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For Mom, who always made me laugh when I was crying.
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Foreword
This story began in seventh grade, in Ms. McKinney’s English class, when I was twelve years old. What started as a simple assignment—a story for the Young Author’s Conference—became something that never let go. In those early drafts, I leaned on a familiar muse: Fleetwood Mac. I imagined Mick Fleetwood as the mad inventor, Christine McVie as the healer, and Stevie Nicks as the beautiful warrior. Those figures gave the story its first bones. But as I grew, the story did too, gradually shedding its origins and becoming something entirely its own.
For decades it existed only in fragments: notes, maps, sketches in the margins of life. But Nor was always there—a green valley waiting when the outside world felt too heavy. It was shaped by the worlds I folded myself into: Tolkien, William Goldman and Frank Herbert, and the stark lessons of Animal Farm, 1984, and Lord of the Flies.
When I returned to the story as an adult, I no longer wanted to write only battles and tragedy. I once imagined the books might alternate—despair followed by relief, darkness answered by light. But life erased that illusion. Last year I read about a mother who fled the war in Ukraine to give her children peace here in the states, only to have her daughter, Iryna, senselessly killed on a train while listening to music. In that moment, I understood that no fiction could rival the cruelty of reality.
That tragedy sent me back to Nor—not as escape, but as refuge. A place where grief is held, where kindness still matters, and where peace is not naïve, but hard-won. After forty-eight years of carrying this world in fragments, I finally found the courage to breathe full life into it.
So I chose a different path. I wanted to write a series that adults and parents could read alongside their young adult children—a world grounded enough to feel believable, but remarkable enough to matter. One that doesn’t lean on the crutches of spells, wizards, or immortal monsters, but instead treats fantasy as something rare and restrained, used carefully when escape is truly earned. The characters are meant to behave like real people, facing consequences that feel familiar even when the world itself is not.
Nor became the place where that balance could live. Not a perfect world, and not a gentle one—but a place where friendship, love, and quiet renewal are still possible. Where light endures, and outlasts the shadows.
Pieces of my life live here.
Kelsie and Reese—my two beloved border collies trained as search-and-rescue dogs with my first love. During our daily nose-work exercises, I would hide treats around the house and then set them loose. Kelsie learned to cheat. She would slip outside, watch through the bedroom window as I hid the treats, then race back inside and sit quietly, composed and innocent, as if she’d been there all along.
Pinkie, the terror-cat of my childhood—waiting in dark corners, leaving bloody scratches as proof that some legends are earned.
The memory of my burned, electrocuted hand, saved only because my mother wrapped it each night in aloe scraped fresh from a plant growing in a white jug on our porch.
My dear friend Ruth, who refuses to move back to California because a house full of cats cannot simply be uprooted.
And the Veyns.
They came from a chance encounter at Burning Man. Coming down from a mushroom high, I sat on a bench beneath the Man just before sunrise. A beautiful Irish girl sat beside me, her tattoo flowing across her arms, shoulders, and back—intricate, alive. I asked her what it was.
She smiled and said, “It’s my spirit made flesh.”
The colors seemed to bloom across her skin, glowing as if they breathed. I closed my eyes for only a moment and when I opened them, she was gone.
To this day, I don’t know whether she was real or a dream. But her words took root in me and never left.
My spirit made flesh.
Writing AshVeyn has become my way home. Like the greeting on the playa at Burning Man, these stories are my return to where I belong.
This book is for anyone seeking that same refuge—a world to wander when this one feels too sharp, too unfair.
 
