she’d shed the last of her tears while she cleansed Anya, lock away her sadness deep inside, and allow the anger to take over. Tomorrow she’d become like the Sisters of old. No longer would she wait around for the Weres to attack. She’d raid their caves and drive them out. She’d become Red, The Werewolf Hunter.

      

      “Hey Red,” said Yanti, in her cheerful twelve-year-old voice. “I came to see if you were all right.”

      Redlynn pushed past her, closed the front door, and stepped down onto the frosty dirt road. “Yanti, I don’t have time today. I’m sorry.”

      “Oh.”

      The sound of Yanti’s defeated voice made Redlynn stop in her tracks.

      “I brought you this.” Yanti held out a small basket. “I figured you wouldn’t have time for breakfast.”

      Way to go, Redlynn. Make the kiddies cry. Redlynn laid her hand on Yanti’s shoulder. Yanti continued to look at the basket.

      She used her fist to lift the girl’s chin and gave Yanti a small smile. “Thank you. If you leave it on my table, I’ll eat it when I’m done.”

      “Sure.” Yanti pushed her hair behind her ear.

      “Then you run off to school and training. I don’t want you wandering about today. Today is a weeping day.”

      “I’ll head straight there, Red, I promise.” Yanti smiled again. “I want to be the Head of the Order someday and wear the red stone necklace, like Lillith’s.” Yanti scrunched up her face. “Red, why aren’t you the Head of the Sisterhood, like your grandmother?”

      Redlynn’s eye twitched. “There’s more to being the Head of the Sisterhood than just wearing pretty things and living in a nice home, you know.”

      “I know, but the necklace is so shiny. And she has a matching mirror, have you seen it?”

      A chill raced up Redlynn’s spine. “Where did you see it?”

      “She was sick a few months back, and my mother had me take her some broth. It was sitting on her nightstand. It must be pretty important to her because when I tried to touch it, she yelled at me and told me to get out. Said it was a present from a special admirer, and no one could touch it but her.”

      Redlynn swallowed hard. She'd never known Lillith to have any suitors. Ever. “Off to school.”

      Yanti smiled and headed into Redlynn’s house, then ran back out. “Bye, Red!” she called. “I’m gonna be just like you someday!”

      Redlynn shivered. Yanti deserved to be a mother, married to a wealthy farmer, passing on her golden curls and green eyes to a brood of chubby children, far from the death and despair of Volkzene. And if Yanti and Redlynn were lucky, she’d be able to do just that. All she needed was for Redlynn to succeed in killing the Were King. Redlynn’s chest tightened as Mrs. Cantrel’s words from the night before hit her again.

      And then, maybe if she succeeded, the villagers would stop using her for protection only, and finally accept her as one of their own, despite her strange eyes.

      

      Redlynn tread wearily to the town hall. The wind still whistled through the main muddy road of the village. She pulled her cloak close and passed the Borwen’s pigpen. Quiet stillness emanated through the village at the early hour. A Sister exited her house, stopped short when she saw Redlynn, gave a weak smile, and then hurried toward the village hall. Redlynn sniffed but said nothing. She was used to it. The village wanted her there, only because of who her ancestors were, and her expertise with a bow and sword.

      A thatcher loaded up his wagon, not sparing her a moment’s glance. A group of young farmers stomped silently through the muddy streets toward their plots of land, south of the village wall.

      At the village center, Redlynn pushed open the large doors to the Sisterhood headquarters. The scent of candle wax and incense wafted out. Anya’s body lay on the altar, atop a white linen sheet. Tall beeswax candles lined the walls, and robed sisters crushed Volkzene flowers into a paste. She approached Anya without a word, her stomach roiling with acid. Everyone stopped moving. She unfastened her cloak and set it on a wooden bench.

      Redlynn’s mind flooded with the memory of Anya’s last words, and she swallowed hard.

      “I can do this alone, Red. Trust me.”

      Lillith moved forward in her cream ceremonial garb, the Sisterhood Bible in her hands. Three more Sisters joined her and began the Song of Lament to accompany Lillith’s sacred prayer. Redlynn let the words drift away, concentrating only on the task at hand. Picking up the bone needle and white thread, she began at Anya’s throat. She blinked rapidly, trying to abate her tears. She couldn’t mess this up. Anya deserved the best.

      With each piercing of the skin, Redlynn begged for Anya’s forgiveness. For each tug of the thread, she swore to avenge her friend’s death. She memorized every detail of Anya’s wounds. Every bite, every tear. Counting them, until they all blended together in the blur of her tears.

      When she finished, Redlynn took the wolfsbane paste and pressed the crushed flowers into Anya’s wounds, remembering each laugh, each smile, each moment of friendship they’d shared. The way Anya used to shake her hair out of her face. The determination in her eyes as she aimed her bow. The nights of holding Redlynn as she’d sobbed over the death of her mother.

