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Raven froze, standing as still as the tree next to her. Her breathing was soft and steady. Her Silverblood enhanced eyesight quickly picked a hare out of the underbrush despite the changing light of approaching dusk. Slowly, smoothly, she raised her bow, nocking an arrow in the same motion.

She focused on her breathing and waited a few seconds, watching the unsuspecting animal. The brush next to it shifted, and another hare hopped cautiously out into the open to join the first. Raven drew the string back until the end of the arrow was alongside her cheek, in front of one pointed ear. The bow had belonged to her father. It was too long for her, but she adapted her style to it. These days, she rarely missed. That mattered because the animal wouldn’t suffer as long as her aim was true.

Drawing in a steadying breath, she let the arrow fly. The hare went down with a slight squeal. The second animal had an instant to react, spinning to leap away. Another arrow sank into its side, dropping it a few inches away from the first. The poor creature was no match for half-elven reflexes enhanced by Silverblood magic and years of rigorous training.

The dense canopy of leaves overhead cast flickering shadows on the ground as the sun sank on the horizon. Raven worked quickly, putting away her bow and going to collect the hares. They were healthy animals. A good kill. She tied the hind feet of each hare to either end of a leather strap.

For a few seconds, she remained crouched there, listening for the sounds of predators lured by the cry of the hare and the scent of death. Hearing nothing, she stood, lifting her kill with her. The two animals swung from the leather strap. That lifeless weight made something uncomfortable stir in the dark recesses of her mind.

How could the memory still be so vivid? It had happened such a long time ago. She had been a child. Yet, somehow, every creature she killed to keep food on the table, no matter the size, had the same dead weight when she first went to pick it up as her mother’s lifeless arm clutched in her eight-year-old hands.

•
[image: ]


The stenches of charred flesh and fresh blood filled her nose. Her mother’s eyes turned black, then silver blossomed from the pupil, filling them to the edges. Blood trickled from her mouth as she murmured her last words—an apology and strange words in a language Raven didn’t recognize—before her hand went limp in Raven’s grasp. No declaration of love. No goodbye. Raven screamed at her to stay, but it did no good. Her father’s burned body lay silent behind her. Her parents were gone.

Then heat filled Raven, burning through her as if her blood had caught fire. Not with the same literal flames that killed her father. This was something different. It raced through every part of her: muscle, bone, and sinew. All of her burned as she was agonizingly remade with magic. Silverblood magic.

A mother’s act of magic to protect her daughter. An act of love. A curse that would mark Raven forever.
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She shook herself and blinked back tears, her hand closing into a tight fist around the leather strap. Deft fingers tied it to her belt alongside a pouch full of mushrooms she had collected that would add a musky flavor to the gamy meat.

A hawk lit in the tree above her, cocking its head to the side to consider her kills.

“Would you steal my hunt from me, hawk?” She gave the bird a challenging look.

It tilted its head to eye her now, assessing the threat she posed.

Raven grinned at it, pleased to have a diversion from memories it seemed would plague her all her life. “Not today, my friend. Although, should you follow me home, you might find scraps out in the midden heap by morning.”

The bird tilted its head the other way, the intensity of its gaze giving her the sense that it was trying to understand her. She often fancied, foolish as the notion was, that she should be able to communicate with the creatures of these woods. She had grown up her entire life among them. They were much less peculiar to her than the rare human or elf she spotted if she wandered closer to the wagon tracks. Jaecar scolded her when she ventured near those places where someone might see her. When she was younger, it was something of a game trying to sneak out there without getting caught. Now that he watched her less closely, she itched to go even farther. He could not intend for her to spend her entire life in these woods with only a cranky old warrior for company.

Raven turned toward the keep. A steady, tireless jog had the crumbling heights of the old west tower visible through the treetops within twenty minutes. The tower itself was no longer safe, though she remembered playing in it as a child, practicing sword forms up and down the now-collapsed staircase. At twelve, Jaecar assured her she was faster with a blade than he had ever been. Nowadays, he insisted she was a better warrior and hunter than any student he had trained before her. He probably exaggerated, though his praise still made her beam now as much as it had when she was a child.

She passed over the rubble of the courtyard wall, leaping from one block of stone to another with a sure-footedness Jaecar spent endless hours drilling into her. What else was there for them to do here, living alone in an abandoned keep in the woods? Jaecar had been a soldier somewhere before coming here. He never told her what army he fought for or where, but he did say that he had been a combat instructor for many years. He had no experience raising children, only soldiers. So that was how he raised her after her parents died, more like a recruit than a child. Not that she minded much. She was a Silverblood. Those magic enhancements were of little use without the proper training.

Raven smiled at the flicker of light from the study window, one of five usable rooms in the keep. He was rarely in there at this time of day, so the light would be a candle he had forgotten again. Jaecar taught her to read all the books he kept there. Books he had collected on war, weapons, and history, along with practical books on subjects like herbology and alchemy that had belonged to her parents. Her favorites were a small batch of made-up stories. Tales of love, adventure, and distant places she would never see. Stories about things she would never experience because her mother remade her.