Welcome home.
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Chapter 1 – Death of a Maiden
Death of a Maiden
￼[image: Line Line]
The Nor valley opened like a dream. 
Scents came first: wild thyme crushed beneath hooves, blossoms of white plum drifting from orchard boughs, the musk of deer stirring in tall grass. The air shimmered warm and golden, carrying the lazy drone of bees weaving between flowers.
Far below, the river wound through meadows and forest, a silver ribbon laid across the green. Its banks were feathered with reeds and lilies where herons waited, patient as statues, and dragonflies stitched jeweled patterns above the still surface. Even the mountains seemed softened here, bowing back to give the valley room to breathe.
And there, where the current slowed in a quiet curve, a figure swam.
Shallon glided through the water with ease, strokes smooth and unhurried. Sunlight scattered across her hair, pale gold trailing like a banner. Inked vines twined up her wrists, spiraling in blues and greens, blossoms of scarlet blooming at her shoulders as if her skin itself carried a living garden. Floating among the lilies, she hummed low, her song blending with the murmur of the current.
The reeds stirred.
A shadow slid beneath the surface: eel-long, thicker than a man’s chest, fins jagged like obsidian shards. Its maw gaped wide, teeth jutting in crooked rows like glassy knives. From its torso jutted mantis-like claws, jointed wrong, clacking hungrily.
The Crav struck, water boiling behind it.
Shallon gasped, thrashing backward toward the reeds—but her hand had already found steel. Her parang slashed across its snout, black ichor spraying into the water. The Crav shrieked and circled. One claw lashed wide, sinking deep into her forearm. Pain flared white as blood poured into the current.
Teeth gritted, Shallon severed the claw with a single stroke. The beast lunged again, but this time she led it—stumbling deliberately into the reeds where sharpened stakes waited.
The trap snapped shut.
The Crav writhed, impaled, thrashing water into froth. Shallon’s green eyes blazed as she leapt forward, plunging her parang into its throat. She pressed her forehead against its skull, whispering with each shudder of its body:
“Rest now, maiden. The fight is done. Go to the dark water, and swim free.”
The thrashing slowed. The bubbles ceased. At last the beast sagged against the stakes, lifeless. Shallon pulled her blade free, wrapped her bleeding arm with a banana leaf, and limped from the water.
----
The cottage stood apart from the others, a jumble of stone and timber cobbled together as if no plan had ever guided its shape. Rooms sprouted from rooms like mushrooms on a fallen log, their roofs uneven, their walls stitched with beams at odd angles. Smoke curled from one chimney, steam from another, giving the place the air of a beast breathing in two directions at once.
On one side, Avie bent over a youth laid across a table, a venomous spine lodged deep in his thigh. Nurses held him steady as she worked with forceps, sweat shining on her brow. Every tug sent the boy screaming.
On the other side, Somis’s forge hissed and roared, hammer-blows rattling the beams. Steam puffed through cracks in the shutters; dogs sprawled across the porch outside, oblivious.
Shallon slipped in quietly, her damp braid sticking to her back, her arm bound in a leaf and tied with a sedge. She took the boy’s hand, whispering soft comfort until his thrashing eased.
The workshop door banged open. Somis stormed in, soot-streaked and wild-eyed, bearing a bizarre contraption of steel jaws and a shrouded tube. Ignoring Avie’s sharp protest, he pushed past the nurses, set the jaws of his contraption over the venomous spine, and slid the shroud down into the wound. With a grunt, he pulled. The barbs caught inside the sheath, trapped, unable to tear further. The spine slid free like a thorn plucked from fruit.

The boy gasped, eyes wide as the agony vanished. His head rolled to the side in exhausted relief. The nurses froze in awe, their clean aprons splattered with sweat and blood.

Somis held the spine aloft, grinning like a hunter displaying his kill, letting the moment linger as though he might bask in his own brilliance.

