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  To Sarah, Arturo, and the kids.

Sarah. You’re the best oldest sister I could have asked for. Always an inspiration and someone I look up to in many ways. You’re always there to crack jokes, talk faith or life, and always showing up to be an amazing wife and mother. Love you!
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  author letter


Dear reader, 
I wanted to leave a note at the beginning because this might be a hard story for some. This is a story that begins with men and women who are careless, where mental and physical abuse runs rampant in a society, and where spiritual leaders turn a blind eye. But it’s also a story of one man who decides he’s had enough. Who takes a stand with those who want to help, who want to see the change, who want to see peace. Spiritual leaders who repent and turn back to holier ways, of higher beings who show that they have cared all along.
It doesn’t make old hurts go away. It doesn’t make wounds be forgotten. But within these pages, characters get a chance to heal, a chance to find what love truly is, who can right their wrongs and the wrongs of others. A chance to change their society and make it a better place for those to come. Characters who get to find some peace.
This is a story I have no personal experience with, but I know many do. And it’s one I try to treat with respect because no one deserves to be hurt in such a way.
There are a few instances of verbal and physical abuse directed at characters from both a parent and siblings, some flashes of PTSD, and brief discussion of past injuries. A few mentions of past sexual abuse against women by the chief, but no descriptions.
I hope you’ll give this story a chance, and I hope you always stay courageous.






  
  Prologue


To understand the weight of what I face this night with the cloak of chieftain newly draped over my shoulders and the wary eyes of the tribe looking back, you must know what it is that brought us here. The history of the Saber tribe. 
My grandfather was a cruel man. At least, this is what everyone says. I never knew him. My own father killed him to take the position of chieftain over the villages. And no one stopped him, like they had not stopped his father and the father before them.
We are a proud tribe, and then were bloated on success and victories on the lower plains against the Pronghorn tribes. We wanted a strong man to lead us, and nothing said strength like taking power at the point of a sword.
My father took the ways of my grandfather and perfected them. He took no wife. Instead, four women as he wanted to give him sons. The first was willing. She bore my half-brother Kamil, who willingly ate the scraps our father threw his way and studied intently under his fist.
My mother was not willing. But she bore me and whispered in my ear every night as I grew, teaching me to wait and watch like our sablecats, picking when and where to strike, to fight, and that one might catch more fish with patience and a net, than with anger and a spear.
Another son to a different woman. Emil followed in Kamil’s footsteps, willingly obeying his commands and bringing back any murmurs made by the tribe. He is more slippery than a river eel, this half-brother, living in the shadows, watching and listening.
The last, barely a woman herself, and given by her parents as a peace offering to my father, bore the half-siblings I hate the least. Twins. Michal, good with a bow. And Janne, who would have been drowned at birth for daring to be a girl when all he wanted was another male had the talånd not acted like a man and told him it would bring the spirits’ wrath.
But it did not stop him from shunning her completely. Many in the tribe try to do the same, but she still makes herself be heard. She is as fierce as a sablecat herself, my little sister, and I love her for it.
To understand what it is I plan to do with this tribe, you must know the reasons I have spent all twenty-six of my years in the shadows, learning everything I can, planning three steps ahead. Why I wear my hair short instead of long like the other warriors of our tribe.
My father sowed hate and cruelty like those in the lower village sow seeds. Two of my brothers reaped and sowed this as well. And twenty-six years of living with them, avoiding them, staying one step away from them, has taught me that this is not what I want.
We are a proud tribe, but we can be better. I would see my younger brother and sister live freely. My mother and theirs love and live without fear. I will sacrifice myself to this cause.
But the tribe does not know this. No one does, but me.






  
  one
Davor


Shouts and boastful cries filled the chieftain’s lodge. I did not join in from where I stood half in the shadows, arms crossed over my chest, watching Kamil and Hakkon, the Greywolf outcast, make their case for war. The chief slouched in his chair, fingers tracing over the carved armrest, watching through hooded eyes. 
He never gave anything away, but I knew his heart had leapt greedily when the young Greywolf came limping in through the snows, vengeance in his eyes. A new chieftain had been chosen for the Greywolf tribe up in the northern valley—the old chief’s bastard son. And it seemed the tribe was divided. Some for him and others violently opposed.
This one had been cast out for attempting to murder the new chief. Hakkon had come looking for shelter from the winter storms that rushed hard over our plains and rivers and geysers, perhaps more violent than his home where they instead drowned the valley and mountains in snows until the spring sun.
But Kamil had latched on to the thought that the Greywolf tribe might be weak. That we could expand our lands past what we had held for generations, past what we had taken from the Blackpaws by their lower lake eight years ago, and claim the entire valley.
For the Saber tribe, he’d cried out. For honor and glory.
But I knew my half-brother well enough. For him to finally claim the place of chieftain much like our father had from his. By violence and death. Who would stand against the man who had taken the Battlelion medallion by force three turnings ago and planned to kill the chieftain and take his place as well?
“What do you think?” A warrior came to stand beside me.
“I think I do not see the point in invading up valley,” I replied.
Alik grunted, leaning against the wall with hand settled on his sword. “I do not believe you, Davor.”
A mirthless half-smile flickered. Many warriors around us cried out for war, others like Alik and myself stood back, watching. A few sablecats perched in the high rafters, golden eyes watching us below.
“Victories would raise him higher in many eyes,” I said.
“He already has the battlelion medallion.”
“You think that is enough for him?” Anyone with two eyes could see that it would never be enough for Kamil.
“Chief has not named him heir yet.” Alik’s voice held a bit of reluctant understanding. In the years we stood together like this in the lodge, bare allies, he knew not to refer to the chief as my father, at least not in front of me.
“That does not matter either.”
Our father had long dangled the possibility of any one of his four sons being named chief when it was time. But he had not yet, even though Kamil was nearing thirty years, and me at twenty-six. He declared we must prove ourselves, but he did not want to relinquish the control he had.