      The drone of Lillith’s voice stopped after what seemed like an eternity. Redlynn reached down, kissed Anya one last time.

      “Sleep well, my sister. May you find peace on your new journey. My sword will bring thee vengeance, and my heart hold thee always.”

      Redlynn didn’t even see the cloth that she wrapped Anya in through her stream of tears.

      Redlynn couldn’t cope with the burning of her best friend’s body. To smell the flesh and hair as it charred. So instead, with eyes drained of water, like the Daemon Wastelands, she went home and collected her things. Her heart heavy, she looked at her mother’s portrait. Redlynn wondered once more why she resembled neither of her dark haired parents. Or anyone else in Volkzene for that matter.

      

      Keeping to the shadows of her neighboring houses, she reached the dirt road and crossed through the wooden perimeter fencing. No one stood guard, again. So few Sisters remained in the village. Redlynn remembered a time when the Sisters lived to be eighty or longer. Now few of the Sisters lived beyond fifty if they survived childbirth. For a moment she wondered if she was doing the right thing. If she succeeded, they’d be safe indefinitely. If she didn't...

      She turned, heading across the green toward the woods. Drawing near the tree line, she heard someone rushing up behind her.

      “Red!”

      She’d kept moving, ignoring Lillith’s call.

      “Redlynn! As Head of the Order, I command you to stop!”

      Redlynn halted and turned. Lillith’s ample chest heaved up and down.

      “Where do you think you are going?” Lillith tried to catch her breath.

      “Where does it look like?”

      “I have forbidden anyone from entering the forest. My rules are law here.”

      Redlynn wasn’t known for living by Lillith’s many rules. Unlike the other villagers, Redlynn wasn’t afraid of Lillith. With Anya gone now, she had nothing to lose.

      “We need you here for protection,” Lillith continued.

      “You can do it.”

      “Me? I’m the Head of the Order; who’d lead us if I die?”

      Redlynn’s head snapped up, and she met Lillith’s stare. The other woman glanced away. Her mother should’ve been the Head of the Sisterhood, like her ancestors before her. But due to Lillith’s scheming, her mother had been discredited. Redlynn didn’t know all the details. The denouncement had been held in a secret Sisterhood meeting before Redlynn had become a member. But she’d seen firsthand how it’d crushed and ultimately killed her mother.

      “Then I guess you better start training the men to protect their daughters,” Redlynn bit out.

      “Surely you jest? It’s been the Sisterhood. Always the Sisterhood. For as long as there have been Weres, there have been Sisters. They go hand in hand, they—" Lillith stopped short.

      Redlynn studied Lillith’s face, and Lillith glanced away again. That nagging feeling that Lillith was keeping something from the Sisterhood rooted around in Redlynn's mind for the millionth time.

      Pulling herself to her full height, Lillith tilted her chin up and glared at Redlynn. “If you leave now, you’ll be cast out.”

      Redlynn didn't bother to conceal her smile. There it was. The final ultimatum. She wondered how long Lillith had dreamed of this moment. The threat meant nothing to Redlynn though. If she killed the King of the Weres, she’d be able to finally leave Volkzene and make a new life for herself. And if she didn’t...

      “I can live with that.” Redlynn walked into the forest.

      Lillith huffed behind her. “I mean it, Red! If you go, don’t come back.”

      “Maybe you can find out how the Weres got into the village without the alarm going off while I’m gone,” she yelled over her shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      Lillith ran into her moderate stone home and closed the door, locking it behind herself. She threw her hands over her face and screamed. What was she going to do? Red had defied her and gone into the woods. Her job was to keep the Sisters away from the wolves, and she’d failed.

      She looked around at her fine things. Her beautiful furniture, her fine linens, her china. All things afforded her because of her position. They’d quickly be ripped away if she didn’t keep her part of the bargain. The people she answered to were not ones to be trifled with.

      They’d shown her the way to seize control of the Sisterhood, but it was with the promise that she’d keep the Sisters contained. And she had, with one exception.

      Lillith forced herself to focus and weigh her options. She could tell Dragos and suffer the punishment. She could follow Red and kill her. Or she could wait and see. The first option was sure to be a death sentence, and the second might be, as well.

      She blew out a heavy breath. She’d wait. It was possible that Red would find nothing, or that she’d be killed by the wolves. Possibly something worse. Lillith’s eyes narrowed. Something worse…

      She smiled and hustled into her bedroom. An ornate mirror sat on her dressing table. She settled into a chair in front of the mirror and pressed the inlaid red stone. It lit up instantly and glowed. The surface of the mirror shimmered.