Then Shallon reached up and plucked the device from his hands. Not roughly, not cruelly—simply as though she wished to shorten his display for the sake of the boy, the nurses, and her mother.
He blinked, then softened, cupping her face with hands still blackened from the forge. Then he kissed her forehead, smacked his lips, and tilted his head with a crooked smirk.
“Crav?” 
She only nodded. He chuckled, kissed Avie in passing, and vanished back into the clamor of the forge.
Avie unwound the leaf from Shallon’s arm, her hands practiced and tender. “If you’re going to come home bleeding, at least let me give you better than a leaf and grass.” Her voice carried no scold, only steady warmth.
----
Outside, the valley rang with laughter. Younger children splashed in shallows or climbed trees, crowns of thistle on their heads. Even play was a lesson here: which berries to pluck, which tracks promised rabbit or warned of snake, how to smell rain before the storm. Self-sufficiency grew into their bones.
But for the older youths, the day belonged to the Swifts.
They were dragons, yes—broad-winged and dangerous—but among the Nor they were affectionately called Swifts, a name earned through trust rather than fear. This was the final trial: driving the Skarnel from the forest edge and lifting them alive to the cliff preserve. Each rider carried a snag-pole of Nor metal, its end bent into a wide, open hook. The mouth of the hook slid easily around a Skarnel’s shin, but once drawn upward the thicker ankle joint locked fast, trapping the leg without breaking it. Clean work required angle, timing, and nerve.
The Swifts soared low, riders calling warnings and signals as they funneled the Skarnel across open ground. One beast broke hard for the trees, clever and fast, and Rynar—strongest among them—went after it alone. He dipped, swung the pole, and caught the leg cleanly. But he was too close to the forest. The Skarnel fought as he tried to lift, and the Swift clipped the canopy. Branches snapped. The world became leaves and bone-jarring impact.
Rynar was thrown clear but not free. His leg twisted into a fork of branches, leaving him hanging upside down, breath knocked from his chest in a raw, soundless gasp. Below him, the Skarnel tore loose and turned. It leapt, jaws closing on his shoulder with a wet, crushing bite. Rynar screamed and reached for his knife—the one forged for him alone, as every Nor youth received, and taught to carry whenever they entered the forest.
He drove the blade into the Skarnel’s snout. It sank deep. The creature shrieked and recoiled, blood spraying the leaves.
It did not flee.
Instead, it circled—quick, calculating—climbing the fallen trunk behind him where his knife could not reach. Rynar slashed and twisted, trying to turn, but his trapped leg wrenched painfully, the branch biting into his knee. The Skarnel lunged again, teeth snapping for his throat.
Then the shadow fell.
Seyra came down out of the sky without a shout, her Swift skimming the canopy as she swung the snag-pole one-handed. The hook slid over the Skarnel’s leg mid-leap and locked at the ankle. In the same motion, she hauled upward, tearing the beast away from Rynar as it screamed and thrashed, carried struggling toward the cliffs.
Rynar hung there a heartbeat longer, shaking, blood soaking his shoulder. Then he freed his leg, dropped hard to the ground, and after a breath and a muttered curse—at himself, not fate—remounted his Swift and took back to the air.
Later, as the Swifts banked and reformed over open stone, Rynar caught sight of Seyra passing close. He pressed his fist to his chest, over his heart, and bowed his head once. His mouth shaped a silent thank you. Seyra met his eyes, gave a sharp nod, and turned her Swift back into the wind.
No one remarked on it. There was no laughter, no commentary. Among the Nor, rescue was not weakness, and gratitude was not debt. Rynar’s embarrassment lay only in his own misjudgment—his failure to measure the canopy—and the lesson settled deeper for it. Strength mattered. So did knowing when you needed another pair of hands.
----
That night, the longhouse filled with firelight for the Veyning—the rite of passage for Nor youth, when their chosen Veyn, the ancestral design of their family, was seared into their skin. Each pattern was more than art: it was lineage made flesh, a vow carried in scars and color that bound them forever to their people and their valley.
