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  To Paul, Holly, and the kids. 

Paul. We might not have always gotten along growing up, but you’ve turned into a pretty awesome older brother, and dad to some amazing kids.
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  one
Comran


The promise of more snow hung in the air. A chill wind whipped across the open valley floor, skittering over the sheen of ice to tease at my fur-lined cloak. My gloved hand curled around my spear as Eska, my greywolf, shifted beneath me, grumbling low in his throat, impatient at standing still. 
This stretch of border was empty. For now. 
Wolfriders had reported seeing Saber tribe prints along the border stones since early summer. A healing scar marked my left forearm above the leather bracer from one of their swords after a short fight with their tribe several countings ago. 
Other riders milled around, letting our wolves scent the air for sablecats lurking across the border, watching with sharp yellow eyes and waiting to pounce. They’d tried to take some of the eastern valley before, but I would send myself to the dark woods before I let them take any of our lands. 
“Nothing, Comran.” A rider reined in his greywolf at my side. Eska’s growl pitched higher in greeting to the wolf. 
“Let’s keep riding.” I nudged Eska and gave a sharp whistle. The seven other warriors who rode with the pack fell into a line behind me as we kept riding east across the valley towards the frozen river. 
An hour’s ride brought sight of another pack loping our direction in a long line. Recognition of the pack leader sent my hand tightening over the reins. 
Etran. My half-brother. 
Bastard son of my father, who had seen fit to raise us up side-by-side, melding us in the ways of the chief of the Greywolf tribe. 
And two nights from now, he would choose one of us to take his place. 
“Anything?” I raised my chin. 
We’d been sent out together, each with a pack, a ritual of sorts to prove either of us could be worthy to carry the staff and wear the wolf cloak. 
“Three-day-old tracks on their side of the stones.” Etran reined in his female greywolf. She settled into the same stillness so characteristic of her rider. Always so solemn and aloof. Even then keeping a slight distance between himself and the rest of the pack. 
“Maybe not enough to leave a patrol,” I said. 
He glanced over the border, tall and rigid in the saddle. It took a moment before he agreed. Annoyance flickered through me. I was always quicker to answer, quicker to action, but he weighed every thought, every outcome. 
And it earned him more with Father. 
“Comran, you think it will be safe to leave the border?” One of the warriors in Etran’s pack nudged his wolf a little closer, almost joining the close-knit pack standing with me. 
A faint quiver to Etran’s jaw barely betrayed him, but he looked at me evenly. Challenging, almost. I sank a gloved hand into the thick fur at Eska’s shoulder, mostly to hide the tension in my fist. 
“There’s been no sign of them along the miles we rode today.” 
But our border with the Sabers ran the many miles across the open mouth of the valley and around the western side, where they had taken land from the Blackpaw tribe eight years ago. 
“It could not hurt.” Etran’s even voice came over a fresh gust of wind. 
Eska shifted his front paws, picking up on my surging irritation. Etran always had something to say, some point to try to make. 
But it gave me more satisfaction to see the members of his pack looking to me instead. The way many in the tribe had looked to me over our whole lives, expecting me to take our father’s place. 
Etran didn’t shift his focus, still daring me to contradict or agree. Waiting for me to make the wrong decision and be told so by Father. But maybe in a few days it wouldn’t matter. I would be free to make my own decisions.
“We’ll leave a small pack to rove for the next day,” I said. “Just to make sure.”
Even with the distance between us, a small bit of me had never wanted to argue with him. Besides, it was the mark of a good pack leader to work with others. 
Etran dipped his head. “Half from each?” 
I nodded and turned to my pack. Most didn’t look happy with the decision, hoping, like me, to be racing for the lodge houses and warmth until the next patrol went out. But they didn’t complain and took my picks. 
The remnants of our packs fell in together, and I edged Eska away from Etran, keeping the distance again. 
Long hours of loping through the snow, loosening reins and letting the greywolves pick their own way, passed before we made short camp in the darkness, pitching small hide tents in the open valley with the wolves clustered around. 
When dawn teased its timid light over the fresh powder, we packed camp and began to ride again. Refreshed by a night’s rest, the wolves bounded eagerly, scenting home. Skinny tendrils of smoke appeared on the horizon and Eska yipped, tossing his head back at me to make sure I’d seen. 
I raised my spear and gave the order. Shouts and laughs answered as we urged wolves to a run, racing each other across the open valley toward the village. 
Warriors on the training field paused and shouted to us. Many riders raised spears and whooped back, drawing a laugh from me. The figure waiting for us at the village’s entrance killed the lightness brought by racing the valley with Eska, sword on my hip and spear in my hand. 
Father. Waiting to judge. 
I reined in. Etran had already slowed, coming to a more sedate pace. I kept the spear in my hand as my boots thumped to the ground. 
“Comran!” A rider jogged to greet me. “How was it?” 
“I’ll tell you later.” I cast a glance over to Father’s imposing frame, already sensing the frown on his face. 
Amund gave a wry grin. We’d been at each other’s sides nearly our whole lives. He knew my hesitation. I reluctantly surrendered Eska’s reins to him. Father would not want to be kept waiting. 
A few other wolfriders gave me nods as I made my way toward the lodgehouses. It had been a more familiar sight over the last few days after Father had announced he would be making the choosing. 
The pronouncement had not been a surprise. We had all expected it since the summer when he had suffered an illness the healer blamed on his heart and brain. He hadn’t physically been the same since, and he and the council of elders had decided it was time. 
Many had thought he would just name me instead of putting both of us through the trials. It did not make many happy. It had left me with some confusion and anger when he had told us. 
I made my way over to Father, Etran coming up behind me. Father waited, arms crossed to hide the way the fingers of his left hand stayed curled no matter what he did. He regarded us impassively, then turned and made for the head lodge, the slight hitch to his step more noticeable across the uneven patches of snow. 
Anger flashed at his lack of greeting, though after this long I had become accustomed to it. My father is a cold man. He always has been. Affection would only get in the way of guiding the tribe the way he should, at least in his mind.  
I don’t know why I always expected something different from him. Some sign that he might care for me. 
I am his first-born son. By right, the place of chieftain should have been mine. But he had never favored me the way a father should. I had to earn every scarce word of praise. Fight for my place at the warrior’s table. Brace my heart against the cold words he spoke so matter-of-factly. 