Even when he was losing a battle to keep control of his mind day after day. Today was a more lucid day for him. And he was intrigued enough by the possibility of more power that he would pass the war spear to Kamil.
My gaze fell across the spacious lodge, through the hazy smoke left by the hearthfire where my younger half-brother Emil watched me and Alik. A lazy smile flickered across his face, a smug reassurance that he was assessing something about me. I held his look for a few moments before deliberately shifting away. He’d learned how to play that game from me.
If Kamil was looking for battle, he would also be looking for a way to rid himself of any objectors or contenders to him taking the chief’s chair. That meant me, and men like Alik.
“Enough.” The chieftain finally spoke, stirring and leaning forward.
Kamil’s features sharpened in eagerness.
“The snows are yet too deep. But come winter’s turning, we will muster the lions and begin testing the borders.”
The words sent a ripple through the lodge. My jaw tensed a little more. It was all but a declaration of war. If the chief did not pass the spear by spring, then Kamil would take it and we would ride to war either way.
I left Alik and pushed out into the clean, crisp air. Snows mounded up against the lodges grouped in consecutive squares at the bottom of the slope the chief’s lodge had been raised atop generations ago. Breath puffed up before me, obscuring sight of the three villages for a moment.
The upper village downhill from where I stood housed most of the warriors. Once it might not have been this way, but since my father had seized his place and had fed the hot blood of our warriors with battles and wars like he might feed a sablecat raw meat, they had taken over the upper village.
The middle, on the other side of the icy river’s curve, held the overflow of the warriors from the lodges, and the hunters and foragers. The lower village, barely in sight as a few flickering lights back on our side of the river, held the men and women who cared for the fields of colorful corn, seen as the lowest of us all despite helping to provide food to the entire tribe.
“You do not call for war?” Emil’s voice, as slippery as he was, broke behind me.
“What would be the point of it?” I returned.
He came to stand beside me, drawing his cloak trimmed in red fox fur tighter against winter’s chill. He thought it marked him well—sly and full of tricks as Kamil’s right hand. I thought an eel would suit him better, the way he lurked in the shadows and slid in and out of darkness to bite the unsuspecting.
“More land, more hunting grounds, room to spread out from these villages.”
I held in a scoff. Room for the warriors to roam. Room to make those left in the village even more subservient. If I had to guess.
“What is this?”
The muscles in my shoulders tensed. I had not heard Kamil, though he could move as silently as our sablecats. And I did not like being trapped between these half-brothers.
He loomed on my left side, broad-shouldered and barely taller than me. The rounded battlelion medallion tapped against his chest, the red stone set in the roaring sablecat’s eye winking at me.
“Just gathering Davor’s thoughts on the council.” Emil’s smirk shone through his voice.
A sneer curled Kamil’s lips. “How could I have forgotten to gather sage council from my little brother?” It was a curse in my ears, and he meant it as such.
“But you’d listen to the advice of a Greywolf barely out of training spears and driven half mad by jealousy? Might be a poor decision.” I had always been able to play the same game as Kamil. He was brash, confident, his pride easy to prick. Emil, not so much. He absorbed, waited, planned for a more effective strike than brute force.
Kamil’s hand closed on my tunic, shoving me back a half-step. Anger flared for a second, then faded in his dark eyes. “Upset that no one listens to the words of a dishonored man who hides in the shadows?”
My heart raged for a few beats before it slowed like I had taught it. “Worried they might think twice if they did?”
His knife pressed against my chest before I blinked again. “One day, Davor, I will cease to tolerate you.” The knife point nicked through the layers of tunic and shirt and undershirt before he withdrew.
There was no wisdom in any other reply, so I simply held his gaze for two more heartbeats and then lowered in bare deference.
A scornful laugh announced his departure, and my hate burned bright after them both before I let the winter wind whisk it away. I placed a hand against my chest, finding a slight dampness there. He’d broken skin, but it would need no more than a quick dab of a cloth.
A darker shadow padded up to join me, growling low in its throat. I settled a hand on Luk’s shoulder, drawing a purr from the sablecat instead. He leaned his shoulder into mine and I pushed him away, scratching instead under the sharp jawline, careful of the two fangs sweeping down from his upper jaw. Pale golden eyes closed as he pushed into my hand, ears flicking up and down, his purr loud enough to start an avalanche.
But it distracted me, and a bit of calm eased through the storm of anger. I finally shoved him away and dusted bits of black fur from my hands.
“Come.” I started down the path from the lodge. I’d been promising my mother a night at her table for days. Tonight seemed good enough and I did not feel like stepping back into the chief’s lodge.
The innermost row of lodges held my mother’s, just off the square with its large firepit where the entire village could gather. Most lodges held multiple families under their broad rafters. Not this one.
She shared it with the youngest of my father’s not-wives—a healer who the chief had graciously allowed to keep training and practicing her craft even after she’d been given to him.
All four women held an odd place in the tribe. Above the others, but not a chieftain’s wife. Bearing sons, but no more children. A distance kept between them and their old families. Kamil’s and Emil’s mothers were both dead, and mine and the twins’ had evaded the oppression of the chieftain’s lodge to live just out of easy reach, in a lodge no one else dared to share with them other than the injured who came to Inge for healing.
Luk followed in my wake, occasionally snapping at the dustings of snowflakes dislodged from the peaked roofs by the trickster wind, or returning low growls to the other sablecats who lounged against the lodges or on the broad perches built for them.
Light flickered behind the skins covering the windows. I knocked twice, then once more. Golden firelight spilled out as the door flung open with the energy only Janne could bring.
“Davor!” My half-sister’s smile brought a faint one easing from me in return.
“Nina, Davor’s here!” she leaned back and shouted around the door.
“Are you going to let me in?” I inquired.
Janne wrinkled her nose and stepped aside, all swirling skirts and unbound hair. Luk settled outside as I stepped up into the lodge.
My mother looked up from the fire, a smile creasing her face. “Just in time. Go wash.”