      “Terona, of Tanah Darah,” she commanded.
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      Wolvenglen Forest warmed in the early spring light. A layer of dew laded the thick brush. The scent of moist dirt and leaves soothed Redlynn as always. She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed running through the trees till that moment. In her loneliness, they comforted her like old friends. She’d been forbidden from coming into the woods since Lillith had taken over as Head of the Order.

      Redlynn’s chest tightened, and she clutched her locket, as she adjusted to the flood of childhood memories: her mother, laughing and singing while picking herbs, teaching her which berries to pick, or how to take leaves without damaging the plants, lying on a bed of moss as sunlight warmed her skin, the taste of cool river water, a glimpse of her mother hugging someone.

      Redlynn hopped over a rock, heading toward the northwest area of Wolvenglen Forest. Once as a girl she’d tracked a group of Weres, led by a giant red one. She’d been hunting while her mother gathered herbs, and she’d spotted them near the caves. Now she was counting on them still subsisting there.

      Redlynn trudged through ancient redwoods, stopping an hour later to fill her satchel with mushrooms and berries. She sucked the juice out of the sweet, purple draepons. The sun trickling down through the dense foliage, lighting on delicate violets sprouting from the ground. A blue-green hummingbird darted back and forth before continuing on.

      A doe with her baby froze yards from where Redlynn sat. The doe’s ears swiveled, and her tail flicked, sensing danger. After a last hesitation, the doe fled from her presence.

      “They don’t like me, Mama.” She’d been gathering herbs one morning when she was six.

      “Not true, Red. They fear the queen of the forest, as all animals should,” her mother replied.

      There was a snap behind her. Stiffening, Redlynn removed her bow from her back in a fluid movement and notched an arrow. Her bowstring groaned from being pulled taut.

      Another twig snapped, and she trained her sight ten degrees to the right. The leaves rustled on a plumor bush. Her bicep quaked with the strain of steadying her string. Breathing slow and deep, she held still, waiting for the attack.

      Closer… closer… wait for it… wait… A warthog thundered through the brush and charged. She loosed the arrow, and it flew true, hitting the beast in the eye. The animal squealed and crashed to a halt, mere feet from where she stood.

      Redlynn blew out a ragged breath, her blood thumping in her ears. Pulling her dagger from her boot she plunged it into the animal's neck. A warthog. Not even close to a Were. If she were nearer to home, she’d drag it to the village and have food enough for months. As it was, she’d have to leave it. What a waste. She set her foot on the animal’s shoulder for leverage and yanked the arrow free. Wiping the blood from her dagger on her boot, she stuck the arrow into her quiver.

      

      Redlynn spent the day trudging toward where she remembered the caves to be. Not even finding one wolf track she searched for a secure place to sleep as the sun set. A tree with a hollow trunk and a slightly clear area around it caught her eye. She made her way over and peered inside. If she curled up some, it’d be large enough. Redlynn shook off her gear and pushed it through the hole, then unstrapped her bedroll and shoved it in, as well.

      After setting up her things, she used a rock to dig in the damp earth, shaping a fire pit and surrounding it with stones. Normally she wouldn’t try to attract attention by building such a large fire, but if it were large enough, maybe she could draw the Weres out.

      Laying the base with sticks, she used her flint and tinder. The fire caught fast. Redlynn sat against her shelter and pulled an apple from her pocket. She unsheathed a hunting knife from her boot and peeled off the skin, playing and replaying the events of Anya’s cleansing in her mind.

      A tear slipped from her eye and dribbled down her cheek. Cutting a piece of an apple Yanti had given her, she closed her eyes and shook her head to clear it.

      The hours dragged on, and the temperature dropped rapidly. Redlynn pulled her cloak tighter, exhausted from the events of the last twenty-four hours. But the anticipation of a fight left her antsy, despite her weary state.

      She grabbed two logs from the pile she’d collected; she threw them in the pit and slipped into her hollow. Curling up in her bedroll, she covered herself with her cloak. She stared at the fire, bleary-eyed.

      Over the last five years she’d watched Sisters find men and settle down, taking them out of active membership in the Sisterhood. Or leaving the village, never to be heard from again.

      Just once, she wished that she’d find someone who looked at her with affection, instead of turning away from her like she was deformed. Maybe if she moved to a different village, and got a fresh start, she’d find a place where she fit in. Possibly in the farmlands, or in Westfall. She could start an apothecary like her mother.

      Redlynn blinked slowly, uneasiness scratched up her spine. Silence permeated the air, but for the roaring fire. She sat up and pushed out of the tree. The crickets no longer chirped, and no animals rustled.

      Wind blew the smoke from the campfire in her direction, and she coughed lightly. She stood and strapped on her sword. Her skin prickled. Redlynn scanned the surrounding area, her heart thudding in her chest. The crackles and pops of the logs on the fire sounded abnormally loud in the silence.

