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Raven’s soft boots found easy purchase on the rooftop of the newly rebuilt blacksmith shop on the northeastern edge of town. It was one of the first structures the Stonebreakers finished rebuilding. The clang of hammer on steel and the heat from the now-operational forge were comforting. Having a functioning smithy in town was one of several things speeding up reconstruction. However, she hadn’t come up here to appreciate that or even escape the press of folks working in the streets.

She sank to one knee and watched a harpy circling above the trees at the forest’s edge. They hadn’t seen harpies this close since they drove them from their nesting grounds several months ago. She leveled an arrow at the creature, ready to try to spook it away with a warning shot. After a few more seconds of observation, she lowered her bow.

The beast dipped clumsily in the air, one side losing power with every few strokes of its great wings. As that side dropped low again, she noticed the rust color of drying blood staining the underside of the tan and ivory plumage. The trail of blood extended from the shoulder to the tip of the last feather on that side. The creature struggled to stay aloft.

She didn’t turn when someone came up behind her, recognizing Ehric’s solid footsteps. With his height and heavy musculature, it made her uneasy having the dark-skinned Stonebreaker warrior climbing on rooftops. Add to that the weight of the steel and leather armor he wore, and it made sense to her that he should be too heavy to manage such light-footed work. Despite that, she found his presence oddly reassuring. He had been there the night she nearly died – briefly had died in truth – after fighting the Silverblood Brotherhood priest, Father Wayland Mallebron. Ehric had helped Phendaril lift her over the temple gate and get her into the back of the coach. It was irrational, since she had been barely conscious at the time, but she implicitly trusted him now.

His shadow fell over her. “What do you see? Is it a threat?”

“It isn’t, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t a threat.” She glanced up at him, smiling faintly at how he shielded his eyes from the light with one hand and peered hard at the distant creature. Without elven or Silverblood eyesight, he would learn little by looking, but that wasn’t going to stop him from trying. “It’s injured,” she said, sparing him the frustration. “The fact that it flew this way instead of back to the nesting ground makes me wonder if it was hurt there.”

“Implying there might be a threat out there we should be concerned about.”

Raven nodded. The harpies had found new nesting grounds in the northeastern corner of Amberwood territory, far enough away that they posed no threat to the population or livestock of the recovering town. The people of Amberwood were content to let the creatures live in peace, but something else appeared to be causing them grief now.

She stood, watching the beast in the distance as it found a large branch to land on where it could rest the injured wing. “Perhaps we should get a few more scouts together to investigate.”

“I already sent word to Phendaril,” he answered.

As if on cue, the sound of approaching horses reached her. Disappointment sat heavy in her chest. If they struck out on horseback, that meant they would be going without her. Until a few weeks ago, she had never touched a horse. Even with Phendaril’s patient guidance, the experience was far from triumphant. She’d screeched and almost fallen on her ass when the animal lipped her fingers, looking for a treat. Phendaril laughed so hard while trying to soothe the startled horse that she still hadn’t entirely forgiven him for it.

Ehric was heading down off the roof of the smithy via a low shed full of coal that groaned under his bulk. Raven took a more direct route, hopping off the front into the street. She wasn’t invulnerable, but she was a Silverblood, which meant she had magical enhancements that boosted her physical abilities beyond those of an average individual with equivalent training. Combine that with the instruction her adopted father Jaecar had given her and the better-than-human agility, vision, and hearing provided by her half-elven blood, and she possessed significant advantages. Though the last several months had shown her how little those things mattered in some situations.

Phendaril and Veylin trotted up, stopping their mounts in front of the smithy. Veylin led a third horse behind her for Ehric. Raven glanced up at Phendaril, appreciating how the sun brought out the deep auburn in his long, nearly black hair. She loved his fierce, dark eyes. She even loved the scar that ran down from inside his right eyebrow and along his nose to his lip on that side. What she appreciated most was the pleasure in his eyes and the intimacy of his smile when he looked at her, that dark intensity calming for a second, just for her.

“Ehric said a stray harpy was spotted near the town.” He held a hand down to Raven.

She resolutely ignored the offer. “There is. It’s in the trees over there. It’s injured, but it came here instead of returning to the nest.”

Phendaril nodded and shifted the horse so that his hand was again in her line of sight. “Come on. We’ll get there faster on horseback.”

Raven shook her head, staring at his hand as if it were poison.

Veylin and Ehric, who had mounted the third horse, looked away, trying to hide the amusement she’d already seen in their eyes.

Phendaril chuckled, his patient smile lessening her annoyance. “She’s a strong, calm mare, and you’ll be riding with me. It’ll be fine.”

Raven took a step back and shook her head.

“We both know you’d rather come than stay here.” He moved his foot around in front of the stirrup so she could use it to climb up.

Raven stared at the mare. The horse twitched her ears and turned her head to look at Raven, soft brown eyes wondering what the holdup was.

“Raven.”

His voice – gentle, reasonable, and thick with affection – made her want to please him. Besides, he was right. She would rather go with them than stay here with all these relative strangers. If she climbed up, he would tell her later how impressed he was with her. Then he would love her the way only he could.

She grabbed his hand and put her foot in the stirrup the way she had seen others do. With his pull adding to her own boost, she swung up easily, landing straddled across the animal’s back in the saddle behind him. Her heart jumped into her throat when the mare shifted, and she wrapped her arms around Phendaril, squeezing herself against him. He placed one hand on her arm, a gesture meant to comfort, and urged the mare toward the gate out of town.

Raven focused on breathing, on the sensation of lean muscles in Phendaril’s back pressed against her chest, and on the progress made in rebuilding this part of Amberwood since the arrival of the Stonebreakers earlier that year. Anything but the volatile, powerful animal she was now sitting on. The other scouts found it amusing that a female who had faced a wyvern and corpse eaters would tremble before a horse. But she would never throw herself on the back of a wyvern, putting herself at its mercy, especially not to hasten a trip into more danger.

They passed through the gate, and Phendaril gave her arm a squeeze. Then he took his hand away, returning it to the reins.

“Hold on.”

