

[image: Cover for Children of the Blood Moon]



CHILDREN OF THE BLOOD MOON



The Complete E-Book Trilogy

S.D. GRIMM

 

[image: Logo]


Scarlet Moon



Copyright © 2016 by S.D. Grimm

Amber Eyes

Copyright © 2018 by S.D. Grimm

Black Blood

Copyright © 2019 by S.D. Grimm

EPUB Edition

[image: Logo]

Published by Enclave Publishing, an imprint of Third Day Books, LLC

Phoenix, Arizona, USA.

www.enclavepublishing.com

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, digitally stored, or transmitted in any form without written permission from Third Day Books, LLC.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to actual people, organizations, and/or events is purely coincidental.

ISBN: 978-1-62184-108-1 (ebook)

Edited by Ramona Richards

Cover design by Kirk DouPonce, www.DogEaredDesign.com


TRILOGY CONTENTS



Cover

Title Page

Copyright Page

Map

Scarlet Moon

Dedication

1 | 2 | 3 | 4 | 5 | 6 | 7 | 8 | 9 | 10 | 11 | 12 | 13 | 14 | 15 | 16 | 17 | 18 | 19 | 20 | 21 | 22 | 23 | 24 | 25 | 26 | 27 | 28 | 29 | 30 | 31 | 32 | 33 | 34 | 35 | 36 | 37 | 38 | 39 | 40 | 41 | 42 | 43 | 44 | 45 | 46 | 47 | 48 | 49 | 50 | 51 | 52 | 53

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

Amber Eyes

Dedication

Prologue

1 | 2 | 3 | 4 | 5 | 6 | 7 | 8 | 9 | 10 | 11 | 12 | 13 | 14 | 15 | 16 | 17 | 18 | 19 | 20 | 21 | 22 | 23 | 24 | 25 | 26 | 27 | 28 | 29 | 30 | 31 | 32 | 33 | 34 | 35 | 36 | 37 | 38 | 39 | 40 | 41 | 42 | 43 | 44 | 45 | 46 | 47 | 48 | 49 | 50 | 51 | 52 | 53 | 54 | 55 | 56 | 57 | 58 | 59 | 60 | 61 | 62 | 63 | 64 | 65 | 66 | 67 | 68 | 69 | 70 | 71 | 72 | 73 | 74 | 75 | 76 | 77

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

Black Blood

Dedication

1 | 2 | 3 | 4 | 5 | 6 | 7 | 8 | 9 | 10 | 11 | 12 | 13 | 14 | 15 | 16 | 17 | 18 | 19 | 20 | 21 | 22 | 23 | 24 | 25 | 26 | 27 | 28 | 29 | 30 | 31 | 32 | 33 | 34 | 35 | 36 | 37 | 38 | 39 | 40 | 41 | 42 | 43 | 44 | 45 | 46 | 47 | 48 | 49 | 50 | 51 | 52 | 53 | 54 | 55 | 56 | 57 | 58 | 59 | 60 | 61 | 62 | 63 | 64 | 65 | 66 | 67 | 68 | 69 | 70

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

About the Author


[image: Logo]




Scarlet Moon



Children of the Blood Moon
Book One

S.D. GRIMM


This book is dedicated to



My dad, N.O.F.,

who encouraged me to be a writer

because I wanted to be one.

And my mom,

who quite possibly loves each of my characters

as much as I do.

I love you both.


CHAPTER 1



SHADOWS OF MEN

Jayden tightened her grip on the dagger’s hilt and focused on the apple instead of Geoffrey’s head. Her sweat slicked the weapon’s handle. Sunshine spilled through the tree branches and caused leaves to cast moving shadows on her target, which only played tricks on her eyes. The tattered edge of Geoffrey’s tunic fluttered in the summer breeze, breaking her concentration. This was madness. What if she missed? The dagger tip quivered as a shiver raced through her body.

She swallowed, her throat dry. “I don’t think I can do this.”

“Concentrate, Jae. It’s all muscle memory.” Daniel’s voice was steady, calming.

Fear still gripped her. Made her freeze. The only way she knew to overcome the fear was to let another emotion take over. She focused on one of her many Blood Moon talents: the ability to feel other people’s emotions. Daniel was near enough that she could sense his feelings, so she made eye contact with him, and, like an open window ushers in a breeze, her brother’s emotions swept over her, knocked on the door of her being, and begged to be let in.

She searched his most prominent feelings. As always, Daniel exuded confidence. Jayden reached with her talent for that feeling and latched on. Confidence seeped into her like rainfall on thirsty ground. Became hers.

Filled with her brother’s calm strength, she turned her attention back to the apple on Geoffrey’s head. Her muscles relaxed. The heavy weight on her chest lifted. She could breathe.

“Atta girl.” Daniel’s praise warmed her.

The confidence in her swelled, mirroring Daniel’s. With renewed determination, she gripped the dagger’s hilt. Aimed. Her gaze slipped, and she looked right into Geoffrey’s eyes. His permanent smile never wavered even as he faced her, tied to the trunk of a slim apple tree to keep him from falling over or moving. Somehow he managed to keep the fruit on his head. Her heart pounded. Everything started to spin. Blood. She saw blood. Felt it between her fingers. She squeezed her eyes shut. It wasn’t real.

“Jayden, stay with me. You have to get over this.” Daniel’s calm voice cut through the fear.

She clung to his emotions. He didn’t know what she’d seen behind the smithy with their father, and she didn’t want him to find out.

He leaned closer and whispered, “Come on. I’ve got two silver coins riding on this shot.”

What? She tore her gaze from Geoffrey and the fear vanished. She glanced left where her other three brothers leaned against trees in the cool shade. “Who bet against me?”

Kyle rolled the piece of straw he was chewing to the corner of his mouth. “I did. You choke every time you have to throw a knife at something with . . . eyes.” He motioned to Geoffrey. “It’s a scarecrow, Jae. And you’re hesitating like we’re asking you to kill the neighbor’s cat.”

Luc and Nic chuckled. Their emotions flooded her and made her want to laugh, too. She turned off her talent so she wouldn’t be burdened with more than she could handle. Like a candle being snuffed, their feelings left her.

Kyle pushed off the tree and walked toward the scarecrow. “You’re too much of a healer to harm anything. Living or otherwise.” He patted the scarecrow’s shoulder. Then his expression grew serious. “But we won’t always be there to protect you.”

“He’s right.” Nic sheathed the knife he’d been sharpening. “In two weeks it’ll just be you and Ryan. It’s crazy really—you can somehow stick that knife into an apple core as it spins through the air, but asking you to take out a rabbit—”

“Enough.” Daniel’s strong voice quieted Nic. He gripped Jayden’s shoulders and turned her back toward the tree and Geoffrey. “If it’s a wolf after your sheep or a fox after your chickens, it won’t stop until you take care of it. And with Ryan working at the smithy all day, well, Kyle’s right—you’ve got learn to kill something. Something with eyes.”

They were right. And lately the wolves had been braver.

“So . . .” Kyle plucked the apple off of Geoffrey’s head, took a bite, and placed it back. “Prove me wrong. Hit the mark.”

“You can do this, Jayden. Remember, the dagger is an extension of your hand.” Daniel’s smooth voice willed her to concentrate.

Focus.

Feel the weight of the dagger.