He’d always favored Etran more. Something which had always stung. 
We stepped into the lodge reserved for councils or small gatherings. The elders were there, waiting to hear his decision. They would give Father their opinion on who should be chosen. But he would do what he wanted. He always did. 
“How was the patrol?” Father finally spoke, his voice deep and even.
Etran stood a few paces off to my left. He stayed silent, letting me speak first as he always did.
“The border was clear on the route my pack rode.” I kept my gaze fixed on the wall hanging in front of me to avoid seeing the way Father’s stern features would soften slightly as he looked at Etran. 
“We found tracks, three days old on their side of the border. Nothing else,” Etran said. 
“You both rode in short of riders.” A bit of accusation edged his tone as he turned to me. 
“We each left a half pack at the border to ride once more to make sure.” I hooked a hand into the collar of my breastplate, this time meeting his gaze. 
“And who made that decision?” Father swept cool grey eyes between us. 
My jaw clenched automatically. He thinks it a poor decision. 
“We both did.” Etran surprised me. 
I glanced at him, but he didn’t deign to look. Easier to keep his distance from the blame that might befall me. 
“We agreed it might be prudent to leave someone for another day at least,” he said. 
While he was not wrong, it still soured in my gut the way Father now nodded, agreeing with Etran.
Did he just claim the praise for it even if I made the suggestion first?
My thumb ran along the shallow decorative tracings etched along my breastplate’s collar. Maybe, but he’d never rubbed my nose in any of his many victories with Father. He just stayed irritatingly distant. 
“Good. Any other trouble?” Father seemed to look a little longer at Etran, but we both shook our heads. 
“Birgir is setting up the next trial now that you have returned,” he said abruptly. “The choosing will be tonight. You are awaited on the training grounds.” 
Taking this as the dismissal, I pivoted and stepped back out into the bright mid-morning. 
“Comran.” 
Surprised, I turned to face Etran. His jaw worked slightly. 
“Good luck,” he finally said, and it seemed like it was not quite what he wanted to say. 
I wasn’t sure what I wanted to say either, so I just nodded, and we went our separate ways.


      [image: ]Hours later, we stood beside each other in the lodgecircle, both stained with dirt and sweat, our leather armor molded to our bodies after fighting through the final tests held in high tradition by our people to prove the worth of the next chieftain. 
Father looked at us both, his face impassive. My heart thudded, with excitement or fear, I couldn’t quite tell in the shocking stillness of the gathering. He raised his staff. My hand tightened around the leather-bound hilt of my sword. 
And he pointed to the man beside me. 
Murmurs rippled through the crowd, the echoes falling dull on my shocked ears, my mind telling me only one thing. I was not the only one surprised at his choice. I blinked, and blinked again. 
It was not a mistake. I had not been chosen. 
I forced my head to turn, my neck sticking like a frozen wheel. My half-brother’s face conveyed the same confusion. He met my gaze and betrayed the faint triumph lurking in his eyes. I could have bent the knee then and there, but there would be time enough at the ceremony later. Instead, I gripped his arm, murmured something, I knew not what, and turned to walk from the arena in silence. 
Warriors and tribesfolk melted away before me, some faces rejoicing in the decision, others making it clear they thought my father had chosen poorly. I cared not. I did not stop walking until I reached the river, frozen still beneath the grip of winter. 
My breath exploded in a puff of white, but my body still held the heat of the trials. I stared at nothing. Ice creaked somewhere upriver, and a slight breeze sent frozen pine needles tinkling together. 
Heavy boots crunched the snow behind me. I knew who stood there, but I had not the heart to turn. I could not bear to look him in the eyes and hear him list my deficiencies in a practical manner. 
“I had a dream.” 
A dream. My faint scoff burst forth in a quick plume. 
“You led the tribe to battle as chieftain. We fell to the enemy.” His next words came so soft, I thought I might have imagined them. “You died.”
“And if it was just a dream?”
“The talånd said it might have been a warning sent from the spirits.”
“Then it would have been a good death.” The words burst quick and hot from me. 
“Comran.” His voice came sharp. “It was not. And if you are not chieftain, then it will not come to pass. You will not die.”
I finally turned to face my father. “And you care so much for me then?”
His hand reached out to snag my arm before I could brush past. “I do.”
I wanted to ask him why he had never shown it, to scream that whatever this was, it came too late. But my tongue was bound, and I could only stare at him through the steely grey eyes he had given me. 
“I held you in my arms first, knowing I could not protect you from every cold thing in this world. You have learned much over the years, but the place of chieftain would destroy you. You have the quicker sword, but he the quicker mind. You will bend the knee to him.” 
It was a simple statement of fact. I knew I had no choice. 
“Then I should go prepare. Is there anything else—Father?”
I thought his gaze softened slightly, but it might have been my heart wishing for a sign from him. He released my arm and let me pass. 
Hot water awaited me in the back rooms of the lodge. I rinsed the trials from my skin and dressed in new clothes. A belt of soft leather fastened over my blue tunic, crusted in painted porcupine quills that lay in sharp-edged designs along its front. I sat on the low bench, folding a fur-lined cloak in my fists, staring into the fire. 
How am I to say the words to him? 
“Comran.” My mother’s voice whispered soft behind me, and she rested a hand on my shoulder. 
The flames mesmerized me with their dance. I didn’t know what to ask her first. 
“I knew he would not choose you.” 
Her admission sent another knife into my heart. She sat beside me on the bench. 
“You would have been our third born. But the All-Father saw fit to take your brothers before they could enter this world.” 
I finally turned my head to look at her. In my twenty-three years, I had not heard this. Tears trembled in the corners of her eyes. 
“Before I knew I carried you, your father and I agreed. He needed an heir. And if I could not give him one, he should find someone who could.” 
“You let him?” Anger boiled inside me. Somehow it was worse, knowing she had allowed it, rather than thinking my father had simply betrayed her and the marriage bond. 
“I told him to. He chose Etran’s mother. You will never know how I wept the three times he went to her. I knew I was with child before she did, but I did not think you would make it.” She reached to smooth damp hair from my forehead. “But you proved me wrong. You had a strong heart to make it into my arms. You still do.” 
“Do I? Then why didn’t he choose me?” Spirits, it stung so much. 