I left my fur-lined cloak on the bench beside the door, setting my curved sword atop it, but keeping the knives on my belt. The table had been pulled out, benches from against the wall tucked underneath it. The soothing scent of fresh baked flatbread filled up every corner of the common room.
A shallow bowl of warmed water waited on the bench beside the fire. I dipped my hands in, rinsing away the day. Scooping a bit more, I rubbed it over the back of my neck, fingers pausing as they always did when they found the scar.
“All right?” my mother asked conversationally, the words between us as she pulled the dinner pot from the coals.
“They are calling for war against the Greywolves.”
A sharp inhale came from her, and I focused on drying my hands.
“And?”
“And he will pass the spear come spring.”
Names were not mentioned in the lodge. Not there, the small sanctuary any of us might have.
“You will go?”
“I will have no choice.”
Her hand brushed my sleeve and I looked down into the dark brown eyes she had given me. Concerned knowing lurked there. I was not the only one thinking I would need to guard my back twice as much in battle where anything could happen.
“And Michal?” She darted a glance at Inge where she and her daughter set out the last of the wooden plates, laughter darting between them.
“Too young yet.” Though I’d been commanded to ride into battle against the Blackpaws much too young at seventeen, another way for my father to make me prove myself. But I was a second-born, and the twins were afterthoughts.
Her next look begged me not to say anything yet, and I tipped my head slightly. I stepped back to allow her more room to lift and carry the pot to the table. Janne tapped the table beside her and I slid onto the bench. As the ignored daughter, she’d been free to be raised in the smaller lodge. As the son, Michal had been in the chieftain’s lodge for most of his years with the rest of us.
Inge had just started to offer the prayer to the All-Father and Saber spirit, when the door slammed open. Hand on knife, I looked first for my sword, then to the intruder.
But it was Michal himself, stomping snow from his boots, rattling the arrows in his quiver as he did. Inge’s face broke into a broader smile and Janne jumped up from the table. I did not share their joy. There was less tension between me and Michal than among the other sons, but it still coiled and snared.
Inge dusted snow from his head and shoulders. His smile died at the sight of me sitting at the table. Mother gently tapped my hand as if worried I’d start a fight with the boy.
“Twice for dinner in one counting. How did I get so lucky?” Inge took his cloak as he set his bow and quiver aside.
Michal darted another dark look at me. “No one to tattle tonight if I’m not at table. Davor never does anything.”
I simply took a drink of the dark oak ale Janne had already poured out, ignoring the sharp inhale from Inge. So Kamil and Emil were off to other lodges tonight as well. Probably mustering up support and feeding ears with stories of glory in war.
Janne sat back beside me, turning a look of pleading mixed with warning not to ruin dinner when her brother had come. Michal took the bench opposite her, casting another look my way, as if he’d been practicing the sneer Kamil preferred.
Like the other warriors, he wore his hair long, bound at the nape of his neck in a leather cord. He’d left his sword by the door along with his bow. He held his own on the training grounds and would likely be joining the ranks of warriors by eighteen. Still too young, but the bitterness he carried all around him lent sharpness to his skills.
“How was training?” Janne leaned forward eagerly as we turned to food. It brought some light back to Michal’s face as he answered and gave the news of the coming war.
It prodded at my heart. Not for the first time, I wondered what it was like in other lodges, among other brothers and sisters. If the younger feared the older. If there could ever be more than dinner when it was safe enough to meet with a mother or a sibling.
The wooden cup spun in my hand. War was coming. It was as easy to predict as to say the stars would appear in the sky come nightfall. Kamil’s thoughts to take advantage of it for his own gain shone brighter than the sun in midsummer.
I had watched and planned my entire life. But always for survival and to protect the very few people I cared about.
If Kamil returned victorious, there was nothing stopping him from killing the chief and taking his place. Nothing to stop him from killing me, the twins, our mothers, maybe even Emil to solidify his place. The last three chiefs had not had any contenders because they had killed any competition within a counting of taking the staff.
My cup tremored under a distant rumble. The mountain was talking, muttering to itself as it did every so often. The talånds in time past loved to claim it was the Saber spirit speaking to us. Maybe only to curse us.
One warcry went up, echoed by another. Not a call to arms, instead a rejoicing in might. Kamil was out there somewhere, fueling the flames of war with tales of the spirits approving this battle. A quieter noise came back. Luk batting his paw against the door to reassure me he was there.
Our mothers had gone quiet, and Janne blanched under the sounds. Eagerness lurked about Michal. He was ready to act, desperate to claim his place in the tribe. And the look of sadness that creased his mother’s face at the sight…it wrenched something deep in me. The same look my mother had once given me when I’d tried the ways of our father.
Mother began to gather empty plates and cups. “Davor.” She touched my arm. “Come help me.”
She wanted to talk, out of hearing of the others. My gut tightened. It was something important then.
I took the plates she handed me, and followed her around the corner to the cooking fires into the bare semblance of privacy.
“What’s wrong?” I spoke first, coming a step away as she braced against the raised bench where bits of the prepared meal still remained.
“We are all right, the three of us,” she reassured, but it did not fall easy on my ears. Something was not right. “I saw your look in there.” She lifted her chin, looking past me into the common room. “What are you planning?”
I wanted to lean back from her gaze, the assessing one that probed deeper than anyone else cared to look.
She softened. “Nothing yet?”
“What do you think I should be planning?” A hint of bitterness spilled out.
A quick breath escaped her. “For the war.”
This time I did move, shifting to lean against the bench, arms crossing as I kept one eye on the broad entrance. Michal and Janne’s low chatter reassured that they weren’t attempting to overhear.
“Davor.” Her brief touch to my forearm drew my gaze to her. “I know you see it. I heard it in the few words you gave when you came in. The packs are riding for war, and whoever comes back will be taking the place of chief. If that is Kamil, you know he will not tolerate any competition.”
“One day I will cease to tolerate you.”
“You think I should finally try to kill Kamil? So I can get a knife in my back the second I do?”
“No. Killing is the way of Kamil and the chief, and the chiefs before him. You have a different way.”