Her gaze flickered toward the hillside that flanked the keep. Her parents were buried on that hillside, a tree planted between them where its roots could claim them and make them part of its life. That tree was now tall, healthy, and strong. Memory and emotion granted physical form.

The familiar sound of stone on metal greeted her when she opened the front door. Shadows hid dust and cobwebs in the high corners of the big room. Massive threadbare rugs that whispered of former glory lay in the entry and before the large fireplace. Jaecar, becoming himself another relic of the past, sat before a crackling fire with his back to the door. The muscles in his broad shoulders worked as he ran a sharpening stone along whatever blade—a sword judging from the length of the strokes—rested in his lap. He wore his grey hair bound into a loose tail at the nape of his neck, wayward strands escaping and twisting away in myriad directions.

Raven kicked her boots off alongside the door before tugging each of her socks off by pinning the toes to the ground with the other foot. A childhood behavior she never outgrew. Her bow and quiver, she leaned against the wall before padding over. Where the aging rugs didn’t cover, cool, timeworn stone soothed her tired feet.

When she moved between Jaecar and the fire, he finally looked up. There were more lines on his face now. Most of the time, she didn’t notice, but something in the way he regarded her today made him seem much older. A twist of icy anxiety sparked in her, contrasted by the comforting warmth of the fire at her back.

What would she do when he was gone?

“What are you working on?” she asked, pushing down her fear.

His dark-eyed gaze drifted first to the hares she still carried, then sank to her bare feet, lingering a moment as a hint of a smirk curved his lips. After a few seconds, he met her eyes, his hazel ones staring deep into her. He made no room for timidity in his world, and his stern gaze was the initiation into that domain.

“You need a blade that better suits your size.”

Excitement sparked in her. She stepped closer to look at the weapon resting across his legs. The slender blade had a gentle curve, inscribed near the top with elven writing. She could make out about half of it. Her mother had been teaching her elvish. That early education in the language might have faded if Jaecar had not asked her to teach him. He also insisted that she read her mother’s elven books. Most unfamiliar words she managed to puzzle out through context. A few, she still had to skip.

“What does it say?” She asked.

His silence and stern gaze said he wouldn’t tell her until she tried to figure it out herself.

Raven set her jaw and pointed to the finely etched script. “That’s justice. And that’s mercy.” Jaecar nodded as she considered the whole. “So this says ‘Wield in justice.’ I’m not sure about the second part. ‘Don’t in mercy’?”

“Withhold in mercy,” he offered.

“Wield in justice. Withhold in mercy.” As she said the words, the weight of them sank over her.

He nodded. “This is a weapon meant for killing. How you use it matters.” He gestured to a smaller blade resting on the end of the bench, as elegant and refined as the sword. “There’s a matching dagger. You know why I’m giving you these?”

Raven swallowed, fighting the tightening in her throat. Her lungs squeezed tight as well, making it hard to breathe normally.

“It’s my birthday tomorrow,” she managed.

It wasn’t her actual birthday. Neither of them knew when that was. Tomorrow was the anniversary of her parents’ deaths. The fourteenth anniversary. Her day of rebirth, as Jaecar called it. The day her world fell apart.

Raven put her back to him, staring into the fire. Jaecar stood behind her, his presence commanding even now, as age began to pick at him with cruel fingers.

“Look at me, Raven.”

“No.” A tear ran down her cheek.

Jaecar took her shoulder and turned her. She let him do so. He was still holding the blade, and she the hares. This wasn’t the right time for a show of defiance. She stared at the place where his collarbones came together, at an old scar there. Fourteen years, and she still didn’t know how he’d gotten that scar.

“Look at me.”

She made herself look up into that stony gaze. It wasn’t so stern today, though. His eyes softened like this on occasion. The kindness that crept into them only made the pain of her memories more intense. Another tear slipped free. Jaecar nodded as if he expected as much. He tucked a lock of her silvery-black hair behind one pointed ear and held her gaze.

“I could not be more proud of you if you were my child. You are a remarkable warrior. These blades will be as lethal as your father’s bow is in your hands. I trust you to wield them responsibly.”

He cupped her face in one rough hand and leaned down to place a kiss on her forehead. She had told him several times that she was too old for such gestures, but, at this moment, she appreciated that he ignored her protests.

He took the hares, pressing the sword’s hilt in her hand in their place. Her fingers curled around it. The weight of the blade was balanced and comfortable in her grip. She yearned to move through her forms with it. Perhaps after supper.

He turned toward the kitchen.

“Wait.” She grabbed his muscular arm. “Something’s bothering you.”

Jaecar faced her again. He always looked her in the eyes when he had anything important to say. The tightening at the corners of his eyes told her she was right. He had something on his mind.

“We both know I won’t always be here, Raven. I regret not preparing you better for that.”

She shifted her feet, fighting the inclination to look away. “Are you ill?”

“No.” His sorrowful smile wasn’t reassuring. “No. It’s just... I think it’s time we left this place. The world isn’t safe for you, but you need more in your life than me and these woods. I own the deed to some lands to the north that are going to waste. Perhaps we should visit and see if we can make something worthwhile out of them. If we went about it right, we might build a small community there that would accept and protect you, so you don’t have to be alone when I’m gone.”

