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Author’s Foreword


 


To those who have already
read The Fall of Eldvar series, these “short” stories will provide more
information about specific characters or events that happened outside the
viewpoint of the main characters in those stories. Some are intended to explore
the history of people who were interesting but not integral to the main storyline.
There are only so many viewpoints I can use within those books, and these
stories often were thought out at the time, but could not be included due to
viewpoint or perspective limitations.


If you have yet to read The
Fall of Eldvar series, these stories may spoil some of the surprises or seem a
little disjointed, as you will be lacking information about characters that
these expound on. Consider this your only spoiler warning. I’ve noted which
book each story matches with. I recommend finishing the paired book from the
original series before reading the short story associated with it. 


Any potential stories related
to characters who better fit in Turess’s lifetime will likely be released
during or after the release of the second Eldvar series. Characters involved
would include On’esquin, Dorralt, Kharali, Turess himself, and others.


 


“The Fox Child’s Journey” –
This novella explores Feanne’s childhood and the events that led
her to the duke’s keep in Altis. The story is Feanne’s own telling of her
childhood, documented by Estin during their time by Corraith near the end of
the second book. 


This short story encompasses
Feanne’s meeting with the Miharon, her betrothal to Insrin, and ultimately her
choice to sacrifice herself for her pack by walking into Altis. Easily the
longest in scope, it covers nearly five years. This is loosely paired with the
second book, Into the Desert Wilds, though there are only a couple of
comments that might spoil anything from that book. Overall, this story could be
read before any of the other books without ruining too many surprises. In a
sense, it can be seen as a prequel to In Wilder Lands, allowing readers
to understand Feanne’s motivations and her unique form of “crazy” a bit better.
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Chapter One


“Living
in the Wilder Places”


 


My Estin has asked me to put down something on paper for
the bunch of you, just in case this battle is our last. I find this incredibly
foolish, as every fight, no matter how trivial, might be the one that kills us.
I see this one no different, but I will bend to his wishes, including the odd
presentation, as though I am talking to you and not him.


I am not the writing sort. Estin dearly loves his books
and has written in great detail about many things I think were better left
unsaid or forgotten. I am not like him in this. Because of this conflict of
view, you will be dealing with his writing of my words. Left to my decisions, I
would tell you these things myself, and if I had failed to do so, you would
learn it on your own.


He has been warned to keep on topic, and I apologize if
he puts down too much or too little of what I have told him. Your father prods
for more information than he should, and I suspect he writes all of this
nonsense down.


I intend to be the one telling you these stories. Once I
am gone, they will have little meaning anymore, and I see no reason that anyone
beyond my own kin would care about them. I know my place in the world and that
I will be forgotten soon enough after my moment has passed. Thus I see little
point in all this writing, but Estin insists and tells me I am stalling. I
think he knows I will burn these writings the moment all of you have heard
these stories from my own mouth.


Some of what I am going to say, I doubt even my own
family has reason to care about. These were things that shaped who I am. You
likely care about who I am—or was—not what made me that. Still, your father
disagrees, and when he gets this way, I have a hard time telling him to stop
his badgering.


As such, I am humoring your father by doing this when I
should be teaching all of you to fight, despite your age.


 


Feanne dove under a low bush in the dense woods, watching
back toward her father’s camp. She waited there for several minutes as another
person approached slowly, keeping close to the trees to prevent being easily
seen. There was no doubt that person was searching for something, and Feanne
knew what it was.


Slipping around the trunk of a large pine, Feanne made her
way low to the ground, skirting the more open places as she tried to get
farther away from her pursuer. Twice she doubled back, making a point of
brushing up against a tree, hoping that having her scent going in multiple
directions might confuse the person who was after her.


A distant snap of a branch made Feanne freeze, but her eyes
picked out the darting movement of a deer fleeing. Whether the deer had heard
her or her pursuer was something she had to wonder about. Nothing else moved
right away, and she guessed she was safe and hurriedly ducked into cover again.