A sharp sound broke from me, closer to bitterness than hu-mor. “I do have a different way. One that keeps me and you safe.” The way I had chosen years and years ago.
“The time for safety might be past.”
I looked to my mother, at the lines creasing around her eyes: worry, fear.
“What do you know?” I asked.
She shook her head. “I know that I would rather have you alive than myself. I know that once Kamil takes the chieftain’s place, he will come for you. I know that Michal is at a tipping point. He wants so much to be a man, but does not know which way to go.” Her throat bobbed. There was something else.
“I know that the chief has finally remembered that Janne exists. He summoned Inge yesterday. Makar wants to give Janne to one of his men.”
My heart plummeted. “What did she say?”
Mother’s arms crossed across her stomach. “What can she say?” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “What power have we ever had?”
A low curse broke from me, and Mother jerked a sharp nod in agreement. But…
“If I make any move, that endangers you, Janne, and Inge.”
Her head tilted, and that look was back, seeing straight into the heart of me. “There might not be time to remain passive.”
The same old rage burned in my gut, dimming with the tightening of my fists. Shuttering it all away like I’d trained myself so many years ago.
“Just like that,” she said softly, understanding there.
“Perhaps I have no power either,” I returned in the same tone. She wanted me to do something, but what could I do?
“You do. You are still a chief’s son.”
I do not want to be. But I had no choice in that much like she’d had no choice in bearing me.
“You have at least one pack leader who sees something in you.”
I tilted a look to her. Alik?
“You go to war. Perhaps you can gather more to your side.”
“So I can live only a few days more when I get back to the villages? Maybe survive a counting longer in the war?”
She did not recoil from the seething bitterness that escaped. I immediately breathed and gave a soft apology. Her hand brushed mine, squeezing tight before releasing.
“You are strong, Davor. You could claim a place in this tribe. And I don’t just say that because I fear for myself. I want to see you live, find happiness. You help where you can. What if you could do it more openly? I know there are others who do not love the chief and his ways.”
“That’s a pretty dream you have,” I said.
A faint smile creased her cheeks. “Perhaps I’ll tell you of the dream I have where my son can come visit me whenever he wants, maybe we live under the same roof again.”
I shifted against the bench, one boot scuffing at the floorboard, knowing what her next question would be.
“What would you dream of, Davor?”
So many things. We used to play this game when I was younger and full of more than anger. There had been no point in dreaming for a long time.
She waited for a reply, and I indulged for a moment.
“I’d dream of peace, and no fear. Where words aren’t weapons, and knives don’t wait around corners. Where everyone in this lodge is free of the shadow of him, and can make their way without scorn.”
“And what of the villages? What would you do for them?” Urgency lined her question, and I sent her the same assessing look she had given me.
“What dreams have you been having?”
She did not smile. If anything, she stood taller, stronger. “If you could take a place in this tribe, what would you do with it?”
“Nothing. Because it would never be.”
She shook her head. “What if it was?”
“What do you want from me?” The question hissed from me.
“I want you to live, not just survive. I want to see a change in this tribe, and I know you can do it. Wars brings many opportunities. Perhaps it holds something for you.” She swept around me, returning to the common room.
I stared after her, the words burrowing inside though I tried not to let them. They held a truth that had been lurking deep inside since the chief had declared we’d be riding out come spring. If I lived long enough to ride out with the warriors, I might have a chance to make a name for myself. Take more noticeable power in the tribe. Make sure the lodge weathered the change in power when Kamil surely killed the chief.
But Michal was right. I would have to act, step out in defiance, gather my own support from warriors who had never given me much respect through my own doing. Dreaming and doing were different things, and I was perhaps not very good at the second thing.






  
  two
Davor


Ispent the night in the small lodge, sleeping atop one of the benches shoved against the wall covered in extra furs and blankets. Like Michal, I did not spend any extra time in the chieftain’s lodge atop the hill. 
He stayed on the benches against the opposite wall where Janne also slept. I did not fear anything he might do, but it was not easy between us.
Dawn broke as slivers of light through the animal skins covering the narrow windows. I watched it track a slow path across the floor while my mother’s words came again and again to my mind, clinging to me even as I tried to refute them. The lodge remained quiet except for the quiet rustle of embers on the hearth, bringing with it a chill trying to whisper its way under the furs.
The heavy ceiling beams were darker slashes in the shadows above me. Sometimes in the chieftain’s lodge they supported a sablecat who watched with knowing yellow eyes as warriors passed by underneath or slept under its gaze.
Not here, under a shallow ceiling and more peaceful rooms. I wondered what it might be like to wake every day in the quiet. To not already be looking for what trouble might be coming from the other benches. If I would feel any safer if I raised my place in the tribe.
I scraped the remainders of sleep from my eyes and sat up, fishing my shirt from where it had fallen at my side. Shivering a little in the cold of the lodge, I pulled it and the overtunic on and slid feet back into boots.
My rising had not bothered the twins. I quietly rolled the furs up and folded the blankets, straightening out my clothes as I did. Crossing to the fire on silent feet, I built it back up, the snaps of flames biting into new logs cracking through the quiet.
“Davor.”
I turned at the murmur and Janne’s bright eyes peered out from under her blankets.
“Are you staying for breakfast?” she whispered.
I shook my head, hating myself a little at the disappointment crossing her face. She hadn’t had to learn quite so quickly the ways to mask her expressions. Not like her true brother and me.
But I crossed over and touched her shoulder. “Tell Nina I am sorry.” My low voice did not disturb Michal.
Janne nodded and dug out an arm to catch my hand. She squeezed my fingers and understanding shone bright in her eyes. She did not feel the weight of surviving our father and brothers as much as we did, but she still saw it day after day. It frightened me a little that she might understand me.
I gently squeezed back and freed my hand to leave.
“Davor.” Her whisper stopped me again. “Nina told you.”
The firelight caught the fear in her eyes. Fear at being bartered away to a man the way her mother had been. No choice in the matter.
“Does Michal know?”