The surge of emotion was chaos. Raven couldn’t tell what was more potent, the dread of someday losing him, the fear of going out into the world, or the bubbling excitement of experiencing something new. To leave this place. She had never left these woods. She sometimes spied on travelers passing through when she wandered farther afield around the wagon track that led to Andel. She would watch their camps and collect occasional items they left behind to add to her hidden treasure trove in the old, listing stable in the keep courtyard.

The travelers fascinated her, but she didn’t dare approach. She was marked by her mother’s magic. One look in her eyes, at the bright silver irises bordered with a jagged line of black, would tell them what she was.

There was only one way to make a Silverblood. The magic’s user had to harness the power of someone’s death to change and enhance themselves or, as in her case, someone else. It was forbidden for anyone other than a Silverblood Brotherhood priest to create another Silverblood. Since the Brotherhood consisted entirely of human men, Raven could never pass herself off as legitimate. She hadn’t chosen this, but, as Jaecar often reminded her, she would be judged on sight, and that judgment was unlikely to be kind. Being half-elven and a female was challenging enough without that working against her.

She swallowed the sour taste of fear. “I don’t know anything about the world outside of this place. I don’t know how to talk to...” She trailed off when he gave her arm a reassuring squeeze.

“You won’t be out there alone.” His tone promised her protection. “I have some documents hidden in an old chest under stones at the bottom of the tower. We’ll go over them after your birthday and begin planning our departure. You should be familiar with their contents in case anything happens to me on the road.”

That cautious wave of giddy excitement that started to rise at the idea of taking on this adventure with him crashed against a rocky shore of reality. If something happened to him? Then she would be alone out there. How could she hope to survive alone?

She focused on the less scary part of what he had said. “What kind of documents?”

Sorrow lingered in his eyes, but he forced a smile. “One is the deed to the lands I mentioned. Don’t worry about the rest tonight. Let’s dress these hares and have some supper.”

She answered with a firm nod, determined to push away the ill-feeling spreading in her gut. “I picked mushrooms too.”

This time, his smile came easier. He put an arm around her shoulders and steered her toward the kitchen. “You take good care of us.”
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For Raven’s birthday, Jaecar took her on a day-long outing up higher in the mountains to gather some of the hard-to-find sweet roots she loved. It provided a welcome distraction from the memories the day dredged up. Another year come and gone. Perhaps the last one at the keep.

Tonight, they would start planning a new future. She wanted to bring back something better than another hare for supper. If she could catch a deer or mountain goat, they would spend much of the evening dressing the kill, but it would provide food for several days. Then they could focus their attention on planning the journey. Some of the meat could also be dried to make travel rations. Now that Jaecar suggested going out into the world with her, she could hardly wait to get started.

The trail she followed was fresh enough to be promising. The deer, probably a doe, stepped light on the forest floor, not a heavy animal she would have trouble carrying on the long walk home. And it was going to be a long walk. Her hunt brought her closer to the wagon tracks than she intended, but the game went where the game went. She couldn’t do much about that.

The sounds of several birds taking flight from the trees ahead drew her attention. Raven stopped and peered in that direction, her giddy optimism vanishing. Another bird took to wing, and she heard something large – more than one something – moving through the brush.

She sprinted to the nearest big tree and leapt up, grabbing hold of one of the lower branches. It took a few seconds to pull herself up and climb through the branches to find a good, stable vantage point. Once settled, she drew up the hood of her green cloak to hide her face in its shadows. Then she waited.

“I’m sure it was over this way.” The voice was male and too loud for a hunter, at least an experienced one.

“That was how many days ago?” This voice was also male, but deeper and more robust, the softer tone not intended to carry, so she had to listen more intently to hear his words.

Raven’s pulse raced. What strangers had wandered into her woods today? What were they looking for? Would they come close enough for her to see them? Would they drop something that she could add to her collection?

“I know what you’re trying to imply.” This was the first speaker, stumbling over a branch as he stomped into view, staring back at whoever followed. He was young and light-skinned with a mop of blond hair that curled slightly upon his head. He glowered at the branch as if it, and not his inattention, were to blame for the stumble. “However, doesn’t it make sense to start searching where last I saw it?”

Two more men walked into view. One wore a long black cloak embroidered with subtle silver designs around the edges. With his hood up, all she could see was that he carried a substantial two-handed sword in a sheath on his back. When a branch caught the side of his cloak, she got a glimpse of the crossbow at his hip and black leather armor also accented with silver. The third man, more simply dressed, walked with a measured stride that kept him behind the other two. He watched the man in the cloak warily whenever he wasn’t casting exasperated glances at the younger man in the lead.

The cloaked man stopped, bringing his hands up to push back the hood. Dark blond hair hung down almost even with his jawline. He was handsome, at least so far as she could tell from the strong lines of his profile and based upon her own admittedly lacking experience. A trimmed beard followed the line of his jaw to join with an equally well-trimmed mustache under a nose that was a hint crooked, as though it might have been broken at some point.