She sighed. “He wanted to raise both of you as his sons. I agreed. He couldn’t show one more preference than the other. He believed the All-Father gave him security for the tribe in both of you. But it meant choosing one.” 
“Why did you think he would choose Etran?” 
Her hand slipped to my wrist, squeezing it tight with her deceptive strength. “You are my son, Comran, and I love you with the heart of a mother. You lead with your heart. Etran leads with his mind. And sometimes the mind must rule.” 
I jerked my hand from her grip. Am I the only one who thought he would choose me? 
A floorboard creaked and Etran stood in the shadows at the edge of flickering light. Gone was the confusion, and I could see no triumph in his eyes. Instead, doubt played across his features. Mother pushed to her feet, resting a hand upon my shoulder. 
“I will let you speak.” 
I caught her glance between us, the way it lingered on Etran with sadness, but no hate. Instead, a bit of wistfulness, as if she wished he could have been hers. I had never seen it before, and a bit of jealousy stirred before I quenched it. 
Then she was gone, and we were alone. 
Etran took a hesitant step into the light. He dressed much like me in the finery of the chieftain’s family, deep blues and blacks, edged with painted porcupine quills. 
It seemed he didn’t know what to say any more than I did. We never spoke much to the other, keeping in different circles our whole lives. 
“Neither of us thought this day would come,” he finally said, caution directing his look towards me. 
“But it did.” 
“Comran, I—I don’t know why he chose me. I know what I am. There have been plenty to remind me of it all my life.” 
I cast him a startled glance. He had turned his gaze to the fire, his jaw tense. 
“My mother told me why I had been born when I was six years old. Then I understood why I called him father, you brother, but a different woman mother. I understood the distaste part of this tribe has for me, but that you never did. At least, that I never saw. And I learned to see much.” 
I still said nothing, something like shame filling me that I had never seen. 
“I know I am not the brother you wanted, but fate threw us together. I don’t pretend to understand her plans. I do not even know if I can lead this tribe. But I know you. And even if there is no love between us, I think I can trust you.” 
Etran met my stare. “I want you as my Battlewolf.” 
“Me?” 
In our tribe, the Battlewolf commands the packs and ranks almost as high as the chieftain. It is not a position to be given lightly by a chief. 
“Yes. You and I both know that different people supported us. I will not see this tribe divided over this decision. We stand together, or not at all.” 
I accepted his reasoning with a forced nod. He is quicker with his mind. 
“Even with this, some will not be happy,” I warned. 
“I will hold your back, if you hold mine.” His shoulders squared as he faced me, green eyes boring into me. 
I finally stood, narrowing the space between us with a step. “Was that the point of all those drills?” 
One eyebrow raised in shock, and he appeared taken aback by my question. A slow smile flickered over his face. Thirteen years in the ring together. We might not love one another as brothers, but we knew how the other fought, how to uphold a fellow Greywolf in danger.
“Perhaps.” He inclined his head. “Will you stand with me?”
I hesitated yet, torn between the desire to accept, or to refuse and take the place I had believed was mine all my life. But a small voice had begun to nudge my heart. 
You’ve never wanted it. 
I tried to ignore the thought. My mind told me what my heart had trouble accepting. I had not been chosen. But I had been offered a strong place at the new chieftain’s side. I would be a fool not to take it. 
“I will stand by you.” 
Relief caught in the relaxed set of his shoulders, and a faint smile brushed his face again. “Thank you. You should finish preparing. It is almost time.” 
He left with a faint creak of the floorboards. I sat on the bench once again, rubbing a hand through my short hair, now almost dry. Exhaustion from the day crept over me. I wished to sleep, but waking would only bring the changes that the day had wrought. 
When the first horn rang out, summoning the tribe to the center of the circled lodgehouses, I stood and draped my cloak around my shoulders. I stepped out into the dying light of the day, boots crunching under the fresh crust of snow brought by the falling temperature. A shadow moved alongside the lodgehouse and Eska rose to meet me. 
My hand sank into his thick fur, and he rested his heavy head on my shoulder. He grumbled low in his chest. 
“We’ll run tomorrow,” I promised. 
His tail lashed back and forth, his mouth parting in a fanged smile. He understood well enough the words I said. A smile found its way to my own face. With my boots on the ground, we stood even for height and I rested my forehead against his. 
“And by the moon’s rise, you will have earned new paint to wear to battle.” 
His ears perked and his deep amber eyes bored deep into mine, as if asking why I didn’t sound so happy about it. 
“I’ll tell you tomorrow when we race the mountainside.”
His cold nose pressed my forehead and he nearly knocked me over with his heavy body before following me into the wide circle spanning the area between lodges. 
Fires blazed bright in the circle’s center, the snowy earth around them already filling with men and women. Children lurked on the fringes, those old enough daring to stand with their parents, the rest darting to find the best vantage point, waiting for the feast and dancing to come. 
Other greywolves settled on the edges, or sat beside their warriors, their shaggy bulks catching an almost blue tint in the fading light of the sun. 
Father took his place at the top of the circle where the tribe’s tâkn towered above the lodges, a mighty oak trunk etched in painted greywolves, the history of the tribe and the valley, and legends of the spirits, all capped by a howling greywolf’s head. Smaller trunks stood behind it, myriad carvings showing the more recent histories in a sacred grove. 
The murmurs silenced as he raised one hand. Mother ghosted forward to join him on his left side as our dronni. Etran’s mother emerged on his other hand, casting a haughty look at my mother. 
“Today I have chosen the new chieftain from between my sons,” Father began without preamble. “There have been those that questioned me, but he bears my blood, and will lead this tribe to prosperity and victory.”
Unlike me. The bitter thought escaped. 
It was but a dream, I strove to remind myself. 
My father called Etran forward, and together with the talånd, draped the wolf cloak about his shoulders. The talånd dipped fingers into dark green warpaint, and drew a crooked line across Etran’s forehead, followed by a curving line along his left cheekbone, thicker bands across his right cheek, and a solid line down his chin. His sword was touched to the tâkn as the talånd began to sing. 
He sang power and strength, wisdom and healing over Etran. And then it was done. 
Etran sheathed his sword and turned to receive the adulation of the tribe and the howling of the greywolves. Eska joined his deep bay to those of his kin, but I could barely add my shout to the rest. 