“No.” A hitch accompanied the word. “He would do something foolish if he did.”
The look she turned to me was reminiscent of my mother’s. One asking me to do something about it. But I had no command in the matter, and pushing my way in would only make it worse for Janne and our mothers. It was too dangerous to show caring for another.
“Do you know who?”
Her blankets muffled a sniff. “Just that it’s one of Makar’s pack.”
Kamil’s second. A man who enjoyed misery, and who hated me maybe as much as I hated him. And one who would gladly follow Kamil’s rise and take whatever he could along the way. His name was enough to have me saying, “I will do something if I can.”
I felt her eyes still on me as I went to the door and buckled on my sword. Sweeping my cloak around my shoulders, I stepped out into the dawn.
The sky remained clear, only a few wisps of clouds turned pink by the rising sun. The snow had crusted over under the moon’s touch, each step sinking through the new layer and into the softness lurking underneath.
A glance around confirmed I was one of the first out and about. The tribe was slow to stir in the winter months when the cold and snow pressed close. But it would not do for anyone to see me leaving my mother’s lodge. It had been a moment of weakness leading me to take a bench there last night.
My path tracked back up to the chieftain’s lodge settled on one of the knobbled knees of the towering Half Peak—its internal fire quenched long ago when legend said the Saber spirit lulled it to sleep to give his people a place to settle. If it woke again, it would be because we were somehow worse than we already were.
Woodsmoke coming from the talånd’s lodge brought me to a pause. Or what was meant to be his lodge. He stayed in the chieftain’s more often than not, keeping close to try to calm the chief with herbs and smoke when his mind slipped into a wild rage. Though I’d most often seen the talånd at tables instead of anywhere near the spirits’ lodge, despite being named as the bridge between us and the All-Father.
Curiosity stirred, I angled my steps instead up a small incline from the chieftain’s lodge. The smoke came from behind the lodge at the end of the path. Circling the broad structure, I found a stranger sitting by the fire, aimlessly staring at the low flames. A cloak of light grey wrapped tight around him, matching the streaks in his short, dark hair.
Understanding dawned. The new Greywolf chieftain had exiled their talånd as well as Hakkon for daring to join the rebellion against him. I wondered again about the new chief and how he would rule.
The talånd stirred as I came forward, drawn to the fire almost like a moth to light. Recognition lurked in his eyes.
“What can I do for the chieftain’s son?” he asked.
My entire being rebelled against the title. But I sat across from him.
Hakkon was filled with rage and angry words. But the man in front of me looked broken. Perhaps I might get a truer account of the tribe from him.
“Your fellow Greywolf calls for war against your tribe,” I said.
The wrinkles around his eyes grew deeper. “Hakkon has always been tempestuous. It led me to listen when I should not and here I am.” A sigh lonelier than winter winds over the plains broke from him.
“He has bold words. Perhaps you can tell me what we might face in the valley.”
The talånd stirred, pulling his boots closer to the log and leaning forward on his knees. “You think I would give up my tribe just like that?”
“You did not seem to suffer much from your conscience when you turned on the chief.”
He allowed it with a tip of his head. “And the spirits saw me punished for that. Perhaps Etran will be a better chief than I thought.”
“What kind of man is he?” I leaned forward.
“Quiet. Steady, despite his place in the tribe.”
I tilted my head, confused.
“Reidar took a woman outside the marriage bond and had him. Many were not happy with it or Etran being raised as a chieftain’s son and made sure he knew it.”
My gaze slipped back to the villages and the chieftain’s lodge looming high over all. No one would say anything to my father’s face, or to our faces, for fear of retribution, but I knew many did not like the way our mothers had been used. I heard just as much as Emil did. The Greywolves must be bold indeed to be so open.
“But it seems he is just. He could have killed us. His battlewolf was ready to do it himself despite being wounded protecting him.”
Hakkon had not said much about the battlewolf, only that he was untested. And my mother’s words grew a little louder in the back of my mind.
“Tell me about the battlewolf.”
Would they have any chance to stop our invasion, perhaps kill Kamil? My heart quickened a beat at the thought of Kamil gone. And what that might mean for me. If I could change my place.
“Etran named the chief’s true son as battlewolf despite them being at odds these twenty-three years.”
This drew my eyebrow up. I couldn’t imagine Kamil giving the position to any one of us.
The talånd gave a small laugh. “This surprised many as well. But Comran threw himself to the task as he does in all things. He is a restless soul, already esteemed among the warriors. And he has thrown in behind his half-brother.”
There was a sort of probing edge to the statement that I did not respond to.
“You will have great resistance from him leading the wolf packs.” He seemed grimly pleased about this.
“You think he will be a match for us?” We had been testing the borders for seasons, scrapping with their wolf packs with the borders still holding. We knew their old battlewolf, a gruff warrior who gave no quarter and asked for none.
The mirthless smile shone again in the talånd’s face. “Comran has never given surrender even when perhaps he should. And I think Hakkon underestimates his cousin as he did when planning the strike against the chief.”
The Greywolf might, but Kamil had a cunning streak alongside the broader cruelty. If the battlewolf could keep his head, perhaps they had a chance.
What would you dream of?
Something took root in my heart. War brought many things. Perhaps I might have a chance if I had the courage to take it.
“That’s all?” The talånd’s voice tilted surprise as I stood.
I pulled my cloak closer around my shoulders. “Packs and weapons mean nothing without the knowledge of the men who make them up.”
He sat back and regarded me a little closer. “You are the first to come see me.”
“And can I trust you to keep that between us?”
He inclined his head. “I cannot wish you luck against my former tribe. I brought this exile upon myself, a fact I can see clear enough without the spirits’ aid. But I can offer a caution.” A change slanted over his eyes, and I knew that I should heed the next words for they might be from the spirits themselves.
“Discord has grown among the Greywolves because of the chieftain’s actions, but it is rife here, the actions of many causing the spirits to weep and the All-Father to mourn.”
A shiver raced down my arms, burrowing to my bones the way the winter wind could not.
