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      This novella is from the Fierce Hearts: A 2022 Charity Anthology of Romantic Fantasy & Fantasy Romance for Ukraine and has only been reformatted and had some small edits from the anthology version.

      
        
        A dryad snubbed by the forest must unite with a wolf cursed at birth to defeat the coming evil.

      

        

      
        The evil infiltrating the world had not yet touched Rennin, but it wouldn’t stay away for long. All hope rested upon the prophecy, one she believed was tied to Gant.

      

        

      
        But when her relationship with Gant falls apart, Rennin meets a cursed werewolf who changes her entire view of the life she thought she knew. Rennin must accept her new reality and embrace her fate if she hopes to save the dryad…and herself.

      

        

      
        Will she be able to overcome her past and fight against the darkness threatening their world? This is the origin story for Rennen and Adelram and a novella set in the Merged Series.

      

        

      
        Fans of fantasy and adventure will be drawn in by the enchanting setting and the powerful emotions that drive the characters.

      

      

      

      
        
        Trigger warning:

        This book contains stalking, death, and self-defense that ends in death.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: MEADOW

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mid-morning, Primum tenth, 100 years post-Merge

      

      

      

      Meadow Deeproot did not expect the time with her daughter to end so quickly.

      "You've stayed too long." The voice was barely a whisper and was the first time anyone from the hamlet had addressed her directly. Apparently, it took being hidden in their tree for the Dryads to be brave enough to speak to a Tree Protector.

      Had they always been so timid of their kin or had the war outside their protected forest finally had an impact? The world outside grew more dangerous with each passing season. The danger was the only reason she and her mate had agreed to bring their daughter to the Dryads' forest.

      Doubt twisted her gut and tightened the skin in her forehead. She could still change her mind and take her daughter back home with her. But back to what? The constant fear? The battles? The uncertainty? The safe haven for the army's children had fallen and only by blind luck had Rennen not been there. Meadow took a deep breath and loosened her hands which had fisted at the thought of losing her child. This was the last safe haven, a place that would allow Rennen to discover the beauty in the world. A chance to see something stable and good. A chance for her to develop her powers without the constant fear.

      "I know." Meadow nodded. Resisting the call of her mate and her duty was growing more difficult with each day. She could feel the evil upon the land and she needed to do her part to aid the good.

      The good needed all the help it could get. Otherwise, her mate would've come with her. But instead, he'd said his farewells from his commander's tent. The huskiness of his voice and the slight tremor of his hands had given away his feelings. The memory of him in pain closed her throat and reminded her of what was to come. She too would need to give her goodbyes. "I need to say goodbye."

      Her stomach twisted. She was not ready to let go, but she must. Rennen must stay at the Hamlet because of the cursed boy born on the same day. Her gaze swept to the edge of the play area where the pale, dark-haired boy stood. Gant shuffled his feet like he wanted to run and hide, but his gaze was fixed on Rennen. She filled a bucket from the stream, oblivious to the unease around her.

      "She must stay." The invisible speaker reminded Meadow.

      A wisp of anger trickled into Meadow's body leaving her very aware of how different she was from the rest of the hamlet's docile citizens. To maintain balance, the Earth Mother had made Tree Protectors more passionate and more motivated to action because their main purpose was to rid the world of cursed Dryads. What better tool could the Earth Mother have chosen than a ‘good' Dryad to fight a ‘bad' Dryad? But nothing was ever that simple. Good and bad were just a series of choices and actions. And this moment was a pivotal choice for her daughter's future.

      A squeal drew Meadow's attention back to her daughter. Rennen still held the bucket but now she stood behind a sopping wet little girl who darted into her tree. The other green-haired children slipped away, leaving Rennen alone. She would get used to being alone. Deep conflicted feelings twisted in Meadow's chest at the thought of Rennen experiencing the same loneliness Meadow had here. Loneliness was better than fear. Better than learning so young how fragile life was.

      "B-but she said she needed to be watered." Rennen's words came out in a wail.

      Meadow covered her mouth to keep from laughing and leaned closer to her old tree. No tree behind the veil that protected the hamlet would house a Dryad that embraced her fate and transformed fully into a Tree Protector. Still, she placed her head against the tree and hoped the tree might remember her.

      The tree was silent. A tree outside the veil might allow her to stay for a night or more, but the tree would never be her home. She'd given up so much for what she believed in. And she would give up more. The sorrow ached with each breath, adding to the feeling of finality. She would have to leave her daughter today and go back to her mate.

      "She is just like you were." The voice sounded faintly exasperated.

      "Yes, she is." That loosened something in Meadow's chest. Growing up in the Hamlet would not be easy on Rennen, but she would survive. The other dryads would not understand her extra energy, drive to help, or how deeply she would feel. It wouldn't be long before they started to avoid Rennen. At least she would have a friend. Even if he was cursed, he should ease some of her loneliness.

      "You were only trying to help." Gant was at Rennen's side and laid a hand on her shoulder.

      "I was trying to save her." She sounded so confused and mournful. Meadow could not see her face but could imagine her lower lip sticking out and the pouty frown.

      Gant wrapped Rennen in a hug. She wriggled out a moment later and scampered away into the underbrush. He followed after her.

      "Could she be the one to lift the curse and merge the lines?" The voice sounded so hopeful.

      But Meadow knew already, Rennen was not the chosen one. That spark between Rennen and Gant had gone only one direction. If the fates had been kind, the two would have had an instant bonding and given the good its first victory. If they'd had that victory, it might have been all the world needed to push back the invaders. If they could have defied the invaders, she might have been able to raise her daughter in peace with her mate.