A hush fell as Etran raised a hand. My father’s battlewolf stood beside the former chief. Tradition held that a new chieftain chose a new battlewolf the same night. Several of the wolfriders who Etran called friends leaned forward in anticipation, hoping to hear their names called. 
I pitied them, knowing well the disappointment waiting. For a brief moment, I entertained the fear that he would not hold his promise, and for the second time that day, my name would not be called. 
But his gaze found me across the lodge circle. 
“Comran.” 
I forced my feet to action, Eska rising and padding alongside me. The crowd melted away before me again, some faces appeased by the decision, others still declaring that I should have been the one choosing a new battlewolf. 
I halted two steps from Etran, and he spared me a brief nod. He dipped his fingers into the paint the talånd proffered, and traced a double line down my right cheek, and a single horizontal line below my left eye. He wiped his hand as a new spear of hardened ash was pressed into my hand, its surface etched in runes and wolves.  
Finally, he took the iron medallion and placed it over my bowed neck. The howling wolf’s head rested upon my chest. I unsheathed my sword, twisting it to rest along my forearm and offering the hilt to the talånd. He pressed it to the tâkn as I knelt and pledged my life, honor, and obedience to the new chief. 
I’d done it once for my father when entering the ranks of the wolfriders, never imagining I would do it again. But the words still came steady, ringing with a sense of finality over the gathered tribe. We were now duty bound to each other and no one could question it. 
The talånd’s lilting voice called down another blessing upon me before he returned the hilt to my palm and it was done. A glance up caught a look of almost desperate relief in Etran’s eyes as I finished, as if he thought I might not have done it after all. It was odd seeing something other than confidence in him.
I took my new place to the left of Etran as the warriors began to gather to swear their new allegiance. Our father was the first to kneel and as he rose, I caught a look of something that might be pride flicker between the two of us. 
From the twitch of Etran’s hand I knew he had seen it, and, like me, did not know what to do with it. I felt a brief flash of kinship towards him, something that had been rare enough over the years. 
Over an hour later, the oathtaking was done, new torches were lit around the circle, and the great fires re-stoked to keep lending their heat to the gathering. Children darted about, now free to run and clamber among the wolves, who tolerated them like energetic pups. Men and women moved to bring the tables into the circle—the greater lodge at the head of the circle not big enough to hold the entire tribe together. Within minutes, food had been brought out from where lodgefires had kept it warm, and the feasting began. 
Winter’s chill grew as the moon began its path across the sky, but the bonfires leapt high and greywolves offered extra warmth. I sat beside Etran by right. We did not speak to one another, in part, I think, because we were both starved from the day’s trials. 
I crumbled a crust of flatbread between my fingers, gazing around the gathering. It seemed there was a division in the tribe, clear in the way men and women had chosen their seats. Those I felt closer friendship with, sat on my right hand. Those I knew favored Etran, sat to his left. 
“You see it too?” Etran murmured, leaning to re-fill his cup with foaming spruce ale. 
“Lines have been drawn, with or without our consent.” I nudged my cup closer to him as he indicated the pitcher with a nod. He filled it without pause. 
“So it seems.” 
“And how do you plan to bring them together?” I did not mean to sound accusatory. I simply wanted to know. 
But he bristled slightly before his shoulders lifted. “How would you?”
So, he doesn’t know. Well, neither do I. But I did not voice my thought. 
“Perhaps time will make things easier for everyone,” I said. 
He’d spoken of trust in the lodge, and I had something of that. Trust that he would do the honorable thing, that he could watch my flank in battle, even that he could do well as chieftain. But there was no kinship, no bonds of brotherhood, no knowledge that I would sacrifice myself for him, or he for me. 
“Perhaps,” he agreed, but I caught a glimpse of regret in his face. Not regret that he had chosen me. Regret that we could not have what other brothers did. 
Something of the same stirred deep within my heart. Maybe time would tell. 
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Comran


My first order of business as battlewolf the following day was to find Birgir, the old commander, and learn what I could from him. We spoke for several hours, him passing the knowledge of almost twenty years as battlewolf to me. 
Someday I will do this for the battlewolf of my nephew. But I shoved the thought away. I had barely held the position for a day and Etran had shown no interest in marriage yet. 
We lingered over our spruce ale, the remains of the noon meal scattered before us on the table. 
“Are you not upset you were also replaced?” I asked. 
Birgir shrugged. “I have more than one grey hair. My joints ache and creak with the weather’s turning. Maybe it is time for me to live an easier life. Perhaps I’ll take up woodcarving.” 
A smirk teased and I settled my cup down. It faded at the thought that I must now step into his boots and lead, perhaps be stronger than him because of who had given me the medallion. 
“It’s a hard position for you, Comran.” Birgir twisted his mug, mentioning the unlikely choosing for the first time. “A chief rules the entire tribe, but for many warriors, the battlewolf is their chief. You have a delicate power. Not all warriors will respect you. There are a few who never accepted my naming, but they never challenged me.”
He leaned forward on the table closer to me, voice dropping in warning. “But if you do not appear in support of your chieftain, there will be such strife as this tribe has not known in many long years. You will disagree with Etran, sure enough. Your father and I did many times. But always in private. To the warriors, to the tribe, you present a strong union. Remember, the chief’s word is the final law. When he orders, you obey.” 
“And if I cannot?” 
I remembered a time when unrest had threatened the valley. Birgir and my father had argued about riding to battle. I knew, because I hid in the lodgehouse and listened. My heart was with Birgir. But he and the wolfriders had stayed in the village as my father ordered. 
“Then your place will be given to another, and the orders will be obeyed. Though perhaps Etran might be more forgiving than your father.” Birgir’s craggy face softened as he looked to me. 
I swallowed the last bits of my ale and thumped it down on the table harder than I intended. In some ways Birgir had been more of a father to me than my own. He had overseen my training since I had first stepped into the ring thirteen years ago, quicker with a word of praise or encouragement than Father. 
He rested a hand on my tensed forearm. “You’re a fine warrior, Comran. You will do well as battlewolf. Many others besides myself were pleased with the choice.”
His words were meant as comfort, but my heart still stung. The tension inside was broken as a warrior stepped in to join us. 
“Battlewolf?” 