      A faint rustle emanated from the bushes on the other side of the fire. She grabbed her bow, notching an arrow. Calming her breathing, she strained to see into the blackness beyond the glow. This is it. What you’ve been waiting for your whole life, to become a hunter.

      Crunching sounded from behind her, and she spun around, aiming at the unseen assailant. A snap came from the other direction, and she spun back. Keep it together!

      Redlynn breathed deep and remembered her training. She backed into the tree she’d been hiding in, not allowing herself to be surrounded.

      I can get off three shots.

      A Were broke through the darkness directly across from her, a guttural growl escaping the beast’s chest. Twice the size of a normal wolf, it stood five feet at the shoulders. Its golden fur glistened in the firelight. Her palms were slick as she let her first arrow fly. One. It caught the Were in the shoulder, and the wolf released an anguished howl. The beast’s chocolate eyes trained on Redlynn. Several other Weres entered the clearing, circling about her. Pulling another arrow, she shot again at the golden Were. Two. He bared his teeth and batted it away with the swipe of a paw.

      A grey Were lunged, and she swung her bow, striking it on the nose. The animal yelped, stumbled and hit a log from the fire, sending it across the ground, snapping and spitting. The Weres stepped away, watching her. She loosed another arrow, but the Weres moved out of the way easily, and it sailed off into the trees. Three.

      They were toying with her. Crap.

      “Enough games,” she yelled, throwing her bow to the ground and taking off her long cloak. Her mind calculated the best option for attack. Unsheathing her sword, she swung at the grey Were, slicing into his flank. The beast yelped and stumbled, blood oozing from his wound.

      Redlynn lunged at him again and thrust her sword into his side. Pulling the sword free, she swung wide and prepared to finish him, but the golden Were attacked from behind, knocking her off balance, and the Grey escaped into the woods. Dammit!

      The golden Were knocked her to the earth, her face close to the flames. Angered by the escaped Were, Redlynn flipped herself away from the searing heat. She fumbled and lost hold of her sword. He pounced on her, pinning her to the dirt with his crushing weight. Its giant maw was inches from her face, encasing her in the stench of its hot breath.

      Get up! Get out from under him. She reached out, grabbed the arrow still stuck in his shoulder, and tried to shove. The arrow inched deeper, making the Were yelp in pain. Lowering his mouth, he latched onto her shoulder. His chisel-sized teeth tore into her flesh, and Redlynn screamed. Pain and nausea rushed through her. Another Were rammed into the golden one, and he lost his hold on her shoulder and fell away. She needed to gain control of the situation.

      Reaching for her boot, she pulled out her hunting knife and jammed it into the Were’s fleshy underbelly. Again, the beast latched onto her shoulder. Redlynn screamed in agony. Her bones crunched as her collarbone snapped, and her left arm went limp. She had to get the beast off of her. She clutched the hunting knife and pulled it out, shoving it back into the beast’s rib cage.

      The Were tumbled sideways. Rolling over, she struggled to her feet. Redlynn dropped the knife and grabbed her sword, hefting it with her right hand. Her weak grasp barely gripped the hilt. Blood poured down between her breasts and pooled at her waist, drenching her blouse. The golden Were lay on its side, unmoving. The Grey had vanished, but two more still watched her from the other side of the fire.

      Her left arm hung limply at her side, useless. Pain coursed through her entire body, but she refused to give in to shock. If they attacked again, she was done for. In the lull of the battle, the smell of her own blood made her woozy. She closed her eyes and swallowed hard, trying to gain her bearings. Reopening her blurry eyes, she swayed on the spot. Her sword arm fell, and she struggled to lift it. She tried to formulate a plan, but her body felt heavy, and she couldn’t focus. This was not happening. She was not losing to werewolves on her first battle. She refused to let Anya's death be for nothing.

      The Weres didn’t move. In her dimming vision she could practically hear Lillith's clucking tongue telling her, I told you so.

      “What are you waiting for?” she yelled.

      The Weres raised their hackles and bared their teeth, but something held them at bay.

      Oh no! There was no way she was going to let them wait till she was unconscious to finish her off. If they wanted her dead, they were going to have to fight for it.

      Gathering her remaining strength, she charged. Her sword raised, she ran past the fire straight at the two animals. Redlynn swung wild, barely controlling the sword. The Weres jumped out of her way, and she missed them both. She had to choose. Lunging at the one on her right, she stabbed with her sword. The Were dodged and then reared back on his haunches before springing at her, knocking her into a tree. Redlynn twisted her body and hit the thick trunk with a whack. Pain pounded through her temple. Everything went fuzzy, and then black.
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