He looked away from her hiding spot at first, then gradually rotated toward her, scanning the area. When he turned her way fully, she sucked in a breath, tucking herself closer to the tree's trunk when he looked up at the sound. Her heart was pounding now, the possibility of being spotted shooting arrows of fear through her. What she thought she had glimpsed at first was confirmed when he looked more precisely in her direction. This man was a Silverblood. His eyes gleamed with metallic silver, marking him as like her, only not. Like her, his eyesight and hearing would be sharper than an average person’s. His reflexes faster. His strength greater. He was different, however, because he would have been made following the accepted rules that governed the creation of their kind

She kept her breathing shallow and soft, pleading with the forest not to let him see her. The other two men watched him for several minutes as he looked at her tree, cocking his head to listen and sniffing at the air a few times.

The younger man began to shift with impatience. “See anything, Adept Marek,” the youth finally prompted, still speaking much louder than necessary given their proximity.

The Silverblood, Marek, turned a deep scowl on the other man. “Only a bird. We’ll be lucky to find anything with all the noise you’re making.” He glanced around at her tree once more, and a faint smirk curved his lips before he turned away, pulling his hood up. “I told you, your beast isn’t out this way anymore. We should head back toward the wagon track.”

Once they were out of sight, Raven sank back on the branch, trembling so hard she didn’t trust herself to climb down yet. Hiding from humans was easy enough. She had grown up in these trees, and her elven blood, along with the Silverblood enhancements, gave her some advantages. But Marek was an unknown quantity. She’d never seen another like her. When he’d looked at her tree, she had been sure he knew she was there. For whatever reason, he chose not to call her out.

According to Jaecar and the many books she read, the Silverblood Brotherhood maintained strict control of that magic. Anyone outside of the Brotherhood Priests caught making more of them would be turned over to the Brotherhood, who meted out death as punishment. Interestingly, Brotherhood doctrine taught that women, children, and elves could not be made Silverblood. The magic was too strong and would always kill them the way it did many of the human men who tried to use it. She gave the lie to all three of those points as a half-elven female who had survived being made a Silverblood at the age of eight. Jaecar told her that her existence would threaten the Brotherhood’s control of that magic. That made Marek, and others like him, the most dangerous thing she could encounter in these woods.

She made herself take several deep, steady breaths, staring up through the foliage at small patches of blue sky.

How had her mother known that magic? Why would an elven female – one who had been little more than a servant before fleeing into the woods with her human lover – have knowledge of magic that was jealously guarded by a brotherhood of men? Jaecar couldn’t answer that question. He insisted that nothing in her parents’ home when he went through it had offered any insight. Since her mother was dead, Raven would never know how she knew that magic any more than she would ever understand why she had chosen to use it that day. It did give Raven greatly enhanced abilities, but it marked her in a way that made it impossible for her to join normal society.

Then again, maybe that was her mother’s plan. She had found a way from beyond the grave to force Raven to stay hidden from those who might hurt her simply because she was a half-elf and a female. A way that also gave Raven the skills to hopefully deal with anyone who did find her. If her mother’s goal had been to keep her isolated for her own safety, it was working out well. For her sanity, however, it didn’t promise to be a tenable long-term arrangement.

No longer trembling badly, Raven climbed down from the tree and struck out in the opposite direction from that the men had taken. She would have to find some other game to track. That particular deer was out of her reach now.

She stopped.

Something shifted in the brush close by. She heard a low growling off to her left. It wasn’t a warning growl. It was too soft. A sound most people wouldn’t have heard. This creature was growling to itself as it prepared to attack its prey. She had an uncomfortable feeling that she knew what prey it was after.

Walking slow and steady, she angled her path away from the creature. She drew her blade, hoping it would be intelligent enough to recognize the weapon as a threat and search for easier prey. She could hear it moving now, slow, calculated movements. It was tracking her. Looking for the right moment to attack. The hope that it would give up faded.

Precisely what kind of beast had the Silverblood and his companions been hunting?

Raven took another step slightly away. The creature moved fast, lunging from the bushes. Its size startled her enough that its front claws managed to brush the edge of her shirt sleeve before she leapt to one side. Agile like a cat, the beast twisted almost entirely around before making contact with the ground. It was vaguely canid in appearance but larger than a bear. When it rose on its back legs, standing at least three feet taller than her, her gut screamed at her to run.

The beast let out a roar, saliva spraying past its deadly canines, and a new fear twisted in her. The sound was more than loud enough to reach Marek and his group. If they came running back this way, she would have a few minutes to get out of here before they found her.

Raven didn’t wait. She sheathed her sword and leapt up, catching hold of a tree branch. The beast roared again as it lunged for her, missing her feet by a few inches as she pulled herself up into the tree. She leapt to another branch and then another. Something caught her pant leg. Suddenly she was falling. She twisted, grabbing for her dagger as she tried to catch sight of the beast. Had it pulled her down, or had she merely caught herself on some branch she overlooked?

As she twisted around to land on her feet, the beast landed next to her, answering the question of what had caught her pant leg. It lunged. She ducked one swinging paw, bringing the dagger around to bury it deep in the creature’s ribs. It let out a cry. The other big paw struck her, sending her flying back.