Feanne crawled under a thorny patch of bushes. She winced as
the sharp thorns tore at her simple leather clothing and snagged her bright red
fur, but she pushed through and slid down a small slope to the edge of a
fast-flowing creek. So close to the water, she knew it would be much harder to
follow her scent on the rocks, and if she had to, she could use the water to
vanish completely.


Somewhere above the banks of the creek, Feanne heard someone
coming her direction. The footfalls were light, but the person was running,
making them easier to hear.


Unwilling to risk being heard by splashing into the creek,
Feanne made herself slide slowly into the water, with her belly almost on the
ground. She lowered herself, keeping just her eyes, nose, and ears above the
quick-moving icy water.


The chill water made Feanne’s body hurt within seconds,
despite her thick coat of winter fur that had not been fully shed yet. Spring
was warm enough, but the water in the creeks came from melting snow at the
mountaintops, not too far west of where she was and was incredibly cold.
Despite that, she only moved far enough out into the water to be mostly hidden
by logs and then stayed perfectly still, with most of herself submerged. To be
safe she dug her toes into the muck at the bottom of the creek, ensuring she
would not be swept away.


Soon enough the pursuer came into sight, creeping down the
bank of the creek. For all Feanne’s efforts, the other person was sniffing
around, following her trail without too much effort.


The newcomer to the river basin was taller than Feanne, but
not by much. Like Feanne, the older female wildling resembled a blend between a
red fox and a human, with much of her red fur covered by simple leather shirt
and pants. Also like Feanne, she wore nothing on her clawed feet, a norm among
the wildling people. The female was unarmed or armored.


What was different between the two females was that
Sindhahad a much shorter muzzle, a longer short-haired tail, and a pale golden
hue to her red fur. Those were traits that had appeared from their mother’s
side of the family, though Feanne had always found it odd that her sister
showed signs of being the daughter of a lioness and a red fox, but Feanne
herself did not—she looked like a pureblood fox wildling. Most days she found
herself envying her sister’s unique appearance. Among wildlings, unique without
being drastically different was always envied.


Feanne lifted her nose just long enough to take another deep
breath before lowering herself farther into the water and even flattened out
her ears, hoping to hide anything more than her eyes above the surface. 


Looking around slowly, Sindha lowered herself into a crouch
and searched the creek basin, eyes narrowed. After a few seconds, Feanne saw
her smile before sitting down to wait.


Her chest starting to burn with the struggle to hold her
breath, Feanne tried to wait for Sindha to move on, but Sindha was in no rush.
Finally, Feanne was forced to come up for air, at which point she heard Sindha
splash into the creek.


“Caught you again,” she said, grabbing Feanne by the arm and
helping her out of the water. “I don’t think this game is as hard as dad said
it was.”


Feanne shook herself bodily, drenching her sister but
getting a good portion of the water out of her fur and clothing. “I don’t know
why he says humans think it’s so fun,” Feanne muttered, looking at the woods
around them. “It’s not hard to find somebody’s scent if you try.”


Sindha laughed a little at some joke Feanne did not
understand and led them back toward the camp. As they went, Sindha put a light
cloak over Feanne, helping keep her warm despite the water still soaked into
her leather shirt and pants.


They had gone much farther from the camp than Feanne had
initially thought, making her wonder if they would get in trouble if their
parents found out. Neither of them was supposed to go out beyond sight of the
farthest tents, though they did so on a regular basis. Nothing bad had happened
yet, so Feanne had never worried too much as long as she was back before their
mother began looking for them.


Sindha had always been a bit more cautious about how far
they went, but often humored Feanne’s recklessness. As the older sibling,
Sindha was nearly an adult—only a few months from four years old, compared to
Feanne’s not quite three years in the world. A year was a huge difference,
especially to Feanne.


Feanne was old enough to cause trouble for her sister, but
in a few months, Sindha would probably be working with the other members of the
camp and have little time for games. Childhood was very short for wildlings,
and Feanne had every intention to keep her sister with her for as much of it as
she could. The idea that Sindha might be living on her own before the end of
the summer—or even have found a male she wanted to have share her tent—was
shocking at times. Mostly she put it out of her mind, except when their father
discussed the progress on having Sindha’s personal tent made by one of the
other wildlings in their camp.