Raven did precisely that, pinching her eyelids shut and tightening her arms around him when he urged the horse up from a walk to a trot and then to a canter.

“We’re going to fall off if you squeeze me so hard I can’t breathe.”

She caught an edge of laughter in his voice, which told her he could breathe well enough, so she maintained her death grip. The animal’s motion beneath her was powerful, yet smoother than she had expected. It was the power that kept her on edge. All that strength in a moderately intelligent beast. Jaecar shared several stories about how horses could kill you without meaning to because they were so big, strong, and prone to panic.

“They’re prey animals,” he had told her. “You have to think like one to understand their fear.”

The harpy shrieked at them as they passed near the tree it had perched in. The cry was enough to compel Raven to open her eyes. She peered up at the beast, her shoulder twinging in sympathy for the wound it suffered. Despite her ongoing fear as the horses kept up their canter into the woods, she made herself study the injured creature, catching sight of what she was searching for seconds before another tree blocked her view.

“There’s part of an arrow still in its shoulder. Looks like the rest broke off.”

She didn’t have to see Phendaril’s face to know his anger. She felt it in the slight stiffening of his posture and heard it in his voice.

“Wonderful. We’re dealing with trespassing hunters, then.” He said it loud enough to make sure the other two heard.

Raven squeaked in surprise when he kicked the horse faster.

“Sorry, my love. I just don’t want them getting away with this.”

Raven said nothing in return. It was hard to be angry with him when he called her his love. She had never been someone’s love before. It suited her to be his.

Through the comfort of Phendaril’s nearness and the time it took to reach their destination, Raven’s fear of horses started to lose some of its power. When they were close to the jagged ravine the harpies had built their new nests in and around, they dropped Raven off inside the tree line. They wouldn’t risk anyone seeing what she was and reporting her back to the authorities, given that, as an unsanctioned Silverblood, the Brotherhood would put her to death. Silverblood Brotherhood doctrine also taught that elves, women, and children couldn’t survive the magical process of becoming a Silverblood. Literally, everything about her was an affront to the Brotherhood. Her existence broke their laws and exposed the lies they used to maintain control of the Silverblood magic. Still, her need to stay hidden wasn’t going to stop her from finding ways to be of use. She simply had to be careful about it.

Raven crept out of the trees, crouching low behind shrubs and a fallen tree, and worked her way to a spot with a view of the activity below. She drew her bow and nocked an arrow, holding it at rest for now. The others continued down the hill out in the open toward where two men were contemplating the collection of harpy corpses they had dragged out into a flat area at the base of the ravine. At a glance, Raven counted eleven of the creatures. An entire flock decimated for no reason.

Her fingers tightened on the bowstring, and she struggled to keep from sending an arrow down to show them how she felt about their slaughter. Then she spotted a third man standing in the shadows with his back to her, not laughing or joking with the other two. When her companions approached, he turned. She sucked back a breath of surprise. Even without the black and silver leather armor, his bright silver eyes would have marked him as a Silverblood.

Phendaril stopped his group at the edge of the line of corpses. “What’s going on here?”

A tall man with a liberal dusting of gray in his dark hair stepped forward, one hand coming to rest on his hip next to his sword hilt. “We came to clear out these harpies. Lord Darrenton now owns the land north of here, and they’re close enough to be a risk.”

Raven’s anger exploded, her vision going red at the edges. If the two men were Lord Darrenton’s soldiers, then they could have been involved in his brother Jaecar’s murder. It took her several months to come to terms with the idea that the quiet, stern warrior who raised her had been a nobleman who chose to abandon his former life. Then again, if she had a brother like Aldrich Darrenton, she might have gone into hiding too. Her fingers itched to draw the arrow and let it fly, but she held still. Even if one or both of these men helped kill Jaecar, ending them wouldn’t bring him back.

“The land Darrenton bought is well outside of this flock’s range.” Phendaril’s voice was tight with anger. The scar tugged at his lip, emphasizing his snarl. “I know this because you’re well over the border into Amberwood, which is the property of Lady Alayne Valassian. This slaughter was unnecessary.” He snapped one hand out to point at the dead beasts. “It’s a mistake we’ll allow you to make once, recognizing your ignorance. I suggest you get off this land before we change our minds about that.”

Veylin and Ehric both rested a hand on their sword hilts now. Some not-so-subtle support for Phendaril’s threat.

The Silverblood showed no interest in their exchange. He was a mercenary. It wouldn’t matter to him who did what and where as long as he got paid. His gaze moved up the ravine, making her more than a little uneasy, though he didn’t appear to have noticed her. She tugged the hood of her cloak further forward, just in case.

“Of course.” The younger of Darrenton’s two soldiers scratched at the stubble on his chin. The news that this was someone else’s land didn’t seem to surprise him. He took a step toward the nearest harpy as he was speaking. “We’ll get a move on after we collect the feathers and the—”

Raven planted an arrow less than an inch in front of the toe of his boot as it touched down. He jerked back, casting an angry glare in her direction. The Silverblood placed a hand on his crossbow now. He looked at the log she was hiding behind. She shifted closer to the exposed root ball where the shadows were deepest, her heart beating triple-time.

“We made these kills,” the young man protested, still glaring up the ravine. “Those feathers are good for fletching.”

Phendaril placed a hand on his sword hilt, and Ehric drew his blades. Veylin changed tactics, pulling out her bow and backing her horse several steps with leg cues as she set an arrow to the string.

“And the breasts and reproductive organs are supposed to make an effective fertility elixir. I’m told they fetch a good price on less reputable markets.” Phendaril made no effort to keep his disgust from showing. He urged his mount a step closer to the nearest corpse. “But you need permission to hunt in Amberwood. Unless you have it, you’re poaching. We can take it up with the town constable if you’d like to ride back with us.”

Raven aimed an arrow at the younger man’s throat. She wouldn’t give him the chance to hurt those she cared about if it came to a fight. Phendaril was being more generous than they deserved, offering them the option to leave unpunished. If they didn’t take it, they would get what they had coming.

One of the men glanced at the Silverblood, but he moved his hands away from his weapons and took a step back. They weren’t going to get help from him. He apparently considered this outside the scope of whatever they were paying him for.