She hit the ground hard, her only ready weapon still in the beast’s side, wedged solidly between two ribs. She was half-sitting on her sheathed sword, so she grabbed the bow that had fallen off her back with one hand, reaching for an arrow with the other.

A crossbow bolt appeared in the creature’s shoulder as it poised to strike. It roared again, twisting around to face the three men that had arrived at the edge of the clearing. Casting one mournful glance at her lost dagger, Raven scrambled to her feet and ran. They would have to get past the beast to get to her, and now they had its full attention.

“Wait!” It was Marek’s voice that yelled after her. Then the beast roared again, and he cursed.

Raven kept running.

It was midafternoon before she found another doe, taking it down fast with a single well-placed arrow. The earlier encounter left her shaky and feeling sick, but she had work to do. Jaecar would be waiting to help dress her kill and show her these crucial documents that would set off their adventure.

She realized now why the Silverblood opted not to call her out at the tree. Instead, he chose to bait her out, drawing his companions away and letting her walk into the beast he had to have known was lurking nearby. They were tracking the beast, and he was Silverblood. No human could track better than a Silverblood. She should have considered that. If he had come that far in his search of the creature, then he must have known which direction it had gone. Since she was hiding from them, he would have expected her to head away from them after they left. He had trapped her, and she had gone right along with it. Now her dagger was gone, but at least she had gotten away with her life and no more injury than some bruises and a torn pant cuff.

Raven hoisted the deer over one shoulder. It was a smaller animal but still a burden even with her enhanced strength. It would be easier if she started dressing it now, bleeding it out, and gutting it before carrying it. Still, the blood and some organs could be useful. Given their plans to travel soon, it made sense to bring everything back today.

She would have to tell Jaecar about the Silverblood. There was always a chance the man would try to find her, though she was confident that he hadn’t seen enough to know what she was. To them, she was only some hooded figure they had encountered in the woods. Once Marek had his pay for taking down the beast and a new elven dagger courtesy of her brief scuffle with the creature, he would have little reason to dig deeper.

For a time, anger and shame over the lost dagger boosted her pace, but the weight of the deer dragged her back down. She eventually made her way up a familiar sparsely wooded hilltop, catching a view of the distant keep. She dropped the deer, panic burning through her with the force and speed of a wildfire.

In the distance, smoke rose from the main keep, billowing and dark. Not the smoke of an ordinary fire burning in the hearth. This was much more. Something was very wrong.

The deer forgotten, Raven ran. She was no longer a clumsy eight-year-old child, stumbling through dense woods as she ran to get Jaecar’s help for her parents, but the memories of that day pummeled her as she sprinted through the trees. She knew these woods well, but tears began to blur her vision. Somewhere behind her, her parents once again suffered the torture of their attackers while she ran – too slow on short legs – to find Jaecar. Branches she should have easily avoided smacked her in the face, scratching at her cheeks.

She wiped roughly at the tears, trying to focus on the present. This was not that day. This time, she didn’t need Jaecar’s help. She needed to help him. And she was an adult now, her legs strong and fast. Brushing away her tears, she made herself run faster, fighting the fatigue of a long day.

Jaecar might not be home. He might have gone out, and something had happened in his absence. Odds were against it, though. He didn’t leave the keep grounds without her often except to take occasional trips into the nearest town. He always told her about those beforehand since he was sometimes gone a day or more. That meant he was there, so if the keep was on fire, something must have happened to prevent him from controlling it.

She was still some distance off when she came to the next vantage point. It allowed her to pause and catch her breath as she took stock of the scene. The smoke billowing up from the central part of the keep was thicker and blacker now. She counted seven horses in front of the crumbled wall around the courtyard. Five men were there, mounted on four horses, two of them riding double on one animal. The other three animals had bodies tossed over the saddles and strapped in place. She couldn’t distinguish many identifying features from this distance, except that one of the dead had long graying hair dangling down below the horse’s belly. The sinking in her gut told her the rest.

It might be futile now, but she started running again. The riders in the distance were urging their mounts away from the keep. They moved quickly up to a trot, and one of the horses being led bucked a few times, irritated by the dead weight on its back. It straightened out quickly at a sharp jerk on the lead. She would never be able to catch up with them. It didn’t matter. She had to get down there and see if anything could be salvaged. She had to see for herself that Jaecar was gone.

After leaping through the remains of the collapsed wall with the speed and accuracy of a mountain goat, Raven sprinted for the portion of the keep they had made their home. The building was constructed of stone, but the materials used in some of the framing and other structural elements would burn well enough, as would most of the contents. Most of the dark smoke came from the windows of the study. With so many books, that room would burn the fastest and was probably where the fire had started. That meant she might have a chance of getting inside to grab a few things from the main room.

She threw off her bow, quiver, and then the cloak before kicking open the door. Heat and smoke boiled out at her. She dropped low, trying to duck beneath the assault. Even so, she found herself coughing within seconds and pulled part of her threadbare shirt up over her nose and mouth. Crouching low, she entered the building, the smoke stinging her eyes. She couldn’t see much. After so many years, the layout was familiar enough that, even changed by smoke and heat and the flames that licked out the doorway of the study, she could move through with relative confidence.