A pained shriek off to the west made both wildlings stop
walking and look in that direction, ears perking. They waited a few moments,
hearing nothing, and just as they were about to start walking again, the cry
echoed through the trees a second time.


“What was that?” Feanne asked nervously, huddling into the
cloak. She wanted to run and hide, but knew she needed to stay near Sindha.
“That didn’t sound like an animal.”


Sindha snarled a little, baring her sharp teeth. She looked
around, clearly trying to gauge how far they were from camp. “Go back to the
village and let father know,” she said, giving Feanne a little push in that
direction. “I’ll keep my distance and try to find out what’s out there.” With
that Sindha ran off toward the west, leaving Feanne alone in the late afternoon
woods. 


In seconds Feanne could not even hear her anymore in the
distance, though the cry of pain came one more time, making Feanne jump a
little. Thankfully it sounded nothing like Sindha.


Feanne looked toward the southeast, where their father’s
camp lay. There she would be able to find almost a dozen warriors who could
ensure the area stayed safe. They would not hesitate to come running if Feanne
or her sister called for help. Still, Feanne could not imagine letting her
sister explore without her. Finding new things in the forest was a passion for
Feanne, and she had no intention of letting Sindha have all the fun. If Sindha
was not scared, there was no reason for Feanne to be either.


Tossing aside the cloak, she ran after her sister, though
Feanne made sure to stay a little way off Sindha’s path so her sister would not
know she had been followed. Feanne did not want to get caught tagging along
because she knew she would be in trouble if she did. So long as no one knew,
there was no harm in it.


Running on for a little while, Feanne soon realized she
could not smell Sindha anymore. Somewhere along the way, her sister had changed
direction, but Feanne had not been paying enough attention. Chiding herself,
she started to turn back when another of the anguished calls came from very
close. Turning, Feanne listened carefully, realizing whatever it was, was
likely just on the other side of a stony rise between trees. Her fur prickled
nervously and she realized she was all alone and far from camp.


Feanne scurried up the hill, keeping low to the ground to
make sure she was not seen any sooner than she wanted to be. It felt so much
like the game her and Sindha had played, but the fear that came with it changed
everything.


As she reached the top of the little hill, Feanne saw there
was a man—a human, dressed in furs and leather like Feanne and her
family—writhing on the ground. Just out of his reach, a spear lay on the
ground, forgotten.


Feanne moved slowly around the edge of the tiny clear area
where the man lay, watching him for any threat. That was when she realized he
was clutching his leg, which had been caught in some kind of metal trap. Sharp
barbs were clamped into the human’s lower leg, which he fought against, trying
to free himself. The trap itself had been staked to the ground with a large
wooden post.


With effort the man pried the jaws of the trap slightly
apart, but they snapped free of his grip, making him cry out again as the teeth
tore deeper into his already mauled leg.


Slipping from the trees, Feanne inched closer, watching the
man nervously as she went. She had heard the stories from her father, warning
her about outsiders. He had always told her they were monsters, wanting to hurt
wildling children. This one, she could not quite believe that of, given how
badly hurt he was. Besides, she just wanted to see better, to know for certain
whether he was truly the monster her father claimed. She had yet to see a human
up close, and what better time than when one was chained to the ground?


Feanne got partway into the clearing before the man heard
her and looked up.


Terrified, he stared at her for a long time, as though
wanting to know what she would do. When she did not move, he calmed
significantly and pointed to his nearby spear. “Hand that to me, beast,” he
told her insistently. “Hurry!”


Sitting down where she was, Feanne studied the man. She
looked over his clothing and to his blunt-ended fingers, where she would have
expected claws on any proper creature. The man even wore thick boots, making
her wonder how he ever managed to not trip over uneven terrain—then she
realized that was probably how he managed to get himself caught by the obvious
trap.


“We’ll both be dead soon if you don’t get me that spear!”
the man yelled at her, pointing again. Letting out another anguished cry, he
punched the ground. “Do you even speak, beast?”


Feanne growled and nodded. She had no reason to prove
anything to him if he would be so rude. Besides, she knew her father would
disapprove if she set him free without knowing he was harmless.