Let it become a part of her.

Geoffrey’s eyes, two black circles, stared back at her. He wasn’t alive, yet the thought of throwing a knife at him brought the fear. Why? It couldn’t be his fear that flooded her—he wasn’t real. It didn’t make sense. She sighed. If only a storm were coming. Sensing one always calmed her.

“You won’t miss if you just concentrate.” Daniel squeezed her shoulder.

Kyle stuck out his hand and shot Jayden a devious grin. “You might as well pay up, Daniel. She doesn’t have the guts.”

Heat flared in her chest and she glared at Kyle. “No guts?”

His smile showed off his white teeth. “That’s right. You’re a—”

“Don’t say it.”

“—chicken. A gutless chicken.”

She gripped the weapon tighter. Kyle certainly knew how to fan her temper. No guts? She had plenty of guts. “And I suppose everyone has forgotten who beat you in the sparring match every morning this week? Or who bested the champion swordsman yesterday? He was twice my size, and I delivered the fatal blow.”

Nic’s eyebrows shot up. “False fatal blow. It was a sporting match, Jayden.”

“Yes.” Daniel steered her to face Geoffrey. “Pretend this is a sparring match, sister. You know we Jorah boys and our sister, Hidden Dagger, never lose.” He patted her shoulder. “This time, it’s all up to you, and there’s a lot of money at stake.”

Sparring match. Her emotions never got in the way while she was sparring because she never meant real harm. The only time fear suffocated her was while hunting. And now with poor Geoff. She stared at the scarecrow and his stupid smile.

“If Geoffrey was alive, he’d be laughing at you.” Kyle’s voice taunted.

He was right. Jayden gripped her dagger tighter and glanced over her shoulder at Daniel’s encouraging expression. Then she opened her talent. Confidence welled up inside Daniel and poured into her. Banished the fear. A smile tugged the corner of Jayden’s mouth as she faced the lifeless scarecrow. Kyle had bet wrong.

She let the dagger fly. It sailed toward the tree, end over end, and pierced the apple’s center. Then she reached up her sleeve and pulled out one of her knives. The worn handle felt familiar in her hands. She stepped forward two paces. Her eyes locked with Geoffrey’s and then she let the knife fly. The scarecrow’s head snapped back as the blade nailed him to the trunk. The handle quivered between its eyes.

Cheers struck up around her and her brothers’ hands slapped her back. Jayden’s heart beat fast. Had she really done that?

Kyle nudged her arm. “Now it’s Geoffrey who has no guts. You burst his head open.”

Hay spilled out from the hole her knife had made. It turned red. Blood oozed down the scarecrow’s face. Gushed between her fingers, hot and sticky. She’d hurt him. Another person. Fear flooded her. No. She squeezed her eyes shut. This wasn’t real. He wasn’t alive.

Daniel patted her shoulder, and Nic and Luc appeared in front of her, clapping. She thought they were clapping, but their hands blurred. All of her brothers’ voices slurred. She sank to her knees. Why was she so dizzy?

She was six again behind the smithy with her father. He’d just treated a sick horse and they were headed home.

A smile formed on his mouth. “You did wonderful today, calming that horse. I don’t know anyone who can calm injured animals like you can.”

As quickly as it had sprouted, her father’s smile melted, and he pushed her behind him. He took three steps forward, blocking her view. She looked around his tall form and saw two young men. One lay on the ground, and the other held a knife. Blood dripped off its blade and fell onto the dirt.

The drip always echoed in her memory, like a heavy raindrop pelting dry soil.

Her father yelled something, and the young man dropped his knife and bolted. Then Jayden’s father rushed to the young man on the ground. His side was sliced open, blood gushed from the deep wound.

Jayden pressed her hands to her mouth. Her stomach roiled.

Her father’s face blocked her view. “I have to try and help him, Jayden. Can you be strong?”

She nodded.

Her father knelt next to the fallen man. “Jayden, come here.”

She rushed to her father’s side and looked into the man’s eyes. They were wide, the whites around them clearly visible, like a frightened horse’s.

Her father’s hands engulfed hers. “Jayden, look at me.”

She met his gaze, choked back tears, and opened her talent. Her father’s emotions filled her. Calm. Peace. Confidence. These she grasped on to. They made her tears subside.

Her father’s eyebrows pulled together, as if he was about to ask her a hard question. “He needs your help. Can you do this?”

She knelt near the injured man. “Yes.”

“That’s my girl. Now, press here. Hard as you can.” He placed her hands on the wound. The man cried out. Jayden pulled back, but her father’s hands, on top of hers, showed her what she needed to do, kept her steady. “You can do this.”

She bit her lip and pushed. Warm liquid gushed through her fingers. Stained them red. So much red. Her stomach lurched. Fear started to push away the confidence she tried to hang on to—the injured man’s fear. Jayden breathed in. Her father was talking to the young man, but she tuned it out. Instead, she stared at her father’s calm features and embraced his emotions just like she did when she helped him tend an injured animal. She let her father’s emotions fill her while she willed the young man to calm down. Beneath her hands, the young man relaxed.

Jayden’s father pulled out his supplies, and then he cleaned the area and stitched the wound. At last, he moved her hands. “Thank you, Jayden. You did beautifully.”

A sudden lightness flooded her. It matched her father’s relief. She knelt back with her legs folded beneath her and noticed the bloodstained knife lying on the ground a few paces away. Dark liquid on the blade glistened in the setting sun’s orange light. She picked it up.

Her ears tingled. That was a strange sensation. Then fear jolted her heart and leaked into her very being. She looked up. The man stared at her, terror clutching his heart, squeezing hers along with it. She realized her talent was latching onto his emotions and she turned it off. Still the man stared at the knife with his eyes wide. The skin behind her ears tingled again, and fear blossomed in her heart. It wasn’t her fear—it was his. How was that possible?

The tingling sensation behind her ears intensified, and her talent began to open like a thief trying to pry open a locked door. No. She squeezed her eyes shut and pushed against the unwanted fear. She was losing control. Her heart thudded and her palms broke out in sweat. Everything in her willed the door of her talent to remain closed, but it opened, almost like the door handle slipped through her fingers. The man’s fear burst into her, made her want to scream. How had someone else controlled her talent?

“Jayden! No!” Her father stole the weapon from her grasp, wrapped it in a cloth, and put it behind his bag. “Those are dangerous.”

Her talent turned off like a door slamming shut. Her ears stopped tingling. She sat on the ground, dazed, while the blacksmith helped her father load the young man into the back of the wagon to take him to the town physician. Then her father returned to her.

While he washed off her hands with one of his clean cloths, his kind eyes searched her face. “You were brave today, daughter.”

A smile warmed her for the first time since the man’s fear had chilled her. “Thank you.”

“You will make a fine wise woman.” His eyes crinkled in the corners. “Many people would not be able to do what you did today.”

She nodded. Tending a wounded human had been a little different than tending an injured animal, but she’d been able to calm him too. Until the knife.

A shudder rocked her body. “Why would someone hurt him, Father?”

He nodded toward the reddened cloth that held the knife inside. “Robbers. They carry weapons like that. They hurt people because of their greed. Blades can do more than harm, though. They can kill. You’ll understand that after today, won’t you?”