The study was too close to the sleeping quarters for her to get in there. She never owned a lot, but what she did own was mostly gone now. Nearer the fireplace in the main room, which, ironically, had a small fire burning in it, she saw the pack that Jaecar kept there. It was sized for him, but she didn’t need to fill it to capacity. She snatched it on the way past, moving in her awkward crouch-walk, and went for the kitchen where she threw dried meat, nuts, and other more lasting provisions into the bag, along with a few fresher items—some bread and cheese—that she could eat sooner. She also grabbed a couple of full water skins, hoping they held actual water rather than the bitter mead Jaecar favored.

The fire was scaling the wall outside the study and had caught the edge of one old rug. The heat intensified, making the skin tighten on her face and hands. The fire on the rug began to race across it, some flames lingering to start climbing the leg of a bench near the wall. The larger rug that sat inside the entry burst into flame before the onslaught of severe heat, and Raven knew her time was up. She sprinted for the door, stopping in the small armory to the left of it to grab an extra pair of worn boots, a thick leather jacket she wore when sparring, a couple of daggers, including the one Jaecar used to gut and skin his kills when he dressed them in the field, and a handful of arrows to add to those in her quiver.

The flame raced across the rug behind her, and smoke made it hard to breathe. Coughing, she sprinted for the door and ran out into the open air. For a few minutes, all she could do was stand there bent over with her hands on her knees, coughing so hard it hurt her ribs. Her throat was raw as if some beast had raked their claws down it. Her gaze moved over the courtyard, picking out several places where considerable amounts of blood were still soaking into the dry dirt. The ground had been disturbed by many booted feet engaged in a bloody fight.

The image of the body hanging over the saddle with its long gray hair flashed in her mind. A sob choked out of her.

“Jaecar,” she rasped.

At least he had taken a couple of them with him. Considering he faced seven men, that was no small accomplishment. There was a little comfort in that. Very little.

“What do I do now?”

It was foolish to ask. No one was there to answer. She couldn’t stay here. That much was certain. The fire would grow. It was too far along for her to do anything to stop it. It could spread to the surrounding forest, though the buffer of land devoid of trees might slow it down if it made it past the crumbled wall. Regardless, it would attract attention. She also had to remember the possibility that Adept Marek would come looking, following her trail, or drawn by the fire if he and his party hadn’t already taken their quarry and left the area.

Exhausted, she tucked the arrows in her quiver and one of the daggers into her belt. She arranged the rest of the items in the pack, then donned the jacket and cloak since daylight was starting to fade. She eyed the stable, considering the trove of treasures she’d collected from passing travelers. Those things were meaningless now and would only add weight she shouldn’t waste energy carrying.

Grabbing her things, she walked over to the crumbling tower and climbed through the rubble, searching for where Jaecar had hidden his chest of documents. It was a surprisingly quick process. Knowing they were there made it easier to pick out the most likely hiding places. The chest was small, tucked away in a corner under a pile of rocks. It had a lock, but the latch was broken. She opened it and pulled out a treated leather case. A quick peek inside the case ensured that the documents were within before she sealed it back up and stuffed it into her larger pack. A pouch full of coins was also in the chest. She’d never needed money, but that was about to change, so she tossed that in the pack as well.

She had no one to go to for help, so she would go north the way the riders had gone. The way Jaecar had planned to go. At some point, she would have to interact with someone, but she would figure that out later. For now, she had to get away from here.

Raven walked to the hill where her parents were buried. She stood there for a few minutes, watching smoke rise in front of the slowly setting sun. Flames poured out all the windows now, reaching hungrily upward. Almost nothing would be left of the keep but a pile of stones by morning.

She turned the way the riders had gone. With her eyesight, it wouldn’t be that hard to track seven horses, even in the dark. She would have to rest soon, though.

“I won’t see you again,” she said to the tree that had come to represent her lost parents. “Don’t worry, though. Jaecar taught me well. I will avenge him. I promise.”
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It wasn’t until the eve of the fifth day that the real pain of a lifetime of isolation made itself known. She followed the path the riders had taken to the wagon track, where they had met up with three others. Then three had gone their own way, though not the same three, judging by the hoof prints. One from the group that killed Jaecar had gone with the smaller group back toward Andel, and one of theirs continued north with the group that killed Jaecar. Perhaps a business deal of some kind, though it was beyond her to puzzle out precisely what.

She continued to track the larger group over the following days, only leaving the cover of the trees when the intersection of another road or track forced her to confirm their direction. She hunted small game and avoided areas where she found signs of predators, though they seemed to stay farther from the roadways. Each day, she changed her boots around midday, hanging the morning pair off her pack by their laces to dry from the morning dew. At night, she slept secured on a large branch in some tree where she was less likely to be stumbled upon by predators or people, the latter being arguably worse.