The older soldier scowled and then held his hands up in a gesture of surrender. “No reason to make a big deal of an honest mistake. We’ll be on our way.”

Raven ground her teeth, shifting her aim to target the man who had spoken. This was no honest mistake.

Phendaril absently corrected his mount as the animal started to turn away, not taking his eyes off the three men. “Our patrols will be given your descriptions. Should you choose to trespass again, we’ll be sure to give you a proper welcome.”

The threat that laced Phendaril’s words made her want to kiss him. She would have to ask him later if that meant she could shoot them on sight if they came here again.

“Fuck off,” the younger man growled under his breath as they turned to walk to their waiting mounts.

Once in the saddle, Darrenton’s soldiers kicked their horses to a gallop. The Silverblood held his back, the animal prancing and champing at the bit as it watched its companions depart. He looked up the ravine once more, his silver eyes searching around the end of the log where she was hiding.

“Move on,” Phendaril snapped.

The Silverblood glanced over at him, a slight smirk curving his lips before he turned to race after the others.
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Raven sat cross-legged on their bed with her back to the wall. She rubbed the arrowhead pendant Phendaril had made her out of the remains of her father’s bow between the thumb and forefinger of one hand. In the other, she held the adoption papers she had found in Jaecar’s belongings, reading the words that declared her his legal daughter. The fact that she was an unauthorized Silverblood nullified the document, but that didn’t change the intention, and that made it valuable to her. Jaecar would be happy to see her now. The community he dreamed of where she would be accepted was becoming a reality in Amberwood, the very land he had hoped to build it on. Strange how it worked out that way even without him there.

The scent of a sweet, spicy mead wafted her way as Phendaril entered. The smell reminded her of Eamon. Her first love, or at least the closest she came to such before meeting Phendaril. Eamon might have been more to her if his life hadn’t ended so abruptly. His kindness deserved remembering.

She swallowed back against the tightness in her throat, then found a fleeting smile for Phendaril as she accepted the mug he offered. “Every time I watch one of Darrenton’s men walk away unpunished, I feel like I’m betraying him.” She shifted to one side and straightened her legs as she spoke, making room for him beside her.

“Lord Jaecar?” He asked, moving in to accept her unspoken invitation.

“Just Jaecar, Phen. I didn’t even know he had a title until after he died.” She ran her fingers down the words on the parchment, stopping below the signature and date with the seal of House Darrenton stamped by his name. “Look at the date on this. I was legally his daughter for eight years before he died. Why didn’t he tell me?” She shook her head to silence Phendaril when he started to speak. She didn’t want speculation. She wanted answers, and he couldn’t give her those. No one could.

He wasn’t going to be brushed off that easily, however. He placed his hand over hers and moved it so that her fingers rested below that seal. “Maybe because he was ashamed of this.”

His family. A father who destroyed an entire town and its people merely to prove his superiority over another lord. A brother who chose to have Jaecar killed just so he could try to take the land and resources their father had left him. That might not be the correct answer, but it was a reasonable one.

Raven set the parchment aside. She took a drink of the mead before leaning into Phendaril. He slid his arm around her shoulders, resting against the wall behind them and letting her settle her weight on him. How had she lived twenty-two years without once experiencing the quiet pleasure of having someone to lean on?

“Did everything get cleaned up?”

He didn’t need to ask what she meant. “The bodies are being handled. My scouts are collecting the feathers. We always need fletching materials.”

She nodded, taking another warming drink of the mead. It would have been wasteful not to gather the feathers. Leaving them there wouldn’t bring the poor beasts back to life.

“I was proud of you today.” He kissed her head.

Raven smiled, resting her hand on his leg. “For riding the horse with you?”

He chuckled. “I never doubted you could handle that. I was proud of you for not shooting Darrenton’s men on sight.”

She smacked his leg. “I was being serious.”

“Easy, Silverblood.” Phendaril laughed. “You’ve got some power in those arms.” He continued in a more sober tone after taking a drink of his mead. “So was I.”

“They would have deserved it.”

He squeezed her arm gently. “I know. I don’t think anyone would have held it against you, except possibly you.”

There was a steadiness in his voice that told her he meant the words. He wasn’t just saying what she wanted to hear. He knew what they had taken from her and hated them for it nearly as much as she did. Knowing her pain was that relevant to him almost made it bearable. The last part she tried to ignore, but he was right about that too. Whether they deserved it or not, she would judge herself harshly for killing them.

“Something else is bothering you.” He gave her arm another gentle squeeze. “You can talk to me. Was it the Silverblood?”

She shook her head. “No. I didn’t like seeing a Silverblood here again, but I don’t believe he saw me. It’s these dreams I’ve been having lately.” She took a long drink of the warm mead, trying to chase away the chill that accompanied the new topic.

“About?”

“It doesn’t really matter what they’re about. They’re all different. But in the dreams, someone is always watching me. I can’t see them clearly, but I can feel them. They’re like a living shadow. Watching. Waiting.” She shivered, and he pulled her in closer.

“Waiting for what?”

“For me to do something, I think.”

“Do you think they mean you harm?” His muscles tensed.

She loved that he wanted to protect her, even from her dreams. She leaned over and set her mead on a chest at the foot of the bed. He watched, brows pinching in silent curiosity as she took his and placed it there too before moving the adoption papers off. Then she turned around and faced him, straddling his legs. A hint of a smile started to curve his lips when she began to untie the laces of his shirt.

“Do you think, if you wore me out enough, I might not have any dreams at all?”

She leaned in closer, and he came up to meet her kiss. With a light trace of her tongue across his lips, she drew a soft moan from deep in his throat. He pulled her against him, and she could feel him growing hard with wanting.

“I’m willing to try,” he breathed.