Yes. She understood. The blade had evoked fear in that man. He thought she was going to hurt him, and that was how afraid it had made him. She’d never hurt so much as a grasshopper.

Her father sighed and his shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry you had to witness that.”

She touched his hand. “I’m not. I’m going to become a wise woman someday and tend to the sick.”

A smile tugged her father’s lips. But he stared at his empty hands. The blade had obviously scared him too. Why? Were they so powerful? Jayden straightened her back. Blades would not cripple her with fear. And she’d learn to defend herself if anyone ever came after her with one.

“You okay, Jayden?” Luc’s voice brought her out of her memory.

She put on a smile and nodded. Sure, she could defend herself unless she meant to do harm. Then fear flooded her and she lost control of her talent. The only reason any of her hunts had been successful was because she’d channeled the calm emotions from her father or Daniel. What would happen when they weren’t there? Could Ryan’s emotions steady her? Not if he wasn’t there. Her brothers were right. She’d have to get over this—before the wedding. With the betrothal ceremony in two days, and the following twelve dedicated to every pre-wedding custom under the sun, that didn’t leave much time.

“I want to try again.”

Daniel squeezed her shoulder. “You did great, okay? We’ll try again tomorrow. Right now we’d better head back before Mother and Father get home from town. I’ll go ahead and hide our weapons.” Daniel walked over to the tree, pulled Jayden’s knife from Geoffrey’s head and dagger from the apple, and cut the scarecrow’s bindings. “Kyle, you might want stitch him up and get him back in the field.”

“Why me?”

Nic gently smacked Kyle’s arm. “Because you’re the one that made her mad enough to kill him.”

Jayden sighed as she sank to the ground with an apple tree at her back. The weight in her pocket tapped her leg, took her thoughts from one worry to another. She reached in and pulled out the small object that reminded her how her life was about to change.

The smooth stone, black and red like a smoldering ember, rested in her palm. She traced the surface with her finger, searching for rough spots—anything that could catch on Ryan’s clothes or scrape his skin. Hard to believe he’d wear this stone close to his heart in just two days. Jayden breathed deep as jitters scurried through her chest—again.

Was she really ready for this? To leave her family?

Kyle joined her with his back against the same tree. He took another bite out of the apple she’d skewered. How he could eat the under-ripe, misshapen fruit she had no idea. But it wasn’t like the apples would likely be any better this year. Better get used to it. All the crops seemed to be suffering from drought or pests. She’d even overheard Norm Grotter say he’d spotted a black leather vine choking the life out of a cherry tree with its poisonous sap. Then again, Norm knew how to tell a story. Why not embellish details with an extinct vine known for disappearing back into the ground after it killed a plant?

Kyle nodded toward the marriage stone in her hand. “Does it look different now than it did this morning?” His voice carried a teasing tone and he leaned closer. “Wait. I do see a spot that needs to be polished. Or is it sanded?”

She slipped the stone back into her pocket and smirked. “You might want to learn the difference. It’ll be your turn in a year.”

“Not necessarily. Daniel isn’t married, and he’s older than you.” Kyle folded his arms behind his head like he had nothing to fear. Like no one was forcing him to leave his family too soon.

It was nothing against Ryan. He was her best friend, which was why her parents had picked him. And there was no denying that he was handsome with his storm cloud-gray eyes and wet-sand colored hair. He just . . . well, she wasn’t ready to leave home. Her parents, her brothers—they were her home. And that was being taken from her.

Kyle cleared his throat, and Jayden shook free of her thoughts. Her brother stared at her through squinted eyes. “No snappy comeback? This marriage stuff must be getting to you.”

“You could say that.” She glanced at her lap and smoothed the green fabric of her riding dress.

“Here.” Nic tossed the scarecrow at Kyle. Then he shot Kyle a funny look. “You two weren’t having a brother-sister bonding moment, were you?”

Luc, who stood next to Nic with a book under his arm, chuckled. “Jayden was just explaining to Kyle that he was next in line to be married off.”

“Really?” Nic’s eyebrows shot up. “What makes you think I’m not better husband material? After all, Daniel is older than you and he’s not married.”

“That’s because Daniel has been accepted to be a soldier. Kyle would never make the cut.” Jayden shot her brother a smirk as she stood and dusted off her riding dress. She headed toward the house.

Kyle caught up with her, the others close behind. “Apparently overpolishing a marriage stone brings out her claws.”

Nic laughed. “It’s enough to drive anyone crazy, I’m sure. She’s been fussing over that rock all week because it’s got to be perfect.” His voice held a high pitch, and he clasped his hands in front of him and batted his eyelashes.

Jayden rolled her eyes. “I don’t talk like that.”

Luc chuckled, but didn’t look up from his open book. “I thought that was you.”

Jayden breathed in, surprised at the tightening in her chest. She would miss them so much. Even their teasing. Especially their teasing.

They reached the edge of the farm in time to see Mother and Father at the barn unhitching the horses from the wagon. Jayden stroked the smaller of the two cart horses, Aureolin—the palomino—and the horse nudged her. Daniel exited the house and Jayden breathed a sigh. That meant he’d already hidden the weapons. Father didn’t even know they owned weapons.

Jayden’s mother saw them coming up the path from the orchard. Her green eyes brightened as she smiled. “You kids go get ready for supper. I trust you put the pot of stew on?”

“Yes.” Jayden hugged her mother and breathed in the aroma of fresh bread along with her usual scent of jasmine. They’d lingered at the baker’s no doubt. The baker’s daughter loved to gossip. She’d cornered Jayden just last week, talking about some terrible destruction in Salea.

“Good.” Her mother squeezed back. Her eyes sparkled. “Now get washed up. You’re all filthy.”

As they entered the house, the scent of chicken stew with dumplings welcomed them. Jayden walked into the main room and checked on the pot. The vegetables were a bit thin and probably bitter, but the seasonings would help. When she turned around, she noticed all four of her brothers clustered behind her.

She eyed each of their stoic faces. “What’s going on?”

Daniel was leaning against the archway that separated the main room from the kitchen. His lips sprouted into a half-smile as he pushed himself off the doorframe and strode into the room. He stopped in front of her.

“Here.” He held out a black leather cord in the palm of his hand. The intricate braid made it look like a rope of reptile skin. “I know you wanted Ryan to have this one for the marriage stone.”

Jayden stared at the gift. Her mouth dropped open and tears stung her eyes. She blinked them back, unwilling to cry in front of her brothers. “It was so expensive! How did you—”

“It’s from all of us.” Kyle was the first one to hug her. “It won’t be the same around here without you.”

Luc embraced her next. “She’ll be right down the road.”

Nic’s arms wrapped around her. “That’s why she’s crying.”

She shoved him lightly, but there was no denying the tears now.

“You’re welcome.” Daniel put the cord in her hands and pulled her close.

Maybe she could persuade her parents to let her wait a year.

Daniel’s arms tightened around her and his body stiffened. Something was wrong.

“What is it?” Jayden wiggled out of his tight grip and followed his gaze to the window.

Her question died in the air as she saw what headed up the walkway.

A long line of torches snaked up the winding path toward their house. There must have been two dozen at least. They bobbed in the air, as if disembodied hands held them. As the torches filtered up the curved path, Jayden saw the truth. People, nearly invisible except when the firelight backlit them, carried the torches.