“A reckoning will come.”
“Is there a way to stop it?” My voice came hushed despite how strongly I tried to ask.
“Tell me if you think it just to stop it?” The piercing gaze leveled at me near stopped my heart.
“Perhaps not all deserve to be caught up in it.” My mother, Janne, the innocent also just trying to survive…
“Would you stop it?”
Would I? My mother’s words, my own secret wishes buried deep, the talånd’s words—it all rushed together in a terrifying mix, settling into a thought so dangerous I should have kept it to myself. I slowly lifted my gaze from where it had fallen to the fire.
“I would see this tribe changed into something different.” It whispered from me, lingering in the air like a heavy-weighted promise. One I had never made to anyone. I’d never been enough to protect, guide, make safe for others.
“What would you give to make it so?”
I could not shift from his gaze. What would I? Everything seemed too much. I had never given a part of myself to anyone, to anything.
“I don’t know.” It was perhaps one of the truest things I’d ever said.
The talånd nodded, shifting his gaze back to the fire, compressing into an older man weighted under his own cares and regrets again.
“It will not be easy. But you must know and accept the cost before you start. Otherwise you will fail.”
I backed away, retreating from the words. My entire life had been planning three steps ahead, picking the path with the lowest cost, staying safe within my own confines, protecting as I could.
I had miscounted twice and bore the scars from both occasions. The sweet scent of smoke followed me to the chieftain’s lodge, the talånd’s words whispering in my ears over and over.
Words that sounded like he knew something before I did, even if that thing had only been spoken of in hushed tones between my mother and me the night previous. I halted, tilting a look back over my shoulder, then forward to the sweeping beams of the chief’s lodge.
If I wanted anything more than watching over my shoulder and keeping to the shadows, I needed to decide how to step forward. If I wanted to protect Janne from a careless warrior, I needed more power than I had. If I wanted to make sure my mother kept living, I needed to become stronger.
If what the Greywolf talånd said was true, and a reckoning was coming for the tribe, perhaps I could shield those who did not deserve it.
And the war would be the place for me to start.






  
  three
Davor


The morning meal had begun by the time I entered the lodge, but the chief did not sit at the head table. 
“Davor.” Kamil’s voice cut over the low chatter.
A break in conversations brought eyes flickering to me, then back to their meals, assuming another spat between half-brothers was coming.
“Father wants you.”
Kamil stood at the top of the hall atop the raised platform that held the chief’s chair. Wall hangings flanked the doors which led into the chieftain’s chambers. I hated the proud sablecat on the right and the warrior holding spear and curved sword on the left.
Glances followed me as I passed between the double row of long tables filled with pack leaders always there to vie for favor, and those who lived in the towering lodge. A stirring on one of the benches brought my attention flicking to Alik for a moment. He inclined his head, some small show of support that I would not respond to because Kamil watched my every move.
“Where’s the whelp?” Kamil blocked my way.
“Am I supposed to know the whereabouts of everyone in this tribe? Ask your shadow,” I returned.
His hand moved from the door latch to grip my cloak and lean close. “And where were you last night?”
Dark eyes bored into mine, but I did not flinch. “Jealous I might have somewhere more interesting to be?”
Eyes narrowing, he moved even closer. “I heard a rumor you went to the healer’s lodge.”
“Are you trying to get me to admit that I had a training injury and wanted some salve?” Lying came as easily to me as anger did to him.
“Your mother lives there with the healer, doesn’t she?” He watched me for any reaction. “Interesting that you should go there when you banished her from this lodge years ago.”
“Is there a point here, or should I worry that you are already following our father’s path?”
He shoved me and my foot slid back a fraction to steady. Then his attention shifted past me.
“There he is. Whelp!” he called. My fist tightened in the folds of my cloak, but I did not turn to see the anger leaking from Michal. Instead, I pushed past Kamil and into the chieftain’s room.
Emil was already there, sitting at the low table, picking dirt from under his thumbnail with a small knife. The chieftain paced back and forth behind him.
So it was to be a restless day, but perhaps not one of sudden mood swings and forgetfulness that only lent more anger to his heart.
“You are late, Davor.” The chief’s gravelly voice cut across the room.
“I did not realize there was to be a council.”
“He was not here last night, Father.” Emil smirked, and his attention shifted to the door. “Neither was Michal.” Sharpness lingered in the smile.
Michal scowled back, jerking his shoulder out from under Kamil’s touch.
“Where were you both?” the chief asked.
“I had business to attend to,” I said.
“What’s her name?” The corner of Emil’s mouth tucked back up.
My even gaze did not shift with the anger coiling around my heart. “Some of us have more profitable uses of our time than you, Emil.”
The tip of his knife dug into the table.
“Michal?” The chief’s voice did not lose its sharpness.
The boy looked up, tenseness in his jaw and fists.
“Where were you?” The tone brooked no argument.
“Home,” Michal muttered sullenly.
“What have I told you about that?” The chief scowled. “It only invites weakness, and I will not have that in my sons.”
Kamil leaned close to Michal, his words still clear enough for all of us. “How is your sister?”
Michal invited Kamil to take himself to the dark woods with haste and received a fist to his jaw in exchange that sent him to his knee. I slid arms across my chest. He had to learn, even if he was getting more clever with his retorts and insults.
Michal lurched back up, swiping some blood from his lips and glaring hate at Kamil who only laughed.
“You will speak to your brother and battlelion with more respect,” the chief growled.
Michal’s glare at the ground assured he had not yet learned the lesson on how to layer his words and pick his fights.
“I have summoned you all here to discuss each future. Kamil will lead the packs to war when the snows abate.”
Triumph leered through Kamil’s smile.
“Davor, you will be his second.”
Kamil’s arms loosened across his chest in surprise. “What? Makar is my rokr, and I have no need of another.”
I better controlled my shock and the twisting of my gut at Makar’s name. Emil’s knife ground deeper in the table. The chief looked between us.
“You forget, Kamil, that I have not chosen an heir yet. You will all prove yourselves in this war. Davor is your rokr.”