Raven pulled his shirt off over his head and then leaned back in for a deeper, more demanding kiss. Her hands slid down his lean chest and stomach to the laces of his trousers. Phendaril reached under her shirt, fingers sliding along her skin, igniting a fire in their wake. He took his mouth away and nuzzled in against her neck, the brush of his lips sending shivers of pleasure through her. She leaned her head back, giving into sensation and eagerly losing herself in his touch.
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Raven woke with a start in the quiet hours before dawn. The shadow figure had been in her dream again. At least, she hoped it was only in her dream. The sensation faded the longer she lay awake with Phendaril’s arm strong and reassuring around her. After a time, she slipped free, careful not to wake him, and got up. The candle she had lit before they drifted off to sleep had gone out early. She wrapped herself in a blanket and crept into the front room without re-lighting it. As a half-elven Silverblood, her dark vision was more than sufficient to define her surroundings.

The previous day’s heat had faded, though the night was still comfortably warm. The floors, by contrast, were cool and pleasant under her bare feet. The wood was softer than the stone floors of the crumbling keep she had grown up in.

She padded over to the fireplace and gazed into it for a moment, considering whether she should build a fire or not. It wasn’t going to get cold today. Perhaps it made more sense to skip it and start the fire in the kitchen instead. Now that numerous homes had usable cooking areas, those with such residences were in charge of their own meals, taking some of the burden off the crew at the tavern. The Stonebreakers also provided for themselves in the remaining camps, which meant the tavern could transition to its normal purpose as a casual gathering place instead of a communal kitchen.

Raven shivered. The dream sense of someone watching her still lingered at the edges of her awareness. She spun, peering into the darkest corners, the doorway into the kitchen, the staircase. The room felt colder. She rubbed her arms under the blanket, trying to reclaim the warmth of sleep that had abandoned her. The hair on the back of her neck stood up. With a sick feeling of dread in her gut, she spun to face the fireplace again.

A shadowy figure loomed behind her, silver eyes gleaming brightly in the darkness. She stepped back, acutely aware that she was naked and unarmed under the blanket. Her foot caught the leg of one of the chairs there. She lost her balance, falling over it, and hit the floor hard, the impact stinging through her elbows when she tried to catch herself.

Raven swept the room with her gaze, searching for the Silverblood, but saw only Phendaril, rushing into the room fully naked with a sword in one hand. She might have savored that sight in a different moment, but she wasn’t feeling particularly amorous now.

“Are you all right?” He held a hand down to her.

Raven took it, appreciating that he was still in a ready stance, his eyes scouring the darkness for danger. Something told her they were alone now. Perhaps always had been.

“I’m fine. I saw...” She adjusted the blanket as she glanced around the room again and up the stairs.

Phendaril placed a hand on her arm, and she turned to look up at him. His eyes were black in the dark. Anything other than silver was welcome.

“I felt like someone was watching me. Just like in my dreams, only I was awake. Then I turned and saw eyes in the darkness. Silver eyes.” She shuddered again.

He slid his hand to the back of her neck. She moved a step closer, giving to his gentle pressure, and he kissed her forehead. Drawn to the comforting warmth of him, she took another step and pressed herself against him, wrapping her arms and the blanket around him. She turned her head and rested it on his chest, listening to his heartbeat. He put one arm around her, still holding the sword in the other.

“Do you think someone was really here?” he asked softly.

“No. Not in the flesh. Just fear playing tricks on my mind in the darkness.”

His arm tightened around her. She wriggled in closer, enjoying the warmth and solidity of his naked body against hers. Then she noticed his arousal as he grew hard against her and breathed a soft laugh, fear fading in his arms.

“Sorry,” he murmured. “You did just crush your naked body against mine.”

Raven drew back enough to place a light kiss on his lips, then she stepped away, wrapping the blanket around herself again. “I’ll start the cook fire.”

“You’re a cruel woman,” he teased, his smile spilling over with fond amusement.

An hour later, after a modest breakfast, they strode together into the town square. Many residents were already hard at work in the early dawn light. A group gathered outside the tavern, most of whom she recognized. The town constable, Karsima, was there, holding hands with her partner Alayne, who owned the Amberwood lands now, thanks to her ties to King Navaran. Ehric and Veylin were there, along with many of Phendaril’s other scouts who Raven had gotten to work with over the last several months. All stared up at the tavern where a sign was being fastened into place above the door.

Veylin spotted them coming and bounced in place a few times, a broad grin splitting fine elven features tanned by long hours in the sun. She grabbed Ehric’s arm, and he turned, grinning at them, or rather, at Raven, whose steps faltered. Unease moved through her. She knew everyone in the group, but seeing them gathered like this sparked her crowd anxiety. She hadn’t spoken to anyone aside from her parents, who died when she was eight, and Jaecar, until earlier this year. Most of them didn’t know that. Phendaril, who did know that, took her hand and squeezed it.

“I’m right here with you,” he offered in soft voice.

Raven took a deep breath and nodded, forcing herself to continue at a more normal speed. They were almost to the group when the sign above the tavern door shifted fully into place, and tears stung her eyes. It depicted a raven sitting on the head of a prone bear. The beast had Xs for eyes, its tongue lolling upon the ground. The name The Bear and Raven was carved above the image, referring to her now-legendary battle with the dire bear that had been living in the tavern. She had shot the beast in the eye, saving Veylin and helping bring it down. Many a tale of that fight had already been told within those walls, some more exaggerated than others.

Veylin, her brunette ponytail bouncing, trotted over and threw her arms around Raven with a squeal of delight. Phendaril let go of her hand. Raven took a deep, calming breath and made herself return the embrace, releasing a soft sigh of relief when it ended.

“Do you like it?”

The others were watching her now. A powerful part of her wanted to flee from the attention. Another part, closely related to the first, was on the verge of weeping, but out of joy. These people wanted her here. It was strange and unexpected, but they were becoming a family of sorts.

Raven shook her head and managed a smile. “It’s a surprise.”

“We got a smile out of you,” Karsima said. “I’ll call that a resounding success. You are expected to attend the celebration of our first named building tonight. No excuses.”

Raven wasn’t sure how to respond, but she didn’t get a chance to figure it out. Karsima’s expression darkened, and her hand sank to the dagger she wore. Several of the others reached for their weapons. Ehric went so far as to draw his blades. Raven and Phendaril turned. His bow instantly appeared in his hands, an arrow nocked and ready to fly.