Invisible people? That only meant one thing: the Feravolk and their magical cloaks.

Jayden sucked in a breath. What did they want?

The person in front lowered his hood and his face came into clear view. Jayden struggled to see the outline of his body beneath the camouflage, but she could just make it out.

“Get in the kitchen.” Their mother’s harsh whisper cut through the silence as she weaved her way around her children.

Jayden hadn’t even noticed her mother had come in.

Strong fingers curled around her arm and Daniel pushed her farther into the house.

A knock echoed into the room.

Jayden’s mother rushed to the door. “Who’s there?”

“Open up in the name of the Feravolk.” The voice on the other side boomed.

Her mother turned toward her children, her eyes wide. “Luc, your father’s still in the barn. Go out back and get him.”

“Mother—”

“Go.”

Luc dropped his shoulders and headed out the back. Jayden’s remaining brothers clustered in front of her so she could no longer see the front door.

A loud crack filled the room and the door rattled. The pounding continued.

“What do you want?” her mother shouted.

For a moment, the pounding stopped. “Your neighbors tell me you have a Child of the Blood Moon.” The harsh voice leaked through the door.

Jayden’s heart stalled. Who would betray them like that? And why did the Feravolk want the Children?

Daniel glanced over his shoulder, and his worried eyes met hers. “Maybe you should run.”

She gripped his shirtsleeve. “No.”

His sleeve slipped through her fingers as he raced forward to help his mother brace the door.

Kyle swallowed. “Run, Jae!”

She opened her talent and her brother’s emotions swirled into her. Fear. Sorrow. Regret. Love. The strongest was love. “Kyle, you can’t—”

Nic gripped her arm. “The barn is burning!”

Jayden turned. Luc had left the back door open. Flames shot out from the top of the barn and lit the night sky. Ice trickled through her veins.

“Jayden.” Her mother’s hand touched her cheek and pulled her out of her panic. She handed Jayden a packed satchel. “I need you to run.”

Jayden’s eyes trailed from the burden in her hands to her mother’s face. “What is this? What’s going on?”

Another sharp crack echoed through the house and the door splintered. Daniel stood in front of everyone, his sword in hand. He must have opened the secret board in their floor and pulled out the swords because all of her brothers were armed now.

Daniel glanced over his shoulder. “Run, Jayden. Please.”

No! This was madness. This was why she’d learned to fight. She dropped the satchel and pulled up the floorboard. Her knives were nestled in the secret cubby. She pulled two out and strapped them to her arms.

The door clattered against the floor. Shadows of men poured over the threshold. Jayden’s throat tightened. She pulled out her knives. Her mother stood next to Daniel, holding daggers behind her back. Daggers? Where did she get those?

The Feravolk all unsheathed swords. “Hand over your Child and we won’t harm you.”

“Give me the code,” her mother said.

Code? Jayden’s heart jumped.

The cloaked man sneered. “It seems I’ve found the right house.” His eyes scanned the room and locked on Jayden. “It’s you, isn’t it?”

A shiver raced through her body. How did he know? Her birthmark was covered.

His lips spread into a wicked smile. “Give yourself up and we won’t harm your family.”

Jayden lowered her weapons. “Do you promise?”

“No!” Her mother brought the daggers out from behind her back and lurched toward the man.

The blade cut into the man’s side under his torch-bearing arm. Blood stained his clothes. The torch dropped and the rug caught fire. Sword ready, the man lunged at her. Daniel’s blade blocked the man’s blow.

This couldn’t be happening. Jayden glared at the man who attacked her mother and clutched the knife hilt. The skin behind her ears prickled. No. She couldn’t lose control now.

Too late. His foremost emotion slammed into her, but it wasn’t fear. It was anger. It burned in Jayden’s heart. She gasped and focused on Daniel instead. His confidence wavered, but he was trying hard to hang on to it. There was no time to think. Jayden embraced her brother’s ability to remain calm and focused on her enemy. He would not hurt her family. She whipped her hand back then forward. Her knife cut through the air and sunk into the Feravolk man’s side. He fell to his knees.

“Run, sister!” Kyle smacked the satchel against Jayden’s chest, then he raced forward to join the fray.

There were at least twenty Feravolk. Her family needed her help. If she gave herself up, would the Feravolk stop the fighting?

Kyle’s scream resounded off the walls. Jayden’s knees weakened as she watched a bloodied sword protrude from her brother’s back. He slid off the blade and fell to the ground.

“No!” Jayden raced toward him only to slam into something hard.

Jayden’s mother’s face filled her view. She pushed Jayden toward the back door. “Get a horse and run! Run, Jayden! You have to survive.”

Go alone? Where? And how? How was she supposed to survive without them?

A blade slashed open Nic’s throat. He spun and crumpled to the ground.

No! Jayden’s senses returned to her and she screamed. Hot tears filled her eyes. She fought to reach her brothers. How did her mother get so strong? Jayden got one more pleading look into her mother’s eyes before the door slammed in front of her. Tears streamed down her face while she pounded her fists against the door and begged her mother to open it.

Daniel cried out and her mother’s sobs rang in her ears, then silence. Jayden sank to the ground and leaned against the door. Why didn’t they let her help?

“Find the girl!” A gruff voice she recognized as one of the Feravolk spoke.

They were coming for her. Heart pounding, Jayden cleared her eyes. She turned around. Flames ate at the barn. Horses were scattered out in the meadow. No sign of her brother or father.

Soft steps sounded against the soil. Jayden gripped her knife and turned. Aureolin, the horse she loved, nuzzled her. Who had bridled her? Stashing her weapon away, Jayden grabbed the reins, then mounted the horse and steered her toward the barn.

A tremor rocked through the ground and Aureolin stumbled. Jayden urged the horse forward, but she reared up, and Jayden gripped tight so she wouldn’t fall off.

Aureolin’s hooves thudded against the earth. Jayden regained her balance. “What’s wrong, girl?” She scanned the way ahead to the barn. It was clear. What had Aureolin so spooked? Jayden urged her forward again, but Aureolin wouldn’t move. Jayden opened her talent. Fear coursed through the horse. “It’s okay.” She tried to calm Aureolin, but her own hands shook.

Jayden glanced over her shoulder. The Feravolk rounded the side of the house. Her heart sped. They couldn’t catch her. She wouldn’t let them. They were on foot. With Aureolin she had a chance to get away. But she wouldn’t go without Luc and Father. She rocked forward and squeezed her legs to get Aureolin moving, but the horse danced sideways. What was her problem?

The ground quaked. Sparks flooded the night sky as the barn collapsed.


CHAPTER 2



STONE WOLF

Two weeks earlier

Ethan slammed his opponent’s arm against the wooden tabletop, and the eight men gathered around the table burst into cheers and groans. Gold and silver coins clattered across the wood. Some landed in drops of ale that had sloshed over drunk men’s mugs or had spilled down their beards.

While bickering consumed the other eight men, Ethan swept his hand across the smooth pine and scooped up his winnings. Mostly gold coins tonight. He left one on the table for the serving girl. The rest clinked in his drawstring pouch. Breath tinged with alcohol warmed the side of his face.

“You don’t look that strong, kid.” A callused hand clapped Ethan’s shoulder and squeezed just hard enough to be uncomfortable.