      But none of that was to be. She rubbed at the ache in her chest. If she told the truth, she could keep her daughter and bring her back to the front-lines of a losing war. If she hedged, Rennen would stay here and be far safer, but she would be without her family and would be barely understood or tolerated. Meadow's head ached at the no-win choice before her.

      "Maybe." Meadow's chest felt as if it was cracking open. Hopefully, she'd made the right choice for her daughter and her future safety and happiness.
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        Dawn, Luminous first, 150 years post-Merge

      

      

      

      The dawn brought no answers. The ritual had failed Rennen Deeproot.

      Rennen stood while the others still lay in a spell torpor around their fairy ring. They slept peacefully, in piles of haphazardly strewn limbs.

      Their quiet connection had always been just out of her reach. No matter what she'd done, she'd never really belonged. The ritual had been meant to heal her estrangement with her tree and then open that connection with the rest of the hamlet.

      She rubbed her eyes. If she could rest in her tree that would reinvigorate her. Like all descendants from the tree protector line, she had an oak in the south end of the hamlet away from the normal clusters of trees. The normal Dryads.

      The trickle of worry about whether her tree would still accept her seeped down her back, leaving a small chill. Her connection to her oak had been drifting away much like a fall leaf in a stream.

      She left the fairy ring and walked along the footpath next to the creek. The creek with the round stones burbled happily, unaware of Rennen's worry. Her bitterness about that lack of connection still stung.

      Her tree looked the same. The main trunk was broader than she could wrap her arms around, the first branch above her head was a place she'd loved to climb and hide from the world. She pressed her forehead to the ridged bark and waited for the tingle at the base of her spine that would serve as a greeting and allow her entry. She waited for some sign that she still belonged.

      As the moments trickled away, the air felt heavier. Her breath caught in her throat. Even her tree, the one she'd lived in since she was little, had rejected her. But she wouldn't die. Oh, no, she was her mother's daughter after all. Tree protectors could live without trees.

      She lifted her head from the tree and really looked at the place she could no longer call home.

      Dappled sunlight played in the small glade where she'd first met other Dryads. The rest of the hamlet mothers had kept their children away from her and from one other family.

      When she'd asked when she would get red hair like her mother, she'd been told that ancient magic had shattered her people and spawned the cursed, marking them with dark hair. Earth Mother had responded by forming the tree protectors. They looked like any other Dryad with green hair until they chose to fight.

      Her gaze fell to the black elm that had once housed Gant. Her stomach twisted. He'd been the dark-haired child that day, more than willing to spar. They'd both been outcasts, who'd over the years become friends, then lovers.

      The glass of the promise necklace was warm under her fingertips. Gant had refused it each time they finished their lovemaking. He had refused her promise necklace on the day he'd left for Cursed Keep. Rennen had begged Gant for one last meeting. They were to meet today just after mid-morning.

      Her stomach churned as if aphids had invaded her gut. This could be the last time she saw him unless she could get him to promise to her. She pushed away the idea that he'd refused time and again. That no amount of seduction on her part had made him want her bond.

      "How could you choose darkness?" she asked the wind and the trees and Earth Mother.

      The rustle and creaks of the trees gossiping above stopped at her voice. They seemed to wait to see what she would do. For a moment, she wondered the same thing. What could she do? She didn't want to be an outcast and abomination like her mother, but her options grew more limited with each passing season. Her fate had been sealed when she and Gant had been unable to form a love bond.

      She shook herself, banishing those thoughts. She knew what she had to do. Today was her last chance to get Gant back from his curse. The last chance for her to live a normal life here in the hamlet. If she took the shortcut past Shattered Oak, she could be to the Cursed Keep before mid-morning. He should be waiting for her.

      When she saw him, she would convince him to bond even if she had to seduce him again. Bonding would break their curses. Gant had been a good lover. Though, if she was honest with herself, it had been just a fun physical act, nothing deeper. And that was the problem. Maybe if she tried again, it would be different this time. It had to be.

      She hurried along the sacred way. Gray trees stood as somber guards along the path. How long before they considered her an outsider?

      With each step away from her hamlet, the tension in the air grew. The morning was unbroken by the hoot of the tawny owl. The normal bird chorus was strangely quiet. The squirrels, usually rustling in the leaves hunting for nuts, were hiding within their dens and hidey-holes. Perhaps there was a storm approaching. Although that explanation felt wrong and added a chill to the air.

      The soft tinkle of glass in the breeze drew her from her thoughts. Shattered Oak stood in the clearing. The old matriarch towered above the slender adolescent trees like a storyteller surrounded by children.

      The ragged, black scar branded by unbearable heat centuries ago had filled in over the years. This wound had caused the cursed to spawn. A splinter of evil lodged in their line. It was her ancestor saving the tree that caused the Earth Mother to notice and transform her into a Tree Protector.

      Hanging from Shattered Oak's branches, thousands of the promise necklaces glittered in the sun. Each necklace had been placed there as a symbol of the couple's promise to be together. Rennen touched the promise necklace around her neck. The glass was smooth against her fingers.

      She swallowed convulsively and leaned her forehead against the rough tree bark. The tree responded with a spark of recognition that started in her spine, "Seedling of the Dryad who saved me."

      The tree's deep musky scent relaxed Rennen's shoulders and back. Perhaps she was not doomed. Perhaps her mission to Cursed Keep was not hopeless. Perhaps she was not cursed to become like her mother. Someone fated to fight and was able to kill. A dryad who survived without a tree.

      "Have you found that thing you must fight for?" The rustling sigh of Shattered Oak's leaves punctuated the tree's question.

      A shudder rippled through her body and her hopeful thoughts fell away like leaves in the fall. The tree that was central to the Dryad people knew she was doomed.
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