“That’s far enough,” he snarled.

Silverblood Adept Marek put his hands up, but his silver eyes focused on Raven. “We need to talk.”
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Raven hadn’t seen Marek since the night she fought Father Wayland and escaped the temple with Phendaril’s help. Phendaril was an excellent fighter, but she didn’t think he could have defeated a fully trained Silverblood adept like Marek, and she had been near death at the time. They wouldn’t have gotten out alive if Marek hadn’t chosen to let them leave. Still, Marek had betrayed her by taking her to the Silverblood Brotherhood temple in the first place. That wasn’t an easy thing to forget, let alone forgive.

“You can talk from there.” Phendaril’s knuckles were white where he gripped the wood of his bow with the full intensity of his hatred for the other man.

Despite his former betrayal, Raven wasn’t inclined to reach for her weapons when she faced Marek. She was willing to give that instinct some credit. Putting one hand on Phendaril’s forearm, she applied gentle pressure. He resisted at first. When she didn’t let up, he slowly lowered the bow, not taking his eyes off Marek.

“We can talk, but we stay here in the square,” she offered.

Marek’s gaze moved up to the sign now fixed into place. A crooked smirk touched his lips. “Perhaps we can take a seat at the newly dedicated tavern.”

Karsima stepped up beside her, giving an unexpected nod. “If you try anything, you will not leave this town alive.”

Marek merely inclined his head.

A few minutes later, Raven sat across from him at a table in the rear of the tavern. Phendaril leaned against a nearby support post, glaring daggers into Marek’s back. Ehric and six other scouts were at the tables to either side of the door. They drank and talked amongst themselves, but all kept bows or blades sitting within easy reach. Even Karsima and Alayne had selected a table between them and the exit. If Marek tried something, he would have a tough time escaping unscathed.

The fresh wood smell of new construction mingled with the aromas of food and drink. Parts of the interior were entirely rebuilt for safety and function. Others had merely been cleaned and rehabilitated as needed. The center of the upper floor was unstable enough that they tore it out, only rebuilding the rooms against the outside walls. The middle they left open to the main floor below with a railed balcony stretching around it. All the exposed wood was polished amberwood, with its striking mix of pale and deep red grains. The interior was beautifully finished for a simple tavern, though Raven rarely came around to appreciate it. As the only business of its kind in town, it got too crowded for her comfort. This early in the day, however, it was relatively quiet.

Marek appeared healthy. His dark blond hair looked like it had the first time she saw him in the woods near Andel, reaching down to the edge of his jaw where a precisely trimmed beard accented his jawline. The hint of a smile and the pleasure that rose in his silver eyes when she sat across from him unsettled her, but she did her best not to let it show.

“Why are you here?” She made her voice stern. Let him see that she was confident now. She had a place to belong. She knew how to be part of a community. More so than before, at least.

“You look good.”

“Don’t fuck around. Tell me what you want.” Her cheeks colored slightly at her own words. Apparently, she had been spending too much time with the scouts and Stonebreaker warriors.

Marek breathed a laugh. It faded quickly, though, his demeanor turning somber. “I honestly wasn’t sure you would be here. You had a foot through death’s doorway the last time I saw you.”

“I did die.” A shudder still swept through her whenever she said it. “They managed to bring me back. I wouldn’t have gone through all of that if not for you.” She made herself look him in the eye, hoping to see guilt there.

“You would have sooner or later, and you might again,” he countered as if those words somehow lessened his responsibility. His expression took on a guarded distance that stole the hint of warmth from his eyes. “You’re still an unauthorized Silverblood, Raven. Nothing’s going to change that. You will always be in danger. That’s why I’m here.”

His words stoked a fire in her. She glared at him, her tone laced with bitterness. “What? You’ve come to check up on me out of the kindness of your heart?”

Her anger appeared to set him back. He drew a deep breath and let it out slowly, a hint of sorrow in his eyes. “I’m here because meeting you uncovered the lies the Brotherhood is peddling. You showed me I couldn’t trust my own order. Then you trusted me with your truth.” He ran a hand through his hair, breaking eye contact. “I repaid you by giving you to them out of jealousy, of all noble motivations.”

An undertone of disgust tightened his voice. For a few seconds, he avoided her gaze. When he looked up at her again, she saw something else in his eyes, reflected in the fidgeting of his fingers. Uncertainty. Possibly even fear.

She swallowed her anger. He hadn’t come back here, risking being shot on sight by more than a few of the town’s citizens, for no reason. “I should hate you. No one has more reason to do so than I do. But I don’t believe you’re my enemy, Marek. Tell me what’s going on.”

The swell of gratitude in his eyes made her shift in her seat.

“Father Mallebron survived your fight.”

The temperature seemed to drop. For a second, Raven thought she might be sick. Phendaril, who observed attentively, took a step toward them before she held up a hand to stay him. When he settled back again, she gestured for one of the servers. A human youth, affectionately nicknamed Dart by the regulars, rushed over.

“Food or drink, milady?” His regard held admiration, something she noticed was more common among the younger population. Perhaps because they weren’t as indoctrinated into the idea that there was anything wrong with what she was.

“Something to drink, please.”

“Something strong?” he asked after searching her face for a second.

“Yes. Thank you.” She met Marek’s eyes.

He nodded. “The same.” When the youth hurried away, he continued. “Like you, Father Mallebron briefly succumbed to his injuries. They brought him back, but he was in a strange partial trance. He would eat or drink if we gave him food and care for his basic needs, but he wouldn’t communicate or do anything except what was necessary to stay alive. While he was in that state, everyone was content to accept my word that you were dead, especially given the condition we found him in that night and the amount of blood you left behind. About two weeks ago, he snapped back into himself.

“He insists that you’re alive. That you took something from him. Whatever it is, he believes he would have it back already if you were really dead, and he desperately wants it back. He started asking some of the newly raised adepts to search for you. I overheard him sending one out by way of Darrenton’s new lands just a few days ago.”

Raven nodded. “I saw him.”

There was a tightening around his eyes. Concern?

“Did he see you?”