Thin sheets of Bogmoss resin—painted over months with designs of leaf and flame—would be laid carefully against the skin and bound in tight wraps of cloth. The wrappings would be soaked in the bog’s acidic sap, enough to soften the resin and draw its pigment free. As warmth and pressure built beneath the bindings through the long night of song and fire, the sap would carry the stain into the upper layers of flesh, fixing the pattern where the skin would seal around it.
Somis, beard glittering with stray sparks, leaned closer to one boy whose chest bore an intricate weave of leaf and flame. He squinted, tilted his head, then clicked his tongue thoughtfully.
“Upside down, that one.”
The color drained from the boy’s face. He twisted awkwardly, trying to look down his own chest, breath hitching as panic took hold. His parents surged forward at once, voices low and steady, hands firm on his shoulders. The boy swallowed hard, blinking fast, until Somis’s composure finally cracked. His shoulders began to shake, a low chuckle breaking free, then a full, unrepentant laugh.
“Cruel man,” Shallon groaned, stepping in to smack Somis lightly on the arm.
Avie only sighed, though she hid her smile by turning away.
The tension in the room eased, laughter rippling outward as the boy realized the truth and sagged into his parents’ embrace, half mortified, half relieved. The ritual went on—quiet pride, sharp stings, murmured encouragement—until the Veyning hall felt thick with warmth and memory.
Shallon drifted through it with Ka at her side. They moved without a hurry, shoulder to shoulder, the air heavy with resin and heat. Ka nodded toward a newly bound youth and smiled.
“The smoke got in your eyes that night,” he said. “You kept coughing. Said it tasted like old boots and burnt honey.”
“And you paced a groove into the floor,” Shallon replied. “Swore it was just to check the boards.”
“I was being thorough,” he said solemnly, then grinned.
He glanced at the fresh designs being laid out. “Maybe it’s time for another.”
Shallon tipped her head, eyes bright with mock consideration. “I know the perfect spot.” She reached up and pressed her palm lightly over his face. “Right here.”
Ka laughed, startled and delighted, catching her wrist. “Absolutely not. I need this face.”
“You’d look very distinguished,” she said. “Terrifying even.”
“Cruel woman,” he countered, still laughing.
They turned a corner, and Shallon slowed. Near one of the stone pillars stood a girl no older than fourteen, arms wrapped tight around herself, breath coming too fast. Her eyes were fixed on the resin sheets laid out nearby, fingers trembling.
Shallon stepped away from Ka and approached her gently. “Hey,” she said softly. “It’s all right to be scared. It would be strange if you weren’t.”
The girl swallowed. “Does it… does it hurt very long?”
Shallon smiled and lifted her sleeve, turning her shoulder so the light caught the darkened lines of her Veyn. “Long enough that you’ll remember it,” she said. “Not so long that it owns you.” She traced the pattern with her fingers. “This braid here—see how it twists like worked cord? That’s Irontwine. It marks my family. My father. My uncle. It tells where I come from, even when my name isn’t known.”
The girl leaned closer despite herself. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered.
“It’s history,” Shallon said gently. “And it becomes yours. Not something done to you—something you carry forward.” She lowered her sleeve. “One day you’ll forget it’s there. Then you’ll catch sight of it again and remember who you were when you earned it.”
The girl’s breathing slowed. She nodded, a small smile breaking through her fear. “I think… I think I’m ready.”
Shallon returned to Ka’s side. He brushed his fingers against hers, pride soft in his expression.
“You always did that,” he murmured. “Turn fear into pride.”
She shrugged lightly. “Someone did it for me.”
Ka laughed then, bright and unguarded, lifting her clean off her feet as she protested, the sound drawing cheers and teasing calls from nearby friends. Their kiss was quick and easy, another thread woven into the night.
Around them, the hall glowed with fire and song. Pain mingled with pride, the air thick with Bogmoss resin, sap, and sweat, with breath and courage shared freely. By dawn, the wrappings would be cut away to reveal marks that would never fade—colors and patterns that bound each of them to the valley, to their families, to one another.
Years from now, they would remember this night not for the sting, nor the fear, but for who stood beside them when it mattered. For the hands that steadied, the laughter that broke the tension, the quiet strength passed from one generation to the next. And so the Nor were woven forward—Veyn by Veyn, vow by vow—not into certainty, but into belonging, carrying this night with them into whatever future dared to claim them.
 