A light footfall behind Feanne made her perk her ears. She
sniffed, expecting it to be Sindha, but what she smelled was blood.


Turning as fast as she could, Feanne came face-to-face with
a small creature—no more than four feet, a match for her own height—that
grinned amusedly at her. Smooth red skin was covered in places with bits of
worn, untanned animal flesh and fur as clothing. The creature’s head sported
two small horns that poked up through its sparse hair. Behind it, she could see
it had two wings, which likely could not lift the creature, and a long red
tail.


“The screaming, it brings fun,” the creature told her,
grinning more broadly, exposing pointed teeth. Unlike Feanne’s own fangs, this
creature appeared to have no teeth that were not sharp. “We will play with our
food, hrm?”


Feanne crawled backward, trying to get her feet under her.
As she moved, she realized there were other eyes on her. Looking about, she
found four more of the creatures in the clearing, circling her and the human,
who was now sobbing openly.


“The man has more intestines than the fox,” said one of the
other red creatures, poking at the human with his own spear. “We should hang
his to let the others know this is our land. Fox is good food.”


Another of the creatures shook its head frantically. “Human
is better taste because of more screams. Leave pieces of fox for others to
find. They will not approach kobolds, then.”


Feanne slid back until she was against the human, hoping
that between them, they might be able to hold of the kobolds. He was much
larger than her, so it was only reasonable that he could fight, despite not
having claws or fangs.


“I’ve got a grip on the pin,” the human whispered, while the
kobolds argued among themselves about which limb to cut off Feanne first. “Hold
the trap still and I can open it.”


Looking over her shoulder, Feanne could see what the man was
talking about. Between the blades of the trap was a single spring latch, which
was held by a pin. It was difficult to reach by design, but looked to be what
held the device closed on his leg. When the man pulled on the pin, the entire
trap would move, making it difficult for him to get leverage.


Feanne reached over slowly, trying not to draw the attention
of the kobolds, who were mostly distracted, debating about whether she would
scream more if they cut off her tail or her arms. Grabbing the trap, she held
it as the human yanked the pin free and slid his foot out.


“Good work,” he said, then grabbed Feanne by the neck and
used her to stand.


The kobolds squealed as they realized their prey was moving,
but the human shoved Feanne in front of himself, using her as a shield against
the creatures. He pushed her hard toward them and hobbled away as fast as he
could.


Feanne hit the ground at the feet of the red creatures. On
hands and knees, Feanne looked up slowly, her tail instinctively tucked,
knowing she was about to be torn apart by the kobolds. She had heard enough
stories to know how things with such creatures ended.


“We chase bleeding man after some screaming,” one said,
leaning over to look at Feanne, though she put her eyes on the ground, trying
not to challenge the creature. “He is not hard to find.”


Feanne hunkered down, trying to look like less of a threat,
in case that meant anything to these creatures, but they giggled joyously at
her misery. All she could do was shiver and shrink before them as they circled,
grinning wickedly.


The creatures grabbed at her arms, dragged her to her feet,
and faced her toward one of the other kobolds. The one in front of her drew a
long, blood-stained knife from the horsehide belt it wore and tapped the edge
against Feanne’s left knee.


“We cut too high, it dies with only some screaming,” it was
telling the others, pointing the knife toward Feanne’s thigh. She had heard
from her mother how quickly some of their hunters had died if cut there. “We
cut low, it screams for long time. Maybe brings more food before it stops
bleeding. Might even get to cut all four limbs off before it stops.”


“All four?”


“Is good work if we can get all four. Hard to get past
three. We place bets?”


“If he is one to do cutting, I bet on three.”


“We let you do it, we not get past two.”


The kobolds kept bickering while holding Feanne still,
shaking in terror at what possible reason the monsters might want to torture
her for. Through it all, their debate seemed entirely centered on finding ways
to prolong the agony of death.


Looking around furtively, Feanne saw movement in the woods
and thought maybe the human had come back. Instead, she saw Sindha, slinking
along the edge of the trees. Her sister put a finger to her muzzle, warning
Feanne to stay quiet.