She shook her head, but the knots in her gut undermined her confidence. If his purpose had been to find her, had he read anything into the archer hidden up the ravine? Worse, if Wayland had come to a couple of weeks ago, that coincided rather uncomfortably with the onset of her dreams about being watched.

Someone touched her hand. She jerked away with a start. Marek drew his hand back to his side of the table. Behind him, Phendaril reached for his sword hilt, relaxing marginally when the Silverblood picked up his drink. A mug also sat in front of Raven now, though she didn’t recall seeing anyone set it there.

Marek’s brow furrowed. “Are you all right?”

She met his eyes. “Yes. I think so.” Before he could question her uncertainty, she continued. “If Wayland is looking for me, what are you doing? Did you come to find me for him?”

Marek gave a sharp shake of his head. “As I said, you showed me I can’t trust the Brotherhood. Nor can I change the fact that I am one of them. If I tried, I would be put to death as quickly as they would put you to death. Father Mallebron. Wayland,” he amended with a shrug, abandoning propriety since she had used the priest’s first name, “is going to start reexamining what happened after your confrontation. That means he will look more closely at the man who claimed to have killed you.”

She remembered his words to Phendaril that night.

“I’ll tell them I saw her staggering out and finished her off, then went to check on things inside. When the guard wakes, he’ll mention fighting you. They’ll assume you took her body. I doubt they’ll waste much effort trying to hunt down a dead woman.”

“You.”

He nodded. “I’m not sure my involvement will stand up to his scrutiny while he’s on this obsessive hunt. I decided it might be better to go back to doing mercenary work around the region for a while. I have to ask, though. Did you take something from him?”

She considered him for a moment. Had he truly turned his back on the Brotherhood priest? Could she trust him? She’d made that mistake once and paid dearly for it, but he had helped them escape. It was all so confusing. Navigating encounters like this made her miss her isolated life with Jaecar.

“Not intentionally.” She hesitated, aware that she hadn’t even told Phendaril about this part of that night. Given his elven hearing, he could probably make out most of what they were saying. She hoped her prior secrecy wouldn’t upset him. “Wayland was going to kill me. I could feel him gathering his magic so he could use my life to further enhance himself. I guess some part of me recognized the magic because it was already in me. I grabbed onto it and turned it back on him. While he was still reeling, I drove the blade he meant to use to kill me into his chest. That’s the simplified version, anyhow.”

She paused for a few seconds, memories of pain and despair sending another shudder through her. Marek started to reach out to her again. He hesitated halfway to her, then moved his hand back to his drink. She took a swig of her own. The liquid burned down her throat, starting a coughing fit. When Dart brought out something strong, he didn’t mess around. The lad appeared next to her now with a mug of water. Waiting until she took several swallows and nodded her gratitude before disappearing again.

When she had that under control, she looked up at Marek. It bothered her more than a little that his expression held the same fond amusement as that of Phendaril behind him. Staring down into the mug, she continued.

“When I came to later, after they brought me back, I felt... different. I looked different too. My hair, fingernails, and eyes just a hint brighter silver than before. Not enough so that others would notice, but enough to be apparent to the person who had lived with those traits for so long. I’m guessing that’s what he’s talking about.”

Marek shook his head at her. “Remarkable. You used the magic with no prior knowledge or training.”

“It felt more like it used me,” she countered, pondering whether the comforting heat of the alcohol in her belly was worth the burn of getting it down there.

“You took some of his life, Raven, and yet he still lives. I don’t think Silverblood magic is intended to work that way. Maybe that created a connection between you.”

“There is no one I would like to be connected to less than him.” Raven took another drink, managing not to choke on it now that she expected the burn. She did still chase it down with a swallow of water.

Marek smiled. “That means I’m not at the bottom of the list.”

She managed a wry smile. “Well, not now that I know Wayland’s alive.”

He chuckled.

She lifted her mug and considered him in silence over the brim as she drank. She remembered clearing the corpse eaters out of the mines with him as if it had happened a few days ago. They made a fantastic team, facing down the enraged beasts and looking out for each other. That was when she started to trust him, standing back to back before a swarm of twisted creatures bent on tearing them apart. She wanted to trust him again. Did that make her a fool?

“What do you expect me to do with this information?”

“If I thought you’d consider it, I’d ask you to leave here with me, but I know that won’t happen. Regardless, you aren’t safe here now, and neither are the people who would protect you.”

Phendaril strode over then. “That isn’t your concern, Silverblood.”

Marek narrowed his eyes, scowling up at the elf. “I’m surprised you still say that with such loathing, given that the woman you love is also one.”

“She didn’t choose to be,” Phendaril countered.

Marek took a swig of his drink and stood. Man and elf stared at one another for several seconds. Raven noticed they were about the same height. Marek lacked Phendaril’s deceptive fine-boned elegance, but they were both remarkable fighters in their own rights. The warrior in her was curious which of them would win in a fair fight. The fact that she suspected Marek, with his magic enhancements, would edge past Phendaril despite his elven speed and agility was reason enough not to find out.

Marek finally looked down at her. “I’ve said what I came to say.”

Raven stood. “Thank you. Your warning is appreciated.”

He walked around Phendaril and the table, stopping next to her and leaning in close. “I would keep you safe,” he said in a low voice.

The sound of a sword being drawn preceded Phendaril’s words. “If you want to leave here alive, I suggest you go now.”

Marek held her gaze, not moving or reaching for his own weapons. Was that courage or temerity?

“Perhaps you would,” she answered, “but I will figure this out myself. Good luck to you, Silverblood Adept Marek.”

He inclined his head. “And to you, Silverblood Raven.”

Not once before that moment had anyone allowed her the title of Silverblood. Though she would never admit it, having him do so sent a thrill through her. Keeping her expression neutral, she watched him leave. Everyone else in the building also watched him go. She suspected she was the only one who did so without despising him. Somehow, whether he deserved it or not, she couldn’t hate him.
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Karsima watched the exchange between Raven and Marek. It bothered her that the distrust in Raven’s silver eyes guttered out somewhere along the way. While the two spoke, she saw the gamut of emotions in the young woman’s expression. Everything from hatred and fear to determination, resolve, and a flicker of amusement. Even a disturbing glimmer of reluctant affection by the end.