 

Chapter 2 – The Ashpit
The Ashpit
￼[image: Line Line]
The Ashpit was no meadow. This was Smalg.
It was a wound carved into the earth—a hollow burned down to stone, where nothing dared grow. The soil was black glass in places, cracked and warped from old firestorms. Dead trees jutted from the rim like charred ribs, their trunks forever frozen in the moment they burned.
Ash drifted with every step, rising into the air like ghosts. Even breathing felt like punishment, the back of the throat filling with grit and iron. For children raised under Smalg’s shadow, this place was not a playground. It was a lesson.
Here they learned how to run on treacherous ground.
How to see through smoke.
How to choke on fire and keep moving.
Every youth whispered the same bitter truth as they stood on the Ashpit’s edge: if you could not survive the game, you would never survive Smalg.
The Ashpit was tradition, yes—but also indoctrination. A brutal rehearsal for a city whose streets were just as unforgiving, whose air burned just as harshly. The arena taught them early what the Dominion expected of its children:
Endure. Fight. Rise—or be consumed.
At the pit’s center lay the palls—two spheres, one of polished brass and one of rusted iron, each the size of a clenched fist and banded with narrow loops like cruel jewelry. Twelve players took their marks, six to a side, each gripping a game pole forged for Ashpit play: one end tipped with a curved steel hook, the other capped in a thick leather hood.
The hook was for your own pall. Brass answered only to brass, iron only to iron—the metal loop locking cleanly into place so the pall could be lifted, swung, and hurled with brutal force. Once claimed, a pall became a weapon.
The leather hood was for the enemy’s. An opposing pall could never be taken cleanly; the wrong metals repelled one another, the hook skittering uselessly away. Instead, players scooped, slapped, or flung the enemy pall aside with the hooded end—defensive work meant to disrupt, delay, or send it skidding into corners or up into the stands, where spectators sometimes learned too late why distance mattered.
The only true mercy the Ashpit offered was worn on the arm. Each player bore a leather-and-metal scale vambrace called a vesk, hand-made and earned, its pattern as individual as its wearer. No two were alike—some heavy and angular, others light and overlapping like fish scales—but all were built to deflect or glance a flying pall before it shattered bone. Skillful players learned to turn their vesk into more than armor, snapping it up at the last instant to redirect a strike or using its weight as a blunt weapon in close quarters.
Many wore them long after they left the pit, the marks of Ashpit still useful in the harsher streets of Smalg.
Set into the pit wall waited a bronze gong. It existed for one reason: to end hiding. Strike it, and the Ashpit answered by releasing another pall—always to the team bold enough to call for more chaos. Each strike multiplied the danger, tilting the field further and further until no one could stay hidden for long. The hourglass had already been turned. Until its last grain fell, the game would not end—only escalate.
Syd was already grinning. He lunged at the iron pall, caught it clean on his hook, swung it sideways, and slammed it into a rival’s ribs. The boy toppled from a stump, coughing blood into the ash. The crowd howled their delight, shoving to the front for the chance at a stray strike.
The iron sphere caromed free, snared again, flung back and forth. Players leapt ridge to ridge, pole to pole, each slip a fall into ruin. When they could not pass to a teammate, they hurled the pall like a weapon—crushing knees, splitting brows, splintering teeth. The Ashpit was not about grace. It was about enduring cruelty longer than the other side.
One boy was hooked at the ankle and pitched screaming into the stumps. He was dragged away, replaced by another who stumbled in wide-eyed, pale as chalk. Opposing replacements looked like prey the moment they crossed the ash.