There were few other travelers, even after their tracks merged onto a more established roadway. One large wagon laden with barrels that she passed from within the trees captured her imagination for a few hours. What might be in those barrels to make the heavy draft animals strain against their traces? The answer was likely ale or mead, though she amused herself by trying to come up with more exciting options.

On the fourth day, her hunt brought her to a town. The road met up with the Link River, a slow, wide, and deep river that served as a primary trade route for many of the cities in the region. It continued on the left bank, following the river in both directions. Getting across was the first significant challenge. There was a ferry at the crossing, but she would have to talk to someone to get passage the usual way. Swimming was a poor idea. She’d read enough about it to know that there were creatures in the river large enough to make a meal out of her.

Instead, she doubled back and pulled a small log into the road. Then she waited for the wagon to get there. While they removed the obstacle, she slipped into the back and hid under some empty burlap sacks.

It was an uncomfortable passage. She barely dared to breathe, waiting with trembling hands near her blades for the moment they would discover her. The burlap stank of something she couldn’t place, but the smell helped encourage shallow breathing. To her relief, the wagon’s owners and the ferrymen showed no interest in the wagon’s contents, using the slow, tedious crossing as a chance to discuss the local economy and weather. Once they were over, she slipped out the back as quiet as a fox and waited until they were gone to search for the tracks she was following.

Their route curved north, meandering along between the river on the left and a steep mountainside on the right, which made hiding in the trees more challenging. Then, on the evening of the fifth day, as the road curved around the side of the mountain, she spotted the end of an empty dock reaching out into the river ahead. It gave her sufficient warning to slip into the narrow band of trees between the road and the river and advance far enough to confirm that she was coming to a small town. She stayed hidden there until after dark.

The town was a problem, albeit one she’d known she would encounter eventually. She could possibly swim across the river, though the same dangers lurked in the dark waters here that she would have faced further south. The land on the far side looked marshy and difficult, making that prospect even less appealing. Such terrain made for poor hunting and provided a haven for nasty creatures from biting marsh flies and mosquitoes to larger predators that lurked in muddy pools. Besides, this was where the riders had gone. She needed to figure out if they stopped here or continued, and in which direction if so, preferably without entering the town proper.

If she worked her way around the town's perimeter, she might be able to find their tracks on a road heading out. Those tracks were getting harder to pick out with the passage of time and other traffic on the solidly packed dirt road. It didn’t help that she had fallen well behind. She was on foot. Their mounts could cover ground more quickly, and she’d been delayed at the river crossing. Enhanced or not, she was only a half-elf on her own two legs. The brisk pace she had kept up on this hunt was much more demanding than the typical day spent casually hunting dinner in the forest.

She waited until dark when her cloak and caution would help her avoid being seen, then she followed the road around the bend and considered the town. Several smaller boats were tied along the less substantial docks further up. The nearest dock was much bigger, intended to accommodate larger vessels with more cargo. A few people were out on the docks even at this hour. One appeared to be making rounds, a lantern in one hand and lance in the other. A guard, perhaps, acting on his constable’s orders. From her reading, she knew about constables and other officials who enforced the local laws. Laws like not stealing, killing, or using Silverblood magic outside the Brotherhood. She needed to avoid such individuals at all costs.

She glanced at her hand, holding it up so that the moonlight caught the silvery sheen of her fingernails. The magic had done that, the same way it changed her eyes and gave a silvery sheen to her black hair. She could not hide what she was.

Her thoughts wandered back to Marek. He was a Silverblood. His eyes made that obvious, but she hadn’t noticed any silvery sheen to his hair. Perhaps it didn’t show as much with the lighter color? Or did her being a female and half-elven result in different effects from the magic? There was no information regarding how women, elves, or children reacted to the magic beyond the assertion that, according to the Brotherhood, none of them could survive the initial making.

A fat lot they knew.

She smirked at her fingernails and turned her attention back to the town.

On the eastern edge, opposite the river, the land rose steeply, though not as steeply as it did along the road. A bluff overlooked the town on which a small manor stood, surrounded by a high wooden fence. She began to make her way in that direction along the near side of town, navigating the rocky hillside that wrapped this part of it carefully. A better vantage from the rocks revealed a building toward the center with light spilling out the open door and a few people wandering in or out that she suspected was a tavern. Light was visible through some windows on other buildings around the town, but few people were out. The high wooden fence that enclosed the manor continued around to the river to the north and east, separating the town from the old forest beyond. A few watch towers reached up at intervals along that fence, built of a mix of wood and stone.

Raven started to move, intending to traverse up and around the outside of the manor to search for the road’s continuation. She ducked back into the shadows at the sound of someone knocking on the door of a rundown little shack below her vantage point. Fear and excitement burned in her as she carefully shifted position, angling for a better look at who was there.

When the door opened, spilling dim candlelight into the muddy roadway, she was surprised to see a male with the slender features and pointed ears of an elf standing there. So few elves came into her woods that it was oddly comforting to see someone else with ears more like her own. His hair appeared dark brown, though it was hard to be sure in the dim flickering light. He wore a bow and quiver of arrows on his back and carried a haunch of a deer over one shoulder.

“Eamon,” a woman’s voice greeted from within the house. She sounded pleased to see him.