It made Kamil subside only for a moment. “The boy?”
Michal stood a little taller, and my stomach clenched at the way the chief regarded him closely.
“I do not think I want a boy in the packs. Not in war,” I said.
All eyes turned to me.
The chief frowned. “You were seventeen when you rode to war.”
And I was too young, my heart screamed back. “The Greywolves are more ferocious than the Blackpaws. I want real warriors at my back.”
“I can do it,” Michal protested, the idiot.
“Kamil, you are battlelion.” The chief ignored his youngest’s outburst, looking instead to the oldest.
Kamil watched me carefully, but I ignored Michal and his searing glare at me.
“I will listen to my rokr’s voice.” He spat the new title that I had no desire for. “Another few countings on the practice field could do him good.” And then he’d be on the frontlines, the promise was clear. Kamil had a chance to rid himself of us, and he was going to take it.
“Good.” The chief nodded sharply. “Kamil and Davor, I expect councils with the both of you as we plan for war.”
We both brought fists to our foreheads in respect. The chief left and Kamil turned on me. His broader bulk shoved me back against the wall and this time I let him see my anger and discontent with the naming.
“I will allow this for now,” he murmured between us. “But cross me again, in anything, and I will take you from this earth even sooner than I might plan. Am I understood?”
My heart counted out five beats before I allowed a faint smile. Doubt flickered in his eyes before I answered slowly. “Perfectly… Battlelion.”
He shoved me again with a scoff and left. Emil followed him, sending a probing look at me as he passed.
“Davor.”
I ignored Michal’s voice and made my way from the lodge, any appetite gone. A piece had been unexpectedly handed to me, like the chief might know I had already decided to make a bid for power, and I needed to think it over. Brisk footsteps followed me across the common room, and back into the clean air under clouds which had begun to form again.
“Davor.” Michal grabbed my shoulder, backing away as I whirled on him, yanking out from the hold. His throat bobbed and I eased my grip on my knife.
“You know I can hold my own in the packs.” Some doubt and anger played in his face.
“Think, Michal.” I leaned close to him, frustrated with the quick temper of his youth. “Do you believe that Kamil will place you with a pack leader who cares about you? Who would try to protect you along with his men? No, he will see you on the frontlines where that bow will be useless, and you will fall to a wolf-rider. And then he will be free one less brother.”
A bit of horror took over his eyes and he edged away. “So, you are trying to protect me then?” It came with nearly as much venom as if he’d said it to Kamil. “I don’t want your help.”
“Then why are you here?”
He shifted restlessly on his feet, no answer coming.
I shook my head. “War is not what they say it is.”
Michal scoffed. “You were my age when you rode out. Maybe I would actually earn respect and position in a pack.”
“And then do what with it?” I asked.
“More than you.” All bluster, all yearning for something he thought he could find on the battlefield. But I had no better way to show him how to reach manhood. I’d made my own way all my life.
But something prodded my heart. I’d had no one to soften the horrors of war. No one to look out for me in the packs. I’d never thought to ally myself with a half-brother, but with this one, perhaps I stood a chance.
“Kamil has plans for this war. Only a fool could not see that.” My voice stayed between the two of us. “Perhaps he is not the only one. Perhaps I would see a better future for our mothers, for Janne.”
He scowled, not liking that I was using his sister against him.
“She did always like you for some reason,” he muttered.
A smile almost broke through. “You will ride to war soon enough. And I will do what I can there for you if you want.”
“To ally with you?” He arched an eyebrow. “I would have no more chance with you than with Kamil. Except from him I might learn strength.”
Perhaps he was learning after all.
“Much can happen in war.”
Caution lined up his shoulders and he leaned back. “And then what?”
“I am tired, Michal. Of so many things.”
His dark green eyes lifted to mine and I think for the first time, he realized how much of the same we were. But he still made no move.
“Then perhaps we’ll see if you still live when I join the packs.” He spun on his heel, quiver rattling, and strode down the path.
Luk swept up beside me, rumbling deep in his throat as he watched Michal vanish into the village. I rubbed under the lion’s jaw. Footsteps approached, and Luk’s lips curled back from his fangs. My hand closed about a knife again, bracing as Makar’s bulk slammed into my shoulder.
“You are rokr now,” he sneered, breath puffing in hot bursts between us. “How did you grovel to get that place?”
“The chief gave it to me and Kamil accepted.” Not willingly, but Makar would turn from verbal threats soon enough. Might as well get through it. Luk’s claws ground into the snow, his growl rumbling deeper as Makar crowded closer.
“Oh, he’s already told me. The packs will not accept you, coward.” We stood eye-to-eye. A few brighter strands were woven in a small braid through his warrior’s mark, and a sablecat fang hung from a leather cord about his neck.
“Perhaps we’ll see.” An almost alarming boldness crept through my voice.
It only brought a sneer to Makar’s lips. “Remember last time you tried to be something you’re not?”
The question and memory slithered deep, threatening to crush the spark of boldness.
“Enjoy it while it lasts, Davor.” He grabbed a fistful of my tunic. Luk’s snarl made Makar pause only for a second. I grabbed the former rokr’s wrist, halting him a heartbeat more, but he did not release me just yet.
“I still have my place, and will enjoy watching you fail. Maybe even hold you down again when Kamil or your father finally kills you.”
With that, he shoved into my chest, releasing his hold and walking away, a swagger in his steps. It wasn’t until he had vanished that a shaky breath escaped from me. Luk pushed into my side, rattling threat making way for a purr.
“Davor.”
I tensed to fight before I recognized Alik’s voice. The pack leader stood two paces away, something like concern in his eyes as he watched me.
“What?” I snapped.
He did not flinch, and did not come any closer. “The news is already rampant. You are lead rokr now.”
Lead rokr. Of course Kamil would not cast his devoted accomplice completely away. And he likely needed someone the packs would actually obey.
I jerked a nod.