Syd’s replacements were different. They vaulted in laughing, eager-eyed, hungry for pain. Where one fell injured, another came grinning, ready to maim in his place. They did not fear the Ashpit—they fed on it, drank it like air, their laughter rising even as blood pooled at their feet.
Syd vaulted two stumps, hooked an opponent by the face, and yanked him forward into another’s swing. The boy’s jaw snapped with an audible crack. Syd threw back his head and laughed, his lean frame gleaming with sweat and soot.
But one opponent—lean, reckless—came straight for him. The boy feinted low, then snapped high, his hook flashing past Syd’s cheek. Steel scraped skin, drawing a bright line of blood. For a heartbeat, Syd froze, grin gone, eyes narrowing with rage.
Bragg bounded up beside him, hook raised. “I’ll take him—”
“No.” Syd’s voice was flat, cold. “He’s mine.”
The boy hurled the brass pall at Syd’s head, hard enough to shatter bone. Syd turned his pole, caught the sphere clean in the leather hood, and in the same motion whipped it back across the pit.
The brass slammed into the boy’s chest with a hollow crack. Breath burst from his lungs in a rush, ash billowing from his mouth as he staggered back, clutching his ribs. From the ground, he managed the smallest nod toward Syd—pain mingled with grudging respect.
Syd returned it with a sharp dip of his chin, respect answered with respect. Then he turned away, leaving the boy bent double, gasping for air.
High above, Bragg reigned. He had claimed the Executioner’s perch, king of his hill, his team feeding him palls whenever they could. He did not care for the gong or the score. He lived for the shot. From his height, he swung and hurled, each strike aimed not for victory but for ruin: knees, jaws, ribs. Boys crumpled one by one, shrieking, and Bragg roared with delight, arms spread wide as though the chorus of agony were his alone. His tally was not in gongs rung but in cries wrung from broken bodies. By that count, he was always the champion.
His eyes swept the stands. He sought Reina, seated high where even bullies would not follow, her distance both shield and throne. Bragg’s gaze demanded witness. The crowd jeered its approval.
But not all in the stands shared it.
Myka climbed the benches, boots striking hard against ash-dusted planks, her platinum blond hair stark against the gloom. She made no sound of greeting, no cheer. She stomped up with determination, cutting through the gray like a blade of light.
She reached Reina quiet and alone. Without a word, Myka took her chin and turned her face. The dark bruise around Reina’s left eye was swollen and ugly.
Myka’s jaw tightened. Her fist clenched at her side, a knot of silent rage. She sat beside Reina, her back to the game.
From her leather pouch, she drew a polished stone—red jasper, more commonly known as bloodstone. In the bleak, ash-choked arena, it gleamed unnaturally bright, the only splash of color in a world of muted gray. She placed it in Reina’s hands.
“Pretty,” Reina murmured, stroking its curve. For a moment, her bruised features softened. While Reina admired the stone, Myka unwound a length of leather and set to work with a bone needle. To anyone watching, it looked like she was mending a purse or idly stitching to pass the time.
“You don’t watch,” Reina said, forcing a faint smile.
“I found what I came for,” Myka murmured, her voice steady, her eyes never leaving her work. “Did he enjoy himself? …”
Reina shrugged, still rolling the stone between her fingers. “He’s cruel, yes. But if he has me, the others don’t touch me. Better him than all of them.”
Myka said nothing more. Only stitched, tight, and deliberate.
She stood suddenly, hand outstretched. Reina blinked, hesitant, then pressed the bloodstone back into her palm.
Back in the pit, Bragg was still laughing. He swung the pall into another boy’s knee, the bone cracking like dry wood. His grin split his face as he raised his pole aloft, his eyes burning with pride. He looked again to Reina, demanding her gaze, her approval.
“Ha! Hear that crunch?!” he bellowed, spit flying. “Crunch like a beetle! Crunch like a beetle! Ha ha ha—”
 