It took a moment, and Birgir’s nudge, before I remembered he addressed me. 
“Yes?”
“The chief has asked for you.” 
A quick pang of anxiety struck, and then passed, as I remembered I would be joining Etran and not my father. I jerked a nod. 
I tapped fist to chest at Birgir in customary address. Habit would be hard to break. 
He smiled and returned the gesture. “Battlewolf.” 
A smile touched my lips before I followed the warrior outside. Eska greeted me just outside the door, his low grumble reminding me of my promise to him. 
“Later,” I reassured, pausing a few moments to rub along the band of dark fur streaking the left side of his muzzle. 
He dabbed at my cheek with a quick tongue in forgiveness and wandered off to scuffle with an energetic greywolf a summer younger than him. Would that I could forgive and forget that easily. 
Perhaps time will tell. I turned my feet toward the lodgehouse across the wide circle. The remains of the bonfires from the night before still smoldered in their pits, the snow melted away enough to reveal the brown of dormant earth just waiting for spring’s first touch. But the cold air burned at my lungs. Spring was still several months away. Plenty of time to stay close to the village and learn my new place in its life. 
A young trainee greeted me by name before hastily correcting himself with my title. I reassured him with a quick smile. It would take time before I was used to it myself. 
I reached the other side of the circle, pausing for a moment, unsure of which lodgehouse to go to. Etran and his mother had not shared our lodgehouse, preferring to keep him as a child in the lodge where she had grown up. He had spent plenty of time in the chief’s house growing up, but always with one of us keeping distance from the other. 
Was that our decision or influenced by the way our elders treated our situation? 
“Battlewolf.” The warrior who had given me the message flicked a hand in the direction of Etran’s family lodge. 
I nodded my thanks. Normally, the new chieftain would be in the lodge of the old chief as his son, but as had been obvious all my life, this was not the normal way of things. 
The heavy door rested open as two young girls carried benches back into the hall. 
“You should have named someone else!” A sharp voice echoed from the dimness inside. Elin, his mother.
“I made the choice I thought was best.” Etran’s voice had a terseness to it suggesting the argument had been made before. 
“You elevated him too high. He could challenge you.” 
“And what would you have me do? Cast him out?”
“How do you know he wouldn’t have done it to you, had your places been switched?”
“Mother…”
“He has never respected you!” Elin hissed. “How do you know he won’t overthrow you the first chance he gets? You gave him the warriors!” 
The thought had not yet occurred to me, and I almost laughed to think that the woman who hated and feared my new status had given it to me. I strained to hear what Etran might say in return. 
“We both survived this long together. He’s had plenty of chances if he thought to do anything. I was named chief. You got what you wanted, so why argue about this again?”
“It’s not enough, Etran! There should never have been a choice. Your father wanted me to give him an heir and I did, but then he nearly threw you away once he got his son. He barely gave you anything.” 
“He never gave Comran anything either.” Something more than irritation came through Etran’s words, and I recognized the same pain I felt when wishing for some sign of affection from our father.  
“I still don’t trust him.”
“You don’t have to. But I do.” 
A faint warmth nudged my heart at Etran’s firm declaration. Perhaps I could find it in me to trust him. I decided I’d heard enough of their conversation and pounded my fist against the doorframe before entering. 
Elin drew herself up, hands clenching at her sides as she directed her coldest look at me. There had been plenty of those from her over the years, but maybe I was just now seeing the threads of hate in her eyes. She cast a glare at her son and swept from the lodge. I tracked her progress and turned back to see a wry smile on Etran’s face. 
“How much did you hear?” 
I shrugged, holding a short debate within myself. “Enough to know that she still has no fondness for me.”
He huffed a laugh. “I’m sorry. I just—” He lifted one hand in a halfhearted gesture. “You met with Birgir?”
I nodded. “I think there is still too much for me to learn.” 
“Aye, and I’ve met with Father, the council—my mother…” He flashed another rueful smile. “I’m not exactly sure where to start.” 
The admission took me by surprise. Etran always radiated confidence, assurance. I, on the other hand, had a harder time hiding my emotions. 
“I briefly thought to take Eska for a run and forget about all of this until tomorrow,” I said instead. 
“That might be the best idea I’ve heard all day.” 
I flashed a quick smile, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to let him intrude on the quiet I needed. “She was wrong.”
Confusion cut a furrow in his brow. 
“I swore my oath to you. I have the warriors, but you have my sword. Like you said, we stand together or not at all.” 
He tilted a small nod, not quite deep enough to hide the relief flickering in his eyes. “Together.”
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Comran


Eska’s paws whispered over the snow as we darted between the trees, the chill air stinging my cheeks in our speed. He surged forward, his pent-up energy slowly fading in his long lopes as we settled into an easy rhythm. Paws swiveled effortlessly in response to the reins, and I reached to steady the sword at my side. 
We turned uphill, bounding around snow drifts and over fallen trees, finally slowing to a halt by a rocky overhang. I slid from his back, leaving the reins loose about his neck. He shook himself with a mighty huff, the saddle leathers slapping together. I stepped out onto the ledge, taking a seat and letting my feet dangle over. Eska showed more caution, sinking to his haunches a few feet from the edge, a low growl rumbling in his throat at my apparent stupidity. 
I ignored him. He complained every time we came out here. But here, surrounded by the whispering of slender aspens, the deeper chuckles of pine and blue spruce, and the rush of the air as it swept off the mountain peak behind me, I found only calm. 
Our territory spread out before me. A wide valley, broken by a plateau of low, forested hills and the bare glint of lakes to the west, spread as far as the eye could see. The mountain range swept from east to west, curving around the northern edge of the valley where waterfalls roared from the jagged yellow cliffs. On a perfectly still day, their distant thunder rumbled across the valley. 
A river, fed by many tributaries from the waterfalls and the western lakes, wound through the valley in an ice-crusted thread. Chunks of trees scattered along its curves, rebellious outgrowths from the forest coating the mountains and hills. Herds of great-elk and bison roamed across the valley, their dark shapes nearly indistinguishable from my vantage point. Larger shadows darted across the white fields—wolfriders hunting to fill our larders. 
Eska shifted behind me, relaxing onto his stomach. 
“You think I could have ruled over all this?” 