“I win if I get five, with tail,” the kobold with the knife
said, purposely letting the knife nick Feanne’s knee. She managed to bite down
a yelp, to the obvious dismay of the kobold. “More better score if I can keep
it alive for an hour with all five cut off. Get mud. We slow blood.”


Feanne could not stop herself from trembling as the grinning
kobold sliced away her pants at the knee and poked at her with his finger. He
seemed to be trying to find the best place to start cutting without doing more
damage than he intended. She wanted to scream, to cry out for help, but she
kept her mouth closed.


Leaping from the nearby trees, Sindha tore into the kobold
with the knife, her claws raking across the back of his neck. With a kick she
sent him tumbling away and tackled one of the ones holding Feanne.


Free, Feanne dove for the knife the first kobold had
dropped, hoping to help her sister. As she did, the kobold who had been ready
to cut her leapt onto her and held her arms down as it took away the knife.
Snarling near her ear, the creature berated her nonsensically about nearly
taking away its fun. The kobold seemed to have no fear of anything beyond the possibility
of missing out on torturing her.


From where she lay, Feanne could see Sindha fighting as hard
as she could, but she was losing the battle as the kobolds circled her. All
Feanne could see as the kobold pressed her head to the ground were Sindha’s
paws as she darted and dodged through the woods, trying to attack as much as
escape the kobolds’ weapons and claws.


The remaining three kobolds near Sindha were limping and
slowing from what Feanne could see, but they seemed unconcerned, pinning Sindha
to a part of the clearing that forced her against a rock wall. They then lunged
at her with knives of their own, not trying to kill her, but to wound her.
Within moments Sindha’s pale brown clothing showed signs of open wounds, but
she kept turning, lashing out at any kobold that came close enough for her to
reach. Feanne could do nothing but watch.


“We let that one scream a while,” the kobold atop her was
saying, as Feanne felt a knife’s point press into her ribs, just below her
shoulder blade. “You, we use as bait for others. Not much screaming, but will
still be fun. Lots of blood. Maybe we remove some tasty bits first.”


Feanne kicked and struggled to free herself, but the kobold
was stronger than her. It grabbed her neck and slammed her cheek down on the ground.
Situating the knife again, it pushed the weapon slowly through her thick
leather shirt until Feanne felt metal cutting into her flesh.


Abruptly the kobold went limp and fell atop her.


Rolling out from under the monster, Feanne saw the clearing
was not nearly as empty as it had been a moment earlier. Coming from the
direction of camp were two wolf wildlings, rushing across the clearing to
attack the kobolds with fangs and claws. Still at the wood line, Feanne’s
father stood, holding a bow. He fired as she watched, and Feanne heard a kobold
yelp and fall behind her.


Lihuan was old by fox wildling standards. His red coat had
begun fading to grey around his muzzle, but he still could muster remarkable
skill with his bow on occasion, though that was far less often than it had been
in years past. Unlike the rest of the wildlings, who wore animal skins patched
with scraps of cloth, Lihuan wore faded human clothing that had been altered
for him. The colors and patterns made him unmistakable, even among other fox
wildlings.


Looking back, Feanne saw the kobold that had been atop her
had a long arrow sticking out of its neck. One other was in similar condition,
while the last two were being torn apart by the wolves. While the warriors did
their grisly work, an elder female deer wildling was already at Sindha’s side,
trying to calm her and inspect her wounds while pulling her away from the
fighting.


“We need to talk about your roaming outside the camp,”
Lihuan told Feanne, though he kept his eyes focused down the length of his
drawn arrow until the last kobold lay still. “Your mother will not be happy,
and I already am not.”


 


*


 


Sitting cross-legged and keeping her head low, as if she
could slink away without her parents noticing, Feanne waited for the yelling to
start. Lihuan and Asrahn, her mother, had been talking outside the large tent
they shared for nearly ten minutes, leaving Sindha and Feanne inside to wait
for punishment. 


Throughout the wait, the two sisters had said little. The
one time they had begun whispering to be sure they got their story straight,
Feanne had heard the talking outside stop abruptly. They had not tried to talk
since, with at least Feanne concerned that if they said too much, it would only
make matters worse if their parents were listening.