Phendaril was a different story. She couldn’t see his expression with his attention turned toward the two Silverbloods, but his rigid posture throughout the conversation suggested anger and unease. When Marek walked out, she gave him a stern glower that was reflected on the faces of almost every other individual in the room. Somehow, even as reserved as Raven was, she had gained the affection and support of most of the original group that had come together to rebuild Amberwood. They were all willing to protect her from Marek and his Brotherhood if it came to that.

She glanced over at Ehric, the muscular Stonebreaker warrior with his long, thick mane of black locs. Raven had gained devotees outside that initial group as well. Ehric went with them to go after her when Marek took her to the Brotherhood. Since then, he had become a regular fixture among Phendaril’s scouts, most of whom had taken a liking to Raven. That made sense, given that she had become a valuable member of the team since her arrival and had saved a few of their lives along the way.

Even Ellandra, an elven healer who shared her romantic interest in Phendaril, became an admirer of Raven’s after the half-elven female saved her from an enraged wyvern. The healer didn’t appear to harbor ill feelings toward Raven over the fact that she had won Phendaril’s heart.

Speaking of Phendaril, he had given up glowering after the Silverblood warrior and turned to Raven, who stood gazing out one of the windows, lost in thought. Her hand rose to her chest. Not to the arrowhead pendant Phendaril had made her like usual, but the top of the scar where Wayland had cut a deep gash down her breastbone.

Karsima stood, a spike of pleasure moving through her when Alayne rose with her. Everything was less complicated with Alayne at her side.

Alayne touched her arm. “Should we give them a moment?”

Karsima shook her head. “I suspect whatever Marek told her is relevant to all of us here. When it affects my town, I have to be a leader first and a friend second.”

Alayne’s smile blossomed with fondness and patience. “Why not both?”

Karsima leaned close and gave Alayne a gentle kiss. “I do love you,” she murmured before heading to where Phendaril and Raven stood.

Alayne seized her hand and accompanied her.

“Whatever you’re thinking, you know we’ll keep you safe here,” Phendaril was saying as they approached.

Karsima hesitated. Alayne was right. The two might need a few minutes more.

Raven looked past him, her gaze lighting on Karsima and Alayne. She offered them the same grateful smile that she gave him. A smile that said she appreciated their support but wasn’t going to listen to them either.

Karsima leaned close to Alayne’s ear and whispered, “See. Phen does need us.”

Alayne chuckled softly and squeezed her hand.

“At this point, I’m more concerned with keeping all of you safe,” Raven countered.

“If Marek threatened your safety...” Karsima began, trailing off when Raven shook her head.

“He didn’t. He came to tell me that Wayland is still alive and believes that I am alive as well. He’s started looking for me.”

Phendaril gave her a troubled look. Raven responded with another almost imperceptible shake of her head. Whatever information they were choosing to keep between themselves at that moment, Karsima would trust Phendaril to tell her later if she needed to know. The news that the Brotherhood priest was looking for her was upsetting enough. Why did she have to have enemies they stood no chance against? The Brotherhood was powerful, and they, unfortunately, had the support of the surrounding kingdoms, especially to the north in Habarin.

Still, Raven was part of the family now.

“We won’t let him have you,” Karsima stated firmly. “We’ll keep you hidden.”

Raven’s smile came with the sparkle of unshed tears this time, but she shook her head. “He’s not going to be easily dissuaded. It’s safer if I leave. It doesn’t have to be forever. Just until he gives up.”

“And where will you go that this isn’t likely to become a problem for you?” Phendaril’s voice was tight with frustration.

He was right. Wherever she went, her appearance would mark her as an unsanctioned Silverblood. She couldn’t run from that.

Raven’s adoring gaze was meant for him alone, though her words encompassed all of them. “Anywhere, Phen. Anywhere that the people around me aren’t people I’m afraid to lose.”

Phendaril glanced over at Karsima then, his worried look asking for help, but she had no response. Raven was right. Through no fault of her own, her presence put them all in danger. They were willing to put themselves at risk to keep her safe. How could they expect her to feel differently about them? Which meant she was at greater risk of putting herself in Wayland’s hands to protect them if she stayed here. The priest knew where she was living before Marek took her to him. That meant Amberwood would be under scrutiny until he gave up. They were all safer if she went somewhere else, Raven included.

Karsima hated the feeling that she was about to betray her best friend, but there was nothing for it. “We’ll support you however we can. Just let us know what you need.”

Raven nodded, gratitude at war with the pain in her eyes. Phendaril’s expression darkened over with fury. He glanced from Raven to Karsima, who couldn’t meet his eyes. Then he turned and stormed out of the building. Raven hung her head and closed her eyes, the clenching and unclenching of her jaw making it clear she was fighting back tears.

Alayne, who stood closer to her, placed a hand on her shoulder. Raven flinched at the unexpected contact – even now, she flinched – but she didn’t jerk away as she would have not long ago. Alayne looked at Karsima and gestured in the direction Phendaril had gone with her head, releasing Karsima’s hand as she did so. Karsima didn’t want to intrude in their business, but maybe Alayne was right. She and Phendaril had been friends almost since birth. Perhaps she should be the one to talk to him.

Karsima exited The Bear and Raven and strode across the square. She continued past the healer’s building and down the street to the left that led out of town toward the river. Phendaril and Raven’s house was near the end, close to the freedom of the wilds. She often wondered if he had chosen the location hoping Raven would someday move in with him there. Had he even realized he was falling for the half-elf at that point? Regardless, it appeared to have worked out.

She stepped up to the door and knocked firmly, hoping he had actually gone there.

Phendaril jerked the door open and frowned down at her. “You’re one of the last people I want to see right now.”

Karsima stepped past him into the house. “Too bad.”

He shut the door and followed her with his glare, crossing his arms over his chest. “Thank you for helping me convince her to stay.”

His sarcasm cut at her. She faced him, realizing as she did that she loved him more than anyone except Alayne. As much as, perhaps, though it was a different type of love. That didn’t mean that she would let him be an ass to her because he was hurting.