The man’s nostrils flared, and Ethan figured he’d overstayed his welcome. That was a shame, since the tavern was just starting to get crowded.

The scent of lamb stew wafted out from the kitchen, and he hadn’t eaten yet. Not that lamb made his mouth water. One of the tavern owner’s daughters tilted her candle and lit the chandeliers. Must be dusk.

Ethan shot the man his best smile and shrugged.

The man glowered and a snarl showed off broken teeth. “I want a chance to win my gold back.”

Ethan beckoned the man closer and motioned toward a man across the table whose nose looked to have been broken several times. “He’s not as strong as he looks.”

Hoping for a quick exit, Ethan scooted his chair back, but it shrieked against the wooden floor.

The guy with broken teeth slammed a meaty fist on the table in front of Ethan. “You’re not going anywhere yet.”

Every gaze at the table fell on Ethan. Message received. Chest heaving, he gripped the sides of his chair and scanned for an escape. A barmaid approached and stole the attention of every burly man at the table. How she could stand their groping eyes, he had no idea, but she gave him the chance he needed.

Ethan slid off his chair and headed toward the Blind Pig’s back exit. With one last look over his shoulder, he placed his hand on the wooden door and pushed.

“Let me go, please.” A panicked female voice cut through all the other tavern noise.

Ethan turned toward the plea.

A young barmaid tried to retract her trapped arm, but the man wouldn’t let go. “Aw, c’mon, missy. Just one little peck.”

Dirty pig. Ethan let the door shut, balled his hands into fists, and glanced at the table he’d just left. The beefy ringleader pointed to Ethan’s empty chair and scanned the room.

Great. His presence was already missed. If he didn’t get out now—

“Just let me go.” The barmaid strained to free her arm.

Enough. This girl needed help. In four strides Ethan stood next to her. He glared at the red-faced man who held her shirtsleeve. “She told you to let go.”

“Oh, so what are you? Her knight? I’m just asking the lady a question.”

Ethan grabbed the man’s wrist and squeezed. Red’s eyes widened as his hand turned dark pink, then purple. He dropped the woman’s arm. Ethan kept hold of Red’s wrist while he leaned in. “And she gave you an answer.”

A soft hand touched Ethan’s shoulder. “Looks like you’ve attracted some attention.”

Great. Ethan eyed the barmaid. “Really big guy with a temper?”

She nodded, and her lips curved deviously. “Allow me to return the favor?”

Her tray flew at the table. Dishes of steaming soup clattered all over the table. Chairs slid backward and toppled over as Red and his friends jumped from their seats to avoid a scalding.

Ethan shot her a smile. “Thanks.”

Amid the ruckus, he darted through the crowd and headed once more toward the back door. A quick glance over his shoulder told him no one had spotted him. He pushed the door open. Cool evening air met him. The din muffled as the door swung shut. He shook his head and chuckled as he descended the steps. His coin bag jingled as it slapped against his thigh. A good night for winnings.

“Going somewhere with my gold?”

Ethan halted. A familiar heat fanned across his chest—his Blood Moon talent warning him that someone meant to do him harm—but he didn’t need the warning. That voice was memorable enough. He never should have challenged a man with that kind of temper in a strength match.

Drunk or not, muscular men tended to overestimate their prowess, but at half the man’s thickness Ethan should have lost. This guy’s pride was oozing blood, and Ethan was the blade in his side. Already gawkers had stopped to watch the show outside of the Blind Pig tavern. Ethan pivoted to face his opponent and his lungs deflated.

Six men—every one of them ox-huge and flexing massive muscles. Great.

He squared his shoulders and let his arms fall to his sides. His right hand twitched ever so slightly, itching to grab at his sword. The sword that wasn’t there.

He bent his knees and held up his hands, ready to strike.

The shortest man had to be a head taller than Ethan, and this not-so-shorty snorted like an ox too. “He thinks he can take us.”

Six rumbles of laughter filled the air.

Broken Teeth pounded a finger in Ethan’s chest. “We don’t like to be cheated.”

With his hands out in front of him, Ethan backed away from the angry pack closer to the alley through which he planned to escape. “I won the money fairly.”

“Fairly? Where’s your birthmark, boy?”

“You think I’m a Child?”

The man ground his fist into his palm. “I know it.”

Another of the six advanced. “He’s stalling because his strength won’t help him here.”

It wouldn’t. Not against six at once. But he had other Blood Moon talents to help with that—speed for one, and his ability to perceive when someone threatened him. Warmth spread across his chest again—as if he needed the reminder. He filled his lungs and summoned his speed.

All six advanced toward him. He spun away from Shorty and planted his heel in Broken Teeth’s gut, but someone else’s arm wrapped around his neck. They weren’t going to make this easy. He sunk his teeth into that man’s bicep and stomped on his foot.

The man howled and let him go. Ethan whirled toward him and punched him. Hot blood sprayed over Ethan’s fist, and the man backed away with his hands over his bleeding nose.

Four beefy hands grabbed Ethan’s shoulders and threw him backward. Dust clouded around him as he landed on the gravel. Grit crunched between his teeth. Now they were just making him mad.

It was his money. So what if he used his talent of strength to get it? He hadn’t lied or anything. They never asked, so why tell? He lashed his leg out and kicked the closest attacker, who thudded to the dirt next to him.

Hands dragged Ethan to his feet. He dug his heels into the ground and almost had one arm free when Bloody Nose showed up in front of him.

One more twist. He got an arm free and blocked Bloody Nose’s blow with his forearm.

Someone yanked him off balance and he crashed into his captor’s sweaty, smelly chest. Strong hands locked around his ankles and wrists. They lifted, swung him toward the sky, and let go. Ethan curled into a tight ball to brace himself for the landing.

Cold water enveloped him. He surfaced, sputtered, and grabbed the sides of the trough in which he sat.

Broken Teeth leaned over him. “Thirsty?”

Ethan swore. Bubbles danced before his eyes as he fought to remain calm. They let him up just in time. He gasped for air. Heavy hands pressed his head and shoulders under the water again. He was losing his fight.

C’mon, Ethan. You’re stronger than this. Faster.

He shot his feet into the edge of the trough, braced himself with his legs, and leaned his back against the rear of the trough until his head resurfaced.

The men pushed. He strained. A steady clap, clap, clap interrupted the sound of sloshing water.

“Well done, gentlemen. Now, how would he fare one on one?”

A woman?

One of the ox-men tightened his grip on Ethan’s arm. “He stole—”

“Save it.” Her voice drew closer.

Broken Teeth ripped the collar of Ethan’s shirt open and revealed a raised patch of pink skin that resembled the moon in all its glorious detail.

“He’s got the birthmark. He cheated.” Broken Teeth flexed a muscle as if that was enough proof that Ethan could never have beaten him. He pointed a finger in Ethan’s face. “You don’t arm wrestle for money if you’re gifted with great strength.”

“Why not?”

The woman came into view, but she wore a black leather mask. Her wavy, blonde hair was pulled into a long ponytail, and she wore a leather jerkin and slacks with leather padding over her thighs. Two daggers hung from a belt strapped around her waist.

She crossed her arms. “I bear the birthmark too. Not all of us are blessed with gifts.”

One of the men laughed. “Where’s your birthmark, lady?”

The woman tilted her head. “Wouldn’t it be nice if we could all hide our marks with a shirt?”