We held the eastern mountains and the valley all the way to where the river roared into frothing rapids before falling into the lowlands thirty leagues to the south. The Blackpaw tribe used to hold the low western mountains and hills and the lakes that nestled in their forests, but their lynxes were rarely to be seen. And even if they were, they would hold no love for us, the ones who had not come to their aid against the Saber tribe eight years ago. 
I glanced over my shoulder when there was no answer. Eska looked back at me with amber eyes, declaring that I, at least, was the center of his world. I shook my head with a wry smile. I didn’t know why I had expected honesty from him. 
My gaze fell down to the village, nestled in the sheltered curve of the mountain roots. The lodges were dark rectangles arranged in a circle, three deep, joined at the top by the tâkn. Nearly forty in total, they each sheltered upwards of ten families. Generations of families sometimes resided under the heavy rafters. Family was everything to the Greywolf tribe. 
Why is it I feel I have never had what everyone else does? 
I brushed rogue snowflakes from my trousers. Grey clouds had begun to gather again, scudding across the sky to obscure the brief glance of sunlight the day had given us. I tipped my head back to feel the air. The breeze swirled gently, absent of the heavy threat of another blizzard. Just a light snowfall, then. 
But still. Darkness would come early, and the mountain would lose its friendliness. I swung my legs back over the edge and stood. Eska rose with me. I checked the girth again, knocked loose by our brief stay. He grumbled in annoyance as the leather tightened, but I had no sympathy. I didn’t want to take a tumble on our run back. 
I settled into the saddle, pulling my fur-lined cloak about me against the new chill. Eska padded away from the cliff and followed our trail back down the mountain. He picked up his pace to an easy lope, occasionally indulging in a pounce into an unsuspecting snowdrift, showering me with the remains. 
“Eska!” I chided with a chuckle, brushing snow from my hair. 
He barked in return and headed for a larger drift. I kicked free of the stirrups, knowing what came next. We plunged into the powder and he rolled. I slid off, retaliating by wrapping my arms around his bulky neck and dragging him further in. He yipped and shoved me with a paw, knocking me loose enough to make my face an easy target for his sloppy tongue. 
I wasn’t quick enough to evade and laughed as I tossed snow into his muzzle. He sneezed and leapt over me, kicking up snow with front paws to shower me in a miniature blizzard. I scrambled to my feet and slammed into his side, taking us both down. He managed to get a paw around me, trying to hold me in place long enough to nibble at my hair. I wriggled free and he twisted to pounce again. 
The snowdrift lay destroyed by the time we straggled free. Eska panted, his tongue lolling from a mouth wide in a canine smile. So he thought he won that round. I scratched his ear and readjusted the saddle. 
He still had enough energy to lope back to the village. We passed across the wide field outside the village, emptier in winter, but come spring it would be full of warriors training and games of stickball. I left Eska’s saddle and bridle in the stables beside the training field. He rubbed against the wooden wall, scratching the damp fur that marked the saddle. 
“Who won?” Amund’s amused voice sounded behind me. 
Eska yipped and moved to nudge at the warrior’s shoulder before circling back to me. I laughed and brushed away more snow hidden in the hood of my cloak. 
“He seems to think he did.” 
Amund chuckled. “If I had not seen the two of you in battle, I’d never believe you to be as ferocious as people claim.” 
I gave a slight roll of my eyes. It’s not as though I had seen much battle, but stories tended to be exaggerated with time. Amund’s smile faded, and he beckoned me farther behind the shelter of the stables. He glanced around before speaking. 
“Comran, you know many weren’t happy with what happened. Some are talking of making it right. Are you going to fight the decision?” He hesitated over the question, his brown eyes flickering to meet mine. 
“No,” I replied, even though a stubborn part of my heart warmed at the thought that part of the tribe had believed in me. 
His eyes widened in surprise, and he stepped closer. “Why? You’re the chieftain’s first son. Some think his only son. It should have been yours.” 
“Perhaps. But what is done, is done. I won’t do anything to change it. It would destroy the tribe, and then what?”
“You would do well as chief,” he mumbled. “And I don’t just say that as your friend.”
“Maybe I could. But to take the power at the expense of the lives of men and women you grew up with? Trained with? It’s not worth it. We were both good choices.” I lifted my shoulders in a shrug. “But the prize went to Etran.” 
The words did not taste as bitter in my mouth as they might have. 
Amund tipped his head in a small nod, some relief softening his features. “I won’t deny I’m glad to hear that. I know men on both sides.”
“Who else, Amund?” I sensed his hesitation. There is something else. 
“There are a handful of others who won’t see reason so readily. They are prepared to act in your name and ask forgiveness later.” 
An icy calm settled over my heart. This cannot happen. “Who?”
He paused a moment more. 
“Amund,” I warned. 
He finally jerked his head in a nod. “Hakkon is the most vocal. He’s advocating the change soon.” 
I cursed. If I thought with my heart, then Hakkon did not think at all. My cousin from my mother’s side was prone to fits of rashness, a trait that had lost its charm long ago when he endangered five good wolfriders in a border spat with the Saber tribe. 
“When?”
Amund tossed one hand. “I said soon, didn’t I? Loke and I have been trying to find you.” 
I cursed again, and whirled, not caring to find Etran first. I needed to find Hakkon and most likely beat sense into him. I stalked through the lodge circles and across the open space. The spirits must have been looking down, for Hakkon opened the door to my family’s lodge. 
He met my stare and stood waiting, a slight smirk on his face. It took all my strength not to sprint the rest of the way and throttle him. He didn’t move as I halted at the single step up. 
“Have a moment?” He leaned against the door frame. 
I placed a hand on his chest and shoved him inside. “What have you done?” I snarled. 
His brow wrinkled in confusion. “What do you mean?” 
“Amund told me what you’re planning. What have you done?” I drew out the words. And what was he doing inside my lodge when he hailed from my mother’s old lodge? 
His confusion melted back into his typical self-satisfied smirk. 
“Nothing. Yet. The next chieftain should have come from this lodge. Etran will fall and then you will take his place. That bastard doesn’t deserve the honor.” 
An anger sparked in me at the word. An anger I never knew I had. I gripped his tunic and slammed him against the wall. 
“Listen to me carefully, Hakkon. Etran is the chief. Etran will stay the chief. I have pledged to him. He has my sword. There will be no challenges.” 