“A rokr needs a pack,” he said carefully and I froze. I did not have a pack who answered to me. Did not have many besides Alik who looked at me with anything other than contempt. Another reason the path I’d contemplated choosing was steeper than Half Peak.
“So you think to pledge me yours?” I tilted a glance at him, but there was no malice hiding underneath his expression. “Think twice before you assign the lowest place to your men.”
He nodded. “I already have. I’d have done it anyway if you weren’t rokr.”
A brittle sound escaped. “Then you have no sense.”
Alik gave a faint chuckle, angling to stand beside me where my hand still clenched in Luk’s fur.
“I’ve fought you on the training grounds, Davor. Watched you walk these paths. You’re not weak. I think we stand a good chance with you at our head.”
Something lodged in my chest. Not weak. But not strong either. “No wonder you are terrible at counting sticks and runes.”
His laugh echoed again. “What do you say, Davor? Will you take a middle village pack?” This time there was a tenseness in his voice. A distaste for the way he and his men were still looked down on as less because they hailed from the middle instead of the coveted upper village. Perhaps he thought I’d scorn him for the same thing.
But I needed a pack, and no one else was rushing to swear their swords to me. And that glimmer reappeared, building into a spark. The faint hope that perhaps I could seize some sort of power in the war. At least see Janne protected before we rode out. The chief had handed me a better position from which to start. And my own pack would be the first step.
“I will.”

      [image: ]Winter crept by, rumors of war growing into full-fledged preparations as ice and snow began to recede from the banks,melting a little quicker under the sun’s touch. Janne was forgotten in the promise of war, and with my almost nauseating boldness at hinting to the chief that as lead rokr, I might want to see her given somewhere else. But once we returned, her future would be decided for her.
Despite my words with Michal, we still kept our distance, but he threw himself into practice on the training grounds, growing a name for himself more than he already had. It was all I could do to make sure that he would be left behind when the packs rode, hoping to keep him away from war a little longer.
I went to councils with Kamil, my father, and Makar, still claiming a place as the newly formed second rokr. The chief did not gainsay it, and looked sharply at me when I did not either. But I was more interested in learning how to tread the new paths of the leadership bestowed on me and navigating around my sudden constant proximity to Kamil to pick fights with Makar.
Hakkon was there as well, trying to push for a faster attack even though he knew better than us the deepness of the snows up valley. Their wolves might be able to navigate it, but at least we all agreed that we would not send our sablecats yet if the valley itself was against us.
After one of these councils where Kamil glared promises of death at me, and the chief brooded in his chair, I stepped out into the clearer air. A sheen of snow still covered the ground, but a few daring flowers had lifted their blue heads through the clumps and shivered together in the light breeze.
It wouldn’t be much longer until I saddled Luk and led warriors out.
“We ride soon?” Alik stepped up beside me, staring at the flowers with me.
“Yes.”
He grunted and crossed his arms. “Come to my lodge for the meal tonight.”
I withdrew a little, but he shook his head.
“Davor, I pledged my pack to you, and you accepted.”
Because a rokr needed a pack, and I needed someone I could almost trust following my orders in battle.
“The rest of the men need to see you as well. It’s easier to fight and die for a man they at least see once in awhile.”
The thought of going into a lodge I’d never been in sent shivers down my arms. Easy enough to set an ambush. But Alik’s face remained open, no trace of hidden malice I was good at finding lurking in his eyes.
Even I had to admit that he was right. To keep this new foothold in the tribe, I needed to gain the loyalty of men. So I nodded, and tried not to take offense at the way his eyes widened slightly in surprise.
But I was not about to confess that no one had openly invited me in friendship to their lodge to share a meal. I never let anyone get close enough for such a thing, because they could all too easily be used against me or broken themselves.
He clapped a hand against my shoulder and my fist clenched in response as I promised to meet him in the middle village come the evening meal.
As the sun sank lower, I headed for the river bridge. The sense of eyes following me prickled down my spine, but it was not an uncommon sensation, much like the way cold would bring shivers.
The bridge between the upper and middle village had supports sunk into the riverbed instead of swinging loose like the one between the middle and lower village. The railing stood strong despite the runes etched into the wood—names of lovers, youths playing pranks, or small bits of art left by some nameless tribesperson years ago.
Under the even planks, the river pushed at the boulders standing in its way, its constant rushing grumble threatening to wear them away like so many before them. From Hakkon’s account, the great river ran more placid through the valley before spilling over the rapids at the border stones and churning its way through our territory.
Soon enough I’d see. I paused, watching it rush downstream, making its way through the open plains down to where our southern border stones gave way to Pronghorn territory. A plume of white misted up into the sky in the distance—a geyser roaring free after pushing its way up from the earth, caring nothing for snow or rain or sun, just that it was free.
A sudden wondering struck—why I was looking at these different things, at the strange stirring it made in my heart. Wondering if I would miss it once we rode north. If I would come back to see it once more.
Many things in my life I did not care for, but these collections of lodges, open plains, pooling hot springs, sudden geysers, and the forest looming to the west with its gentle shafts of sunlight and scent of pine, had a hold on my heart, had wound around my bones. The Saber spirit might have given me anger, but he’d also given me pride in the land.
“Excuse me.” A quiet voice broke my reverie. I jolted and turned to see a woman standing a few paces away.
We stared at one another, and my heart gave an odd squeeze.
Marta. This was not the first time we’d come face-to-face, but now there was only caution and maybe a little contempt for me in her face.
She lifted a hand and gestured past me. I moved from where I’d stopped in the middle of the bridge, giving her space around me.
Marta did not move, arms now crossing tight over her embroidered overdress. There was always so much color about her, stitched in her dresses and long tunics. It always drew my eyes unwillingly to her, the times I saw her walking the villages. We were caught in a silent staring match again, before a bit of understanding filtered in.
She would not want to walk past me, where anything could happen. She was headed the same way I was—to the middle village, and she would not want me at her back either.
So I dipped my head in a slight nod and walked away, my steps a fraction quicker than before, giving her more space. But some part of me wanted to look back and see if she did follow.
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