Broken Teeth chuckled and released Ethan’s collar. “So, what do you wish? To fight with the thief because you two share a birthday? Will you better his odds?”

“No.” She turned to Ethan and stared at him with dark blue eyes. “I wish a turn to fight him for money. First to draw blood wins.”

Ethan hefted himself out of the trough and landed with a squelch on the wet ground. “I don’t fight women.”

“They call me Swallow.”

“I don’t care.”

“I want to fight the famous Stone Wolf.”

A hushed murmur swept through the gathered crowd. Ethan’s shoulders drooped. He’d wanted to keep that a secret today. There were at least ten faces he knew, and that was easily a quarter of the crowd. Now he’d have to find a new place to arm wrestle if he needed more money in a pinch. Perhaps he should have traveled farther from home. Or not messed with ox-huge men.

There was always denial. Ethan crossed his arms, squishing water from his clothes. “I’m not him.”

“Yes, he is. I recognize him from the picture at the Winking Fox,” a girl said from the crowd. Within moments the whole dusty street buzzed with energy.

The six laughed. Bloody Nose slapped his leg. “Stone Wolf rescued by a woman.”

“Give me a sword, and we’ll see how you laugh then.” Ethan leaned toward them. They shrank back. Ah, the power of a name.

Swallow stepped closer to him. “What do you say, Stone Wolf? I hear you never turn down a fight.”

“I have no sword.”

A weapon thumped on the ground at his feet. Ethan looked up to see Max, the smithy, give him a wink. Whose sword had Max been delivering?

Max rubbed his hands together. “It’s worth more if Stone Wolf uses it.”

Swallow’s eyes practically sparkled. Ethan shook his head. He wanted out of this. “Hand-to-hand combat. No weapons. Pin me to the ground for five seconds and you win. Unless I pin you for ten first.”

“No weapons?” Swallow dropped her daggers. “I like this. Something new. Now, if I win, you give me the gold you took from these men.”

“And if I win?”

“You keep your gold.”

“If I walk away, I keep my gold.”

“True. Then what would you ask of me?”

“You remove your mask.”

Her eyes widened, but she nodded once. “Done.”

A wave of murmurs swelled through the crowd.

Ethan bent his knees. “Your move.”

Swallow kicked at him, harder than Ethan expected. Ethan blocked her hits, but wouldn’t strike her.

“Fight back,” she said.

He swung at her, and she blocked his blow with substantial strength. Good. A surge of pride swept through him that she should be so talented. Why? What sort of kinship did he feel from a woman who wanted to fight him?

She kicked his ribs. He stymied her punch and curled his fingers around her wrist, then spun around her. He twisted her arm behind her back and pushed her to the ground.

Something popped. She grunted. He’d snapped her shoulder out of place.

Ethan loosened his grip. How could he have been so careless?

She wrenched her arm free and pushed up. Ethan fell to the side and she rolled atop him. Swallow sat on his chest and pinned his biceps to the ground.

He scanned her arm up and down while the crowd counted. She seemed unharmed, but he had felt something pop—he’d twisted too hard. Why wasn’t she in agony?

Groans and cheers split the crowd. Money exchanged hands. Swallow released him and stood, her hand extended down to help him up.

He took it and slid his hand up her arm. “I hurt you. I didn’t mean to.”

“Too much of a gentleman. I’m not hurt.” Swallow shook her head, and those same smile lines creased the corners of her eyes. She rolled her shoulders. “See? Fine.”

“I thought I—”

“Is that why you lessened your grip? You wanted me to win, so you only blocked my blows? I’m no match for Stone Wolf.”

He couldn’t help but smile. “You’re quite good.”

“For a woman.”

“For anyone.”

From behind her mask, her blue eyes searched his face. “I’ll take the compliment.”

Ethan reached into his pocket, pulled out the soggy bag of gold, and dangled it between them by its string.

Swallow laughed. “Keep it. I didn’t exactly earn it.”

“What’s your name?”

“I told you. Swallow.”

“Your real name?”

“Perhaps we’ll meet again.” She winked at him, picked up her daggers, and whisked away.

Ethan watched her until the familiar flame of heat danced across his chest. Danger. The six were coming after him again? Men like them never quit. Ethan picked up the sword at his feet and faced them.

They wielded staffs and daggers. Bloody Nose had managed to get his meaty hands on an axe. Before they even started toward him, Ethan lunged at Broken Teeth and hacked his staff in two, then smacked the hilt of his sword against the Broken Teeth’s head. The man fell to the ground unconscious.

Ethan leveled his gaze at the others. They all charged him at once. Ethan nicked Shorty’s cheek and disarmed him in his moment of shock, then backed Bloody Nose into the wall of the tavern with his sword a hair away from piercing the man’s stomach. “I could kill him now.”

The other three stopped. “You are Stone Wolf.”

Ethan nodded.

“Maybe next time you want to arm wrestle you’ll ask your opponent if he or she has any special talents first.” Swallow’s wind-chime voice came from beside him.

Surprised, Ethan glanced at her. She leaned against the tavern as if she’d never left. Maybe she hadn’t.

Ethan pulled his blade away from Bloody Nose’s stomach. The man stumbled away, and his friends staggered after him. Cowards.

Ethan turned to Swallow. “You ever take off the mask?”

“Sure.”

He leaned next to her and waited, but she didn’t remove it. He cocked an eyebrow.

She giggled. “Not today.”

A man ran toward the tavern, his face ashen and eyes wide.

Ethan pushed off the building and watched him.

The man stood in the road and cupped his hands around his mouth. “If you have Blood Moon Children, hide them. They’re being hunted.”

Townspeople around him stopped and stared. The man turned toward a woman who had bread under one arm and a child clinging to the other.

“Spread the word.” He stepped near her, but she shrank away. “You know me, Penelope. I’m not crazy.” He reached a shaky hand for her arm, but she steered her child away and quickened her pace.

“Penelope,” he called. “Your son could be in danger.”

If Penelope knew the guy, she wasn’t letting on. Enough. Ethan dropped the borrowed sword and headed over to the stranger with Swallow on his heels. “Who’s hunting them?”

The man turned. “Cloques.”

“You mean Feravolk?”

The man’s lip curled. “Call ’em what you like, they’re hunting Children.”

“That can’t be right. Feravolk are peaceful, they—”

“Peaceful? You weren’t around for the wars, boy. They burned Primo and they’re in Balta now, headed this way.”

Balta? Ethan sucked in a breath. If they found Tessa . . . Why couldn’t he breathe? “What do they want with the Children?”

“I don’t know.”

Ethan clutched the man’s elbow. “Listen, spreading rumors isn’t—”

“It’s no rumor. I’ve just come from Primo. I saw them dressed like shadows in their camouflage cloaks. Common people don’t have magic like that. What more proof do you need?” The man’s eyes widened. “Please. My son was born that day. I must go warn my family.”

Ethan released him and looked at Swallow. Her face might be hidden, but her eyes had widened. He touched her arm and she jumped. “I’d get out of Salea if I were you.”

He turned the other way and ran.

“Wait!” she called after him.

He fought the urge to stop.

“Stone Wolf, you’re running the wrong way.”

He slowed, and she caught up with him.

Her dark blue eyes met his. “You’re headed to Balta.”

“I know.”