He gripped my wrist, but couldn’t shake me away. “You would defend him, knowing what he is?” His lip curled in disgust. “Your father dishonored this tribe, dishonored your mother by taking up with her! I know you feel that.” 
I refused to let the truth show on my face. I knew that feeling, but perhaps not as well as he thought. 
“There has been no objection to Father raising Etran as his son these years. His choice was valid.” 
“Valid!” Hakkon scoffed, finally succeeding in shoving my hand away. “His existence is an affront to the spirits. This tribe will live to see misfortune if he continues as chief.” 
“Only if you insist on bringing this misfortune,” I hissed. 
“You are a fine warrior, Comran. A good leader who commands loyalty from many in this tribe. Does that mean nothing to you?”
“It means a great deal to me. I stand as battlewolf. There’s no reason to cast any of that away.” 
He tried to push me backwards, but I refused to move. “You will continue to let him overshadow you?” 
My jaw tensed. So the tribe knew as well as I that Etran was the more favored one between us. The knowing glint in his eye infuriated me even more. I didn’t trust my voice to reply.  
“Amund thought you might disagree. So we planned to move with or without you.” Hakkon sneered. “It seems it will be without you.” 
“If you move against him, you will have to go through me.” I shoved him back into the wall. “You are family, Hakkon, which is the only reason I won’t kill you for treachery right now. Treachery against your battlewolf and your chief.” 
His eyes slit in anger. “You wouldn’t.” 
I wrenched a knife from my belt and pressed it against his chest, angry enough to try. “You let anyone else stupid enough to listen to you know that I stand with Etran. I will not see this tribe divided. This talk dies right now or I go to Etran, and I will stand by him as he casts you all out.” 
This time Hakkon dislodged my hand. 
“Don’t be stupid, cousin,” he spat. “Unless you think he’s family. Don’t tell me you actually consider him a brother?”
My irritation bubbled further at the fact I had to tilt my chin up to meet his gaze. “I consider him my chief. And you would do well to do the same.” 
He shoved at my chest, but I had planted my feet and couldn’t be moved. 
“Well then, perhaps we need new blood. Your father already proved he did not deserve the title with his actions. And you stand here and defend his offense. Perhaps you are not as deserving as I’ve thought all these years...” 
“Is that a threat, Hakkon? You want to try your luck with me?” I shifted the grip on my knife. 
“If he’s the side you’re choosing, then you better pray that bastard gives you enough thought to watch your back.” Hakkon leaned close, tempting my knife, before stalking away. 
I waited until he left the lodge, sending the door swinging on its leather hinges, before I sheathed the knife. I closed my eyes for a moment. No matter what he told his followers, there were ears everywhere in the lodgehouse. The tribe would know of our meeting by sunset. There might even be a small chance it would not ignite the war I’d hoped to stop. Either way, Etran deserved to hear it from me first. 
I stepped out of the lodge, watching Hakkon’s path across the circle to where he murmured with two other wolfriders. He looked up to see me, his features twisting into a dark scowl. The older warrior darted a glance between us, uncertainty creasing his features. The other, younger than me, flashed an eager look to Hakkon, ready to take on whatever the idiot commanded. 
Another warrior joined Hakkon’s group and he sneered a smile at me. It faded as a familiar shadow stood to my left. Amund rested a hand on his knife. I allowed my own smirk as a taller figure joined my right. Loke—a swordbrother since we could toddle around with sticks. Stian lounged from the lodge step behind me, his lanky figure almost stick-like against the bulk of Loke’s. 
Amund would know others from Hakkon’s group. Loke would watch my back. And Stian, a cousin on my father’s side, and friend of both Etran and I, would make sure the tribe knew my stance. 
Hakkon whirled and disappeared among the lodgehouses, followed by his conspirators. 
“Would you like the true account of what happened, or can I give my own spin?” Stian smirked. 
I gave a slight toss of my head. “You always told your own version anyway.”
“True,” Stian allowed with a shrug. “Still, there are some details that are too delicate to be retold.” 
I nodded. There would be war if the angry words were repeated. 
“Loke, this is where you stand?” 
Loke nodded. “You know I follow you, Comran. I thought it would be as chief, but I am not opposed to Etran holding the staff.” He cast an almost apologetic look at me. 
I gave a half-smile in reassurance. “It seems neither am I.” 
Both Loke and Amund chuckled. 
“Thank you for the warning, Amund.” I turned to him. 
He dipped a nod. “You know I’ll stand with you, Comran. I’d hoped for it to be as chieftain, but the word of the battlewolf always meant more to me anyway. I follow you, and if that is following Etran, then I have your back.” 
I clapped his shoulder before turning to my cousin. “And you, Stian? Do you care which way the wind blows?” 
He tilted his head back with a quick grin. “Not if I can keep my balance and stay afloat.”
I flashed a wry smile. “Where’s Etran?” 
Stian jerked his chin towards the head lodge that rested to the left of the tâkn. 
“Make sure they know where I stand,” I said, and turned away. 
I entered the lodge without knocking, ignoring the startled glances of the elders who sat in a half circle around Etran. He glanced up at me with something almost like relief in his eyes at the interruption. But my angry mood had returned at the thought of what I had to say. 
“We need to talk,” I growled more forcefully than I intended. 
He stepped out of the circle and led me into a small adjacent chamber. 
I settled my arms across my chest, not sure how to begin. He waited, adopting the same guarded posture. My heart clenched for a brief moment as I realized how much he looked like Father. 
He’s not Father, I forcibly reminded myself. 
“It seems there are a few idiots who have decided to try to take matters into their hands,” I said. “There was talk of killing you and putting me in your place.” 
He stiffened, an emotionless mask falling over his features. I had always been jealous of the way he could hide his feelings from the world. 
“And?”
“And I’ve let it be known that you have my sword and my loyalty. They might want to see me in your place, but they will have to go through me to get to you.” 
He rubbed at his chin. “Why do I get the feeling that it’s not going to settle as easy as that?”
I snorted a mirthless laugh. “Hakkon is the leader. I’m about ready to disown him as family. I told him as much if he didn’t give up this foolishness. But thinking was never his strong suit.” 
Etran offered a half smile. “What course do you suggest?”
“We wait. I have men I can trust watching my back. It’s my duty to protect you as chief.” 