A flash of red—CRACK!
 
Bragg’s head snapped sideways. A spray of blood and teeth arced through the air. He toppled from his perch, body twisting, one boot flying loose, his pole clattering after him.
The bloodstone landed in the ash beside his slackened face, gleaming red against the black ash.
A scramble followed. Hooks tangled, curses flew. One player from the opposing side threw the pall, flung it wide, and the melee surged after it. For a moment, he was left alone, standing above Bragg’s unconscious body.

Among the blood soaking into the black ash, another red gleamed—brighter, polished, unnaturally smooth. The bloodstone.
The boy crouched, eyes darting up from where it came, then snatched it from the ash and slipped it into his pocket. 
By the time the others turned back, he was already gone, vanishing into the crush of players chasing the pall.
In the stands, Myka sat back, sling coiled loose in her lap. Her expression was unreadable.
Reina whispered, flatly, “I liked that rock.”
Her voice trembled not for Bragg, but for the loss of the stone.

The game raged on below. Syd fumed, ash streaking his face, but when he looked up at the stands and saw Myka, his fury bent into a smile. He thought it was flirtation. It was not.

Myka gathered her scraps of leather and thread, tucking them into her pouch. Rising, she slung it across her shoulder and turned to Reina.

“You don’t put up with it anymore,” Myka said. Her voice was iron, not raised. “This was once. Next time, you stand.”
Reina nodded, though her hands twisted together in her lap. She wanted to believe the words, wanted them to be enough.
Myka brushed Reina’s bangs aside one last time, exposing the bruise fully. She studied it in silence, not with shock, but with the steady focus of someone measuring a debt. When she straightened, her breath left her slow and controlled, as if the decision had already been made.
She turned and walked down the stands without another word, her pale hair cutting cleanly through the smoke and noise of the pit.
Myka had not come to watch the Ashpit. She had come to see where the line had been crossed—and to decide how it would be answered.
 

Chapter 3 – Torn Canvas
Torn Canvas
￼[image: Line Line]
The southern Nor forest held its breath. Light fell in green veils; river-noise was only rumor through fern and moss. Shallon slid beneath alder and pine, parang at hip, bow over shoulder. Sign had drawn her in—drag marks, scattered hoofprints, the bitter stink of panic on crushed thyme—until the clearing opened like a wound.
A buck lay heaving, his foreleg trapped in steel jaws.
No Nor set iron like this. They hunted clean: net, bow, hand. By treaty, such teeth did not belong here at all.
“Easy,” she whispered, her palm on the hot neck. The wild eye steadied to her breath. She checked the chain, the spikes hammered into loam. Rough work, practiced hands. Smalg.
Her fingers tightened on the rawhide loop to one side of the jaws. She braced her foot to the other jaw, counted, and pulled. The spring gave a finger’s breadth. Another pull and it should open enough for its leg to release. She had one more heave in her when the air shivered near her ear.
A soft puff brushed her neck—bird-sigh quiet.
Heat bloomed. The world tilted. She spun, parang finding her hand on reflex as two ash-pale men came through the fern. The first raised a cudgel, certain the fight was won. Shallon rose into him and cut his throat. 
The second lunged; her blade tore across temple and ear. Blood sheeted. He howled.
The clearing slid left; the sky slid right. Syd stepped from laurel, blowpipe at his lips, bare-armed and smiling.
“Wild little bird,” he murmured, brushing hair from her face with tenderness his mouth didn’t share.
She tried to lift the parang again, but her fingers had forgotten what fists were. The steel tipped and slipped from her grasp. She went to her knees and then to her elbow, blinking hard, trying to rake the grass for her steel.
“Up,” Syd said without looking, and the wounded guard—ear a slit, neck slick—heaved her onto his shoulder.
Syd glanced once at the trapped buck, once at the man bleeding into fern, then smiled thinly. 
“Move,” he said, and the injured man staggered forward with Shallon on his shoulder, blood slicking his neck. Syd fell in behind, light-footed and unhurried, as if strolling a market lane. The laurel closed behind them.
They carried her through ash-dusk to a way-keep cut under stone, a lantern’s greasy light making the world look thumbed and old. Hooks in the wall. A table once an altar, now scarred with blade lines. She was dropped too fast—her skull rapped against the wood—then bound at the wrists, leather cinched to iron rings.
“Wake,” Syd breathed at her ear, studying the green of her eyes like a gem. “I didn’t bring you to sleep.”
The drug dragged at her, but she caught a single word and hid it behind her teeth like a knife: breathe.
----
The Smalg citadel glittered with torches, their light
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