“You—” She stared at him for precious seconds. “Let me come with you.”

“No.” It came out harsher than he’d intended. “You don’t need to get hurt on account of me.”

“I wouldn’t. It’s my choice.”

“You—you don’t know me.”

“You’re right. I thought Stone Wolf was an orphan.”

Ethan’s breath hitched. “I am.”

“Then you’re far nobler than I thought.”

“No. They’re like family.”

She touched his arm. Her hands were warm. “Then I’ll come with you.”

“I can hide my birthmark. You—they’ll take off your mask.” He stepped back and her fingers slid off his arm. It was too late—his talent had latched on to her. Why?

“I can’t explain this, but I feel like I’m supposed to go with you.” She shook her head. “You don’t feel it, do you?”

Oh, he did. Accompanied by an overwhelming desire to protect her. That was his burden, or one of his talents. An unrelenting need to protect—well, typically family, loved ones. That was why he found it so strange that Swallow stoked his protective instinct to blazing. He didn’t even know her, yet he wanted—no needed—to protect her.

That was how his talent worked. If she was in danger, he’d have no choice but to protect her, no matter the cost. If she came along, and he had more than one person to protect in Balta, it would stretch him too thin. That could get her killed, him killed, Tessa killed. He pinched the bridge of his nose.

Stronger than his urge to let her follow was his need to keep her safe. If he made Swallow get out of here now, he was protecting her. Still, he couldn’t expect her to understand his dilemma. “Go home, Swallow.”

“Please. I’ll be more help where you’re going.”

“No. You’ll be in the way.”

Her eyelids fluttered and she stared at him, silent. She stepped away from him. “I think I understand.” She nodded once before she turned and fled.

Ethan watched her disappear behind the bakery and hoped he’d done the right thing.


CHAPTER 3



RELUCTANT TRUST

Ethan’s heart thudded as his heels dug into the gritty road. His legs pumped harder and he tried to ignore the persistent burn in his muscles. Balta lay ahead only a few miles, but already a thick stream of black smoke poured into the sky from Primo—Balta’s twin—the other tiny town on the outskirts of Salea. For now, Balta lacked a matching dark cloud, but that didn’t guarantee Tessa’s safety.

People headed toward him, fleeing the towns.

Don’t look at anyone.

The way his protective talent had latched onto Swallow scared him. He couldn’t let it happen again. The problem was, he didn’t know what had prompted it.

The people ahead neared him at an alarming speed. As Ethan carved his way through the masses, he smelled the odor of soot from their clothes. Most of them had to be from Primo. If they were from Balta, he could be too late.

He searched with his talent—nothing. He was too far away to tell if Tessa was in danger.

C’mon, Ethan! Run! He urged his burning legs forward. What good was a talent for speed if he was too late?

A man on the path stopped in front of him and held out his hands. Ethan slammed into him. The ground smacked against Ethan’s back and knocked the air from his lungs.

The man helped him up. Ethan bent over to catch his breath.

“Sorry. I had to stop you. You’re going the wrong way.”

“Thank you, sir.” Ethan tried to slip from the man’s grasp, but the man wouldn’t release his shirt. Ethan tugged again. “Sir—”

“You don’t want to go that way. Trust me, Stone Wolf.”

The burn pulsed across his chest like an unwelcome reminder: Danger, not for him this time but for Tessa. His stomach hardened. “I have to go.”

“It’s too dangerous. They took my son. He shares your birthmark.”

This man knew him? No. He recognized Stone Wolf. “You’re from Primo?”

“Balta. They’ve already destroyed Primo. You’re not safe.”

“I have . . . family in Balta.”

Wind gusted between them, and the heavy stench of smoke stifled Ethan’s breathing. He peered over his shoulder. Balta’s west side burned. The Feravolk were there.

He pulled, but the man wouldn’t loosen his grip. Ethan grasped the man’s fist and stared into the stranger’s kind eyes. “It’s a risk I’ll have to take.”

The man released Ethan’s shirt. “The Creator keep you safe.”

“Thank you.”

He drew closer to Balta. Screams sounded up ahead. Men in camouflaged cloaks secured the path. Feravolk.

Ethan headed east toward the trees. The Winking Fox Inn sat on the east side, close to the forest. The sun sank lower, vanishing beyond the horizon. He didn’t slow until he reached the town’s wall. With a running start, he leapt and clambered to the top.

He scrambled across the surface of the crumbling stone and hid in a crevice by the nearest obelisk. From his perch he had a clear view of the inn. The plaque with a picture of a winking fox swayed in the wind. The place appeared unharmed. The scent of smoke didn’t ride on the wind here. Yet.

He checked his surroundings before he dropped to the ground. After he donned a calm exterior, he crossed over to the back door and dusted the loose gravel from his clothes.

A low growl rumbled behind him. His stomach twisted. He turned around slowly. A wolfish, rust-colored dog approached him with his head low.

“Scout?” Ethan whispered.

The dog’s posture loosened, and he whimpered as he wriggled close. Ethan patted his head. “Good boy. You stay here.”

When Ethan opened the kitchen door, the faint scent of chicken soup greeted him, but he stepped into darkness. An empty kitchen at this hour? Dread carved a pit in his stomach. The threat he felt for Tessa remained distant. It hadn’t occurred to him that she might not be here.

“Tess?”

Nothing.

“Martha?”

Still no answer. Ethan crept to the other side of the kitchen and opened the door to the dining hall. It was empty, too.

“Martha? Tess?”

His voice bounced off the walls. The faint throb of heat pulsed in his chest. Danger moved closer. He raced up the stairs. The creaking echoed louder with no typical tavern noise to swallow it. He needed his sword from his room—and his bow. He’d feel better armed.

Ethan pushed his key into the keyhole and twisted. The door pulled from his grip and flew open in front of him. Moonlight betrayed a flash of steel in the dark room.

Pulse racing, he jumped back.

“Ethan?” A portly woman stood in the doorway.

His lungs deflated. “Snare me, Martha.”

“Watch your language, young man.” She grabbed his wrist and pulled him into the room, then shut the door behind them. “You gave me quite a start.”

He gave her a start? “Is that my sword?”

Martha winced and relinquished the weapon. “Tessa and I thought we’d be safer in here. And we hoped to intercept you if you came back before . . .”

“Mother just wanted to use your sword I think.” Tessa stepped out of the shadows and threw her arms around him. She placed her chin on his shoulder. “You had me worried.”

“You’re the one in trouble. We have to get you out of here. Now.”

Tessa stepped back. “How do you figure I’m the one in trouble? You have the birthmark too.”

Ethan sighed. He couldn’t tell her that he’d used his talent to gain that information. He attached his quiver to his belt and grabbed his bow, then rummaged through his drawer. He stuffed an extra shirt into a satchel.

“Get your things. We’re getting out of here.” He pulled a knife from beneath his pillow and tucked it in his satchel as well.

“Mother?” Tessa’s voice was soft.

Ethan turned when Martha didn’t respond to her daughter. Martha stood in place with her arms folded. A tear, visible in the moonlight, glistened on her cheek.

Ethan walked to her. “Martha?”

“I’ll slow you two down.”

“We’re not leaving you,” he and Tessa said together.

“They won’t be looking for me.”

Tessa turned to Ethan. “She’s right.”