“I said what I said because Raven is right. I don’t think she’s ever had a community like this. I suspect she would do anything to protect it, including give herself to Wayland. We can’t fight the Brotherhood, and we’re all going to get hurt if we’re trying to protect her while she’s trying to protect us. But, if she leaves until he gives up, then she can come back, and we can all have what we wanted without having to mourn the people we lost to get it.”

He might have a bit of a temper, but he would always consider a well-stated argument and admit when he was wrong. It was one of the traits she admired most about him.

He walked past her and stood staring into their bedroom in silence for a minute or more. Finally, he turned to look at her.

“Where’s she supposed to go?”

Karsima swallowed. She dreaded what she was about to say, but it was the truth. “I don’t know, but she doesn’t have to go alone.”

He met her eyes, his gaze searching as if he hoped to dig out her thoughts just by looking. “What do you mean?”

“I mean.” She closed her eyes for a second, fighting the selfish inclination to retract the suggestion rather than clarify. “You could offer to go with her.”

It was hard not to resent the spark of hope that brightened his features. It hurt to acknowledge that he would be happier if he abandoned everything they had worked for to go with Raven. But what if the situation were reversed? What if Alayne was the one who had to run from Amberwood? Would she hesitate to leave with her?

Then his expression clouded over again. “We agreed to do this together, you and me. I remember how you cried the day our families went their separate ways. We promised to find each other again that day, and we did. I can’t just leave.”

Karsima smiled fondly, a tear sneaking past her lashes to race down one cheek. “I wasn’t the only one who cried, as I recall. But you wouldn’t be leaving forever.”

“What about my scouts?”

There was a twisting sensation in her chest. His arguments against it were too easy to counter. That meant she would win, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to. “Veylin and Jael can manage the scouts between them. You know I’m right, Phen.”

Someone knocked softly on the door then, and his jaw tightened.

“We need you here, but I think she needs you more,” Karsima offered as a last consideration before she turned and strode to the door. When she opened it, Raven stood there. She gave the half-elf a warm smile, fighting not to let that bit of selfish jealousy show. “You know you live here, right? You don’t have to knock.”

Raven smiled self-consciously, casting an uneasy glance at Phendaril behind her. “I didn’t want to interrupt.”

Karsima almost glanced back at Phendaril, but the urge to give him a look of sorrow or longing that would further confuse him might be more than she could bear to resist. Instead, she stepped down to the side, providing Raven room to enter. “I think we’re done for now. Take it easy on him. You know how fragile he is.”

Raven smiled a little, though the expression faded as she stepped inside. Karsima pulled the door shut behind her. It was up to them now.
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Raven stepped softly into the dark room. Phendaril had lit one candle in the corner, providing minimal light. He hadn’t bothered to open the shutters over the back window. She walked past him to do that. The single candle gave sufficient light with her vision, but she needed an extra moment to gather her thoughts now that they were in the same room alone. He watched her walk past, his gaze following her as she opened the shutters, letting in a bright swath of daylight.

“The silver-eyed shadow started haunting me a couple of weeks ago. What if it’s Wayland visiting my dreams?” She stared out the window at the blend of evergreen and deciduous trees along the hillside. Autumn wasn’t that far away now. She would regret missing the changing of the leaves here. Next year, perhaps.

He cursed under his breath, recognizing that the timing was too close to be mere coincidence. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

She closed her eyes for a second, gathering her courage. Why were these conversations so much more frightening to face than most of the beasts she had fought? She turned around. “About the power I took from Wayland?”

He nodded, his expression unreadable.

“I know how you feel about Silverblood magic. I was afraid knowing I had acquired more by kill—by almost killing him would change how you look at me.” Her throat tightened. “I love the way you look at me.”

He moved toward her so abruptly that she almost backed away. Then he placed his hands on either side of her face, his touch gentle, one thumb brushing across her cheek. He looked her in the eyes. “Nothing is ever going to change the way I look at you. I love you.”

She wasn’t sure what to say to that, so she tried to take the easy way out by leaning in for a kiss. He shifted back a little, removing his hands. Raven faltered, retreating into a space of uncertainty.

“Where would you go?”

She expected him to argue about the very idea of her leaving. Hence, the question caught her off guard, but she recovered quickly. She’d been thinking about it long before Marek’s visit.

“When I was in the Brotherhood temple, Wayland told me some of the history of Silverblood magic. It came from a race of beings, the Acridan, that’s now extinct. They were eradicated by something humans unknowingly brought with them. An illness or something. Before the last of them died, they shared their magic with a small group of men so it wouldn’t be lost forever. But the Acridan also lived close to a population of elves. Wayland said the magic shows up in the hands of an elf like my mother every now and then. They believe those elves are descended from those that lived near the Acridan. Since that conversation, I’ve been thinking about trying to find my mother’s people.”

She saw resistance in his eyes, but he didn’t put a voice to it. “How would you find them?”

“Jaecar’s adoption papers. My original family name is on them. It would be my father’s last name, but I could start with his family. See if they know anything about my mother.” Something in his look gave her a charge of excitement, though she couldn’t quite place what it was. She reached out and took his hand. “If I could find them, maybe they could help me understand my past and what happened to me when I fought Wayland. Maybe they could even help me break this connection to him, if there truly is one.”

He brought her hand up to his lips and kissed it. Then he closed his eyes, holding her fingers against his lips, and took a long deep breath. When he opened his eyes again, they overflowed with a mixture of affection and distress. She could see that he had come to some decision that weighed heavily on him.

“Would you like me to come with you?”

Giddy excitement blossomed in her chest. He couldn’t know how terrified she was of going out into the world alone again. Or perhaps he could. She told him a great deal about how she grew up. How her parents, and Jaecar after them, kept her isolated from the rest of the world. He also knew she was at perpetual risk of being called out as an unauthorized Silverblood and put to death by the Brotherhood.

“I would. There is nothing I could think of right now that would make me happier, but this place is your dream. I can’t ask you to walk away from it for me.”

His jaw tightened for a second
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