The elf’s answering smile had the tightness of unease to it. “I had a good hunt today. This should help keep you and the children fed for a few days.”

He passed the haunch to the woman.

“Would you care to come inside? I don’t have much to offer, but...” she trailed off at a slight shake of his head.

“No. Thank you. I’ve got a few more stops to make this evening.” He lifted a sack sitting by his feet.

“You’re too good to us. Thank you.”

The elf—Eamon, she had called him—nodded and turned away, heading off to whatever other stops he had to make. The light from inside cast the woman's shadow in the space he had left for a few seconds before she shut the door and turned the street dark again.

Raven watched the elf carry his burden down the street. He stuck to the shadows, which struck her as curious. Was there something wrong with what he had done? If anything, it appeared to be an act of generosity. Then again, what did she know of their world in reality? The books she read were far from an exhaustive resource.

Perhaps it was because he was an elf? She knew many places treated elves as lower-class citizens. The woman in the house had been hidden from her view. She could have been human or elven as far as Raven knew. If she were human, such interactions might be frowned upon.

Raven shook herself and refocused on the climb up to the level of the manor. If she remained outside the fence, she should be able to move around the outskirts of the town unnoticed. There were the towers, but their torches offered little illumination beyond the immediate area. The guards wouldn’t see far in the dark, especially if they were human.

It took a few hours to work her way up and around the perimeter of the fence to the river on the north side. She didn’t run into any people, though she found footprints on some game trails. The more significant concern now was that there were only game trails. The foliage around those was dense enough to be virtually impassable on horseback. No other road or even a wagon track headed out of the town. The only way in and out on a proper road was the way she had come in. No hoof prints left the town anywhere. If Jaecar’s killers continued north, they had to have gone by boat, which didn’t bode well for tracking them.

It was also possible that they were still in town. She hadn’t seen much sign of horses in the town, though a small one or two-horse stable stood alongside the tavern. There also appeared to be a small stable alongside what she thought might be the barracks or jail—possibly both—that she had spotted from high up in a tree on the northeastern side. What she didn’t see were any hoof prints or droppings in the dirt streets. There were no large compost piles outside of one communal one on the north side that the small population of livestock in that area could easily account for.

From what little regional geography she learned in her books, she believed this was the last settlement on the northern edge of the kingdom of Andioch along the Link River, though she couldn’t recall the name. Labeled a smaller town by those better traveled than she, which had to be about everyone. She tried using that as a comfort, reminding herself repeatedly that it was small and there couldn’t be that many people here. Still, when she considered entering the town, her muscles started to seize up, and she had to wage war with herself to keep from fleeing to the familiar forest she’d left behind.

There was an alternative. These people couldn’t spend all their time within the town proper. They had to leave to hunt, considering how little livestock she saw, even in the area near the river where several homes were trying to raise cattle, goats, and pigs in mucky little paddocks. Those homes were outside the main fence, though another more recently constructed fence with spiked posts stretched around that section. One portion nearer to the river looked newer, as if the expansion had been recently repaired.

If she timed her approach in the shadowy hours of dusk or dawn, the poor lighting would make it easier to keep her features hidden in the shadows of her cloak. Whoever she spoke to would hopefully be able to provide some information about the men she was following. In such a small place, their passage couldn’t have gone unnoticed. Then she could decide what to do next. For tonight, she would find a big, high branch in one of the massive trees and settle into sleep.

Finding a suitable branch was easy. Resting proved more of a problem. With the town so close, she couldn’t keep her eyes shut. Every sound was someone about to discover her hiding place. Every breeze, the passing of an arrow meant to shoot her down. Although, the distractions from sleep weren’t all bad. She spent a great deal of time gazing down at the lights of night candles burning in the windows of the houses. There were enough that she could imagine the stars of a fallen constellation were trapped behind those wooden doors.

By the time predawn light crept in, her head ached, and she yearned for a moment’s rest. She had a purpose, though. One she meant to fulfill. The men who took Jaecar had been at least a full day ahead of her, possibly two, by the time she reached this town at the end of the road. If she didn’t pick up their trail soon, she might never track them down. For Jaecar, she would make herself talk to someone.

She left her pack up in the hidden reaches of the tree and climbed down with only her weapons and some coin. With the hood of her cloak pulled forward, she found a lower perch between the two northernmost gates and watched for a promising subject.

The first to come out was a trio of loud men carrying woodcutter’s axes. She already trembled, on the verge of throwing up the meager breakfast she’d eaten, at the thought of speaking to anyone. Three loud, burly, distinctly human woodcutters were about as unattractive an option as she could get. She bolted higher into the trees after that, watching from a distance as the occasional citizen or guard wandered briefly beyond the safety of their fences.

It was easy to come up with reasons each of them would be a bad choice. The guards were no question. It was too likely that they would demand to see her face and turn her over to the Brotherhood. The others were all human men. How many times had Jaecar told her that, despite her human father, she could pass as a full-blooded elf? Knowing that and how rampant discrimination against elves was in some areas, she couldn’t bring herself to approach them.

Time ticked by, and Raven grew increasingly restless.
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