He tilted his head slightly. “This sounds like you’re using me as bait.” 
A smirk teased the corner of my mouth. I hadn’t yet thought of it like that, but he’d said it. 
He shook his head. “And what if this group decides to go through with their plans?”
“Hakkon made me angry enough to threaten his life. Family or not, I am prepared to see him cast out for his words.” 
My anger at Hakkon’s threats still surprised me. I’d not expected to ever jump to Etran’s defense that quickly. 
“Just be careful, Comran. I do not want to tear a further divide in this tribe once family gets involved.” 
Too late for that. “Name someone you can trust. I think it will be best if both sides work together.” 
“Jens.” He did not hesitate to name a warrior who had been at his side for years. “What are you planning?” Etran relaxed the tightness of his crossed arms.
“To start, I need rokrs. I want Loke and Jens.” The warrior and I were on good terms. He was a sturdy fighter and one that any wolfrider would want by his side. 
Etran tipped his head down in a nod, clearly pleased by the choice. 
I hesitated, debating on letting him see my uncertainty. “As for the rest of the plan, I’ll let you know when I have it.” 
A slight smile creased his face. “Any chance it might get me away from this lodge?”
My faint smirk answered his. For some reason, I was pleased to see him as uncertain as me. 
“You have only been chief for one day.” 
“Aye, any chance we will get better at this?” 
My amusement faded for a moment at the thought of the future. 
“The next days might tell us if we will.” 
I was prepared to bring in Hakkon and the conspirators I had seen immediately, but they had made no direct move against Etran, or me, yet. It was just words. 
“I look forward to hearing how you’re going to deal with this, then.” 
I dipped a nod. “Yes, Chief.” 
Relief at the title shone bright in his eyes for a moment before he masked it. I followed him from the room and watched with no envy as he returned to the council, and I left for the freedom of the crisp afternoon. 
Perhaps I did not regret Father’s choice after all.






  
  four
Etran


What does one need to do to get a word with the chief?” A voice stopped me as I finally stepped out of the council lodge. My tension melted away at the sight of Maren leaning against the lodge. Finally, a friendly face and a chance to maybe forget my troubles for a moment. 
“Put in a formal request and wait for hours.” I tipped my chin up in something vaguely aloof.
She grinned and shoved away from the wall. “All that just to congratulate you?” 
I shrugged. “I suppose I could make an allowance for a friend.” 
Her clear laugh sent my heart jumping an extra beat, as it had taken to doing recently around her. Maren’s long hair had been bound back in warrior braids, resting over her shoulder. She was just as comfortable on the training grounds as she was at the table splicing plants and drying for weaving later.
“And are you too busy for a celebratory drink? I’ve hardly seen you since the choosing.” She reached to tap my shoulder. 
“It’s been busier than I thought.” 
And with more threats against me than I had expected. But perhaps even more confusing was Comran coming to my side. Or appearing to be. We had exchanged more words in the last few days than I remembered us doing in the last year. 
“Are we celebrating finally?” Jens jogged up. His slender male greywolf followed close behind. 
“Yes,” Maren said. “I managed to catch him.”
Jens slung an arm around my shoulders and steered me towards his lodge, ignoring my protests as we went. The day was not over yet and there were still things to attend to. Though the way many of the tribe had been looking at me, perhaps avoiding them for a few minutes with a drink wouldn’t be a terrible idea. 
It seemed the only thing worse than my existence, was me existing as chief. The flame of triumph which had filled me for a short time when Father had chosen me had since died to ash that weighed heavier in my stomach with each passing day. 
Maren and Jens were two of the very few who had dared to reach out as friends over the years. I hated to bring the looks to them as we walked together, Jens with his arm still over my shoulders and Maren striding alongside with arms swinging freely, but at least they’d never hear the hated word. 
“Jens!” The call stopped us in our tracks. Amund slowed to a halt, and tapped a—somewhat hesitant to my eyes—fist to his chest. “Chief.” 
I offered a nod, the same unsurety that Comran and I had of each other apparently extending to his circle of friends as well. 
“Comran wanted to see you, Jens.”
Jens drew back a little in surprise. “Me?” 
But a bit of relief stirred. He’d listened to me and had decided to honor my choice. Maybe. 
“Nothing to worry about.” Amund grinned, the action smothered a little by the patches of pale skin spreading across his tanned left cheek and under his jaw. He’d been in danger of being shunned as a child when it had appeared, until Comran punched a tormentor so hard he drew blood. 
But he’d never stepped to my defense like that. No one ever had. 
I nudged Jens away. “No, it should be something I already spoke to him about.” 
That did not appear to reassure Jens, but he left with Amund, casting a suspicious glance over his shoulder. 
“What is that about?” Maren came to stand beside me. 
“Comran asked who I might trust as a second, and I told him Jens.” Anything else stuck on my tongue. She knew plenty of what I’d encountered over the years in the tribe, but for some reason I did not want her to worry about Hakkon and the others who were plotting against me. 
She gave me a considering look. “You two truly are trying to work together?” 
“Surprised?” I forced some lightness into my voice. 
A gentle shove to my shoulder accompanied her eye roll. “How many times have I watched the two of you keep your distance?” 
It brought a slight wince to my face. Was it so obvious to others? No wonder so many thought Comran might side with them against me. 
“He’s a good man,” Maren said, leaning a little closer to me. “I think you did right choosing him as battlewolf. He’ll stand by you.” 
“Will he?” It slipped from me before I could stop it. 
A faint huff escaped. “If you would spend some time outside that head of yours, you might see some things more clearly.” 
My fingers fiddled over the engraved knife hilt in my belt. Her eyes never left mine and it seemed she tried to say something else underneath the words. It wasn’t the first time I wondered if she’d also started to feel as I did. But same as before, I couldn’t bring myself to ask. I could not risk her friendship if she didn’t, and if she did, I would not bring her down beside me in the eyes of the tribe. 
“Perhaps a drink might help.” I shrugged back into motion. Maren’s smile softened, but the something seemed to linger in her eyes a moment more before she shifted to go with me, this time to her lodge. Jens could catch up later, and I would get his report on what Comran intended. But my hand stayed close to my knife and I watched every shadow and warrior a little closer. And wondered if I could ever rest easy in this new position.
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