Ethan threw his hands in the air. “What? How could—”

“They won’t hurt me.” Martha touched his arm. “And no one in town would mention that I have a daughter the right age.”

“Martha, you don’t know what people will do when it comes to saving their own children.”

She put her other hand on Tessa’s shoulder. “You two run. I’m doing this to keep you safe.”

“Martha, I—”

“No, Ethan. I hoped you’d come back so I wouldn’t have to take Tessa into the woods alone. I can take care of myself here. Go.”

In the pit of Ethan’s stomach, urgency fought with decency.

Martha stroked her daughter’s hair. “You’ll only have to stay away for a time.”

Another tingle of heat spiked across Ethan’s chest. He raced to the window and peered outside.

Torches approached. Men on horseback flooded the street out front. They knew a Child of the Blood Moon lived here. Someone had talked.

Ethan dug his fingernails into his palms. His talent’s unrelenting need to keep her safe at all costs—even his own life—poured into him.

Tessa’s hand touched his shoulder. He turned to her and braced himself against the window frame so she couldn’t see out. “Do you trust me?”

“Of course, Ethan. You’re like a brother.”

“Good. Stay here.” He turned to Martha. “You’ll do as I say?”

She nodded.

“Come with me.” He strode to the door, opened it and motioned for Martha to head out.

Tessa grabbed his arm before he could follow. “What are you doing?”

Looking her in the eye seemed impossible. “Keeping you safe.”

“Ethan, if you put yourself in danger for me—”

His eyes met hers. “What? Only you can do that?”

“That was different.”

“No. It wasn’t.”

For the second time that day, reluctance kept his shirt in someone else’s fist.

“Tessa, let me do this.”

Downstairs something heavy pounded against the door. “In the name of the Feravolk, open up.”

Tessa’s brown eyes widened. She rushed to the window and peered out, then turned back to Ethan, horror on her face. “Ethan, don’t do this. We can get out.”

“Just trust me. And stay quiet.” He closed the door, and twisted the key, locking her inside. Then he pressed his room key into Martha’s palm.

Her eyes grew wide. “What are you—”

“Whatever you do, don’t admit to having a daughter.”

“Ethan—”

A sharp knock interrupted her. “Give up your Child and no harm will come to you.” The voice outside held a mocking tone. “Or don’t. Either way, I’ll get what I came for.”

A heavy thump rattled the door.

Whatever they were using as a battering ram would work soon. Ethan’s pulse throbbed in every vein.

Martha grabbed Ethan’s arms so hard he stumbled. Her eyes pleaded. “You can’t give yourself to them. They’ll kill you.”

Didn’t he know it. “This is for Tessa.”

“You owe her nothing. She helped you freely.”

“I’m doing the same.”

The ram jolted the door again. A hinge clattered to the floor.

Martha dropped her hold. “Go through the kitchen, it’s—”

A loud crack interrupted her. Wood splintered.

“Get behind me.” Ethan’s fingers curled around his sword hilt.

He slid his sword from its sheath and held the blade in front of him. He breathed deep and focused on the comfortable pull of his talents. Strength and speed were his best allies now, and his throbbing desire to protect Tessa.

Another boom shook the inn. The door gave and crashed down. The scent of fire wafted in.

Boots crunched the broken wood as Feravolk walked in. Their cloaks changed from the dusky gray of the outside sky to the warm orange of the inn’s wooden walls. It was a good thing they carried torches or Ethan might have missed some of them.

Then, it might have been better if he hadn’t seen all of them. After the fifth man entered, they clearly outnumbered him. When the twelfth strode over the broken door, Ethan’s sword was little more than decoration.

“Didn’t you see the sign out front?” Martha’s voice rang out strong behind him. “We’re not open to scum.”

The man in front lowered his hood, revealing a curved scar under his left eye. “I’ll burn the sign, wench.”

Ethan’s blood boiled.

“You’ll do no such thing. This is my property and I don’t appreciate—”

With a gloved hand, Scarface pulled his cloak aside, showing off the sword on his belt. “Your neighbors pointed us in this direction. Do you believe it? People here are quite accommodating.”

His smile made Ethan’s stomach churn.

“My request is simple. Hand over your Child and I call off my torch bearers. Don’t, and I’ll burn down your beautiful property—sign included—and get what I came for anyway.”

“I don’t have a Child.”

The man chuckled and stared at Martha. “Why do they all lie?”

Ethan could only imagine the stubborn innkeeper was glaring back. He shifted his weight, not lowering his weapon. There was no telling what these other Feravolk hid under their cloaks. As a breeze tickled their garments, he almost made out the outline of a weapon or two—maybe. It could just be that stupid camouflage playing tricks.

Still the glaring match continued.

Silence ate at Ethan’s patience.

“You seem like a resourceful woman. Call off your watch hound,” Scarface motioned toward Ethan, “and hand over your Child.”

“I have no Child.”

One of the men moved a torch dangerously close to the drapery.

Ethan sheathed his sword. “You’ll spare my mother and her property if I give myself up?”

The torch stilled.

Scarface cocked his head and smiled. “Mother? I can’t say that surprised me.”

“Ethan, please.” Martha’s hand gripped his shoulder.

“Mother, if this man burns the inn, you’ll starve.”

Tears glistened in her eyes. “Why are you doing this?”

“I told you not to lie to me.” Scarface’s boots tapped on the floor as he drew closer.

That was close enough. Ethan squared his shoulders and faced the man. “Let her go.”

“Then prove you’re a Child and surrender.”

He dropped his sword and then pulled the right side of his collar over, all the while keeping his stare on Scarface.

A grin deepened the curve of Scarface’s blemish. “See? If he can be reasonable, so can I.” He turned to his men. “Call the soldiers off. We have what we came for.” Then he faced Ethan again. “Bind his hands.”

[image: * * *]

The moon was full tonight. A warm summer breeze rippled Ethan’s shirt. The sweet scent of peaches from Martha’s fruit tree wafted in with the wind and mingled with the faint smell of smoke. The destruction hadn’t made it this far into the town, yet no crickets chirped and the frogs in the nearby pond were quiet. Strange.

The Feravolk gripped Ethan’s elbow and pushed him toward the covered wagon. “Move, boy.”

The mint leaves this guy chewed didn’t exactly mask the scent of alcohol. The thought of hooking a leg behind Minty’s ankle and buckling his knee tempted Ethan. That would be tricky with his hands bound. Even if he could bring Minty down, he still had the others to worry about.

Not good odds. Impossible really. His quiet surrender kept Tessa and Martha safe anyway. No sense jeopardizing that.

Without a word, Ethan boarded the wagon. Fifteen soot-stained faces stared back at him, most of them familiar.

One girl gasped. “Stone Wolf?”

A hopeful glint flashed in her eyes. Why? Why did they get like that? He wasn’t a hero. Far from it.

The prisoners knelt with their hands bound behind their backs. One Blood Moon birthmark—a perfect replica of Ethan’s—peeked out from beneath a young man’s shirt sleeve.

Ethan clenched his jaw. What did the Feravolk want with the Children anyway? His mind reeled as he tried to recall any detail about the Feravolk that might tell him what they wanted.

All Children were said to be of the Feravolk bloodline. So what? Were they trying to build up their numbers? Make a bigger army so they could defeat the queen
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