Finally, Lihuan came through the tent flap, limping slightly
as he tended to do late in the day. Despite his firm control over the wildling
village, Lihuan was about thirty years old—older than anyone else in the
village, and far older than wildlings tended to expect to live. He handled it
well, rarely showing any weakness, while making it obvious to all that he was
their elder. The balance helped him maintain respect quite well among even the
hot-headed younger wildling males.


Feanne could not make out anything on Lihuan’s face that
would indicate what was to come. Not that she was surprised. Lihuan was a
storyteller and could hide his thoughts better than most. She knew he was
upset, which was enough to make her afraid.


Asrahn followed her life-mate into the tent, closing the
entrance behind her. Unlike Lihuan, Feanne’s mother showed her anger without
reservation. She growled as she entered, her long tail snapping from one side
to the other as she stood before her children. The instinct to run, lest she face
her mother’s fangs or claws, rose to the surface instantly, even though her
mother had never really hurt her in her life, beyond the occasional swat on the
tail or scruffing.


Standing just a touch taller than Lihuan, Asrahn was the far
more intimidating of Feanne’s parents. Bearing the regal demeanor of a lioness,
with red stripes from a fox in her lineage, Asrahn’s floor-length doeskin robe
did nothing to make her look less the warrior. She was officially the camp’s
healer, but Feanne had no doubt that she would have gladly joined the younger
warriors if given the choice.


“Your father tells me that I nearly had two less children
today,” Asrahn said, though her words were nearly lost in the growl that had
not ceased. “Kobolds, I hear.”


Feanne nodded and lowered her head a little more, noticing
as she did that Sindha was doing much the same. Apparently being closer to
adulthood was not going to make it easier to deal with their parents, Feanne
noted.


Asrahn paced in front of them, occasionally looking to Lihuan,
who remained entirely calm. With each pass she made in front of Feanne,
Asrahn’s toe-claws dug deeper notches in the dirt floor when she turned,
telling Feanne that her mother was holding back anger. That did not bode well
at all.


“Sindha,” she said, stopping in front of Feanne’s sister. “I
expect better of you.”


Sindha’s head popped up and her eyes went wide. “I sent
Feanne back…”


 “Silence, child,” Asrahn snapped. “You are older and should
be wiser when it comes to protecting your sister…or anyone from this pack, for
that matter. Your father made some nonsense claim that you might one day take
over this pack if you could prove wiser than the males vying for control. At
this rate I doubt that is likely. Living to see next year may be more than you
can expect.”


Lihuan smiled slightly, but hid it when Feanne looked in his
direction.


“Feanne,” Asrahn continued, turning on her. 


Quickly lowering her head again, Feanne waited to be spanked
until she wished her tail would fall off. It would not have been the first time
either. Sindha was far better than Feanne at escaping notice when they
misbehaved. 


“You will go with your father. I wish to speak to your
sister about responsibility and her lack of it.”


Not waiting for her mother to change her mind, Feanne darted
for the front of the tent, making it outside before Lihuan had taken a full
step in that direction. She waited until he came out, then fell in at his side
as he led the way through the village.


At first Lihuan made a point of ignoring Feanne as he
navigated through the thirty tents that made up their village. They passed each
slowly, with her father giving polite greetings to each of the foxes, wolves,
deer, and rabbit wildlings there. The lone bear wildling, Ulra, watched them
pass with an unreadable expression.


Each year the pack had grown slightly, adding another family
or two who stumbled upon the existing camp, usually during the hard winters in
the mountains. Lihuan had moved them twice already during Feanne’s short life,
but there were always stray wildlings trying to start a new life away from
whatever hardship had driven them into the wilds. All were accepted by her father,
regardless of breed or capability to help the pack. Once they were living in
the village, he or Asrahn would ensure they learned the skills needed to help
one another.


“How much trouble am I in, Dad?” Feanne asked as they neared
the edge of the village.


Lihuan smiled absently, leading her out into the woods. Soon
he stopped near a small grove, where the trees had died during the previous
winter. Unlike those around them, these trees bore no pine needles, and those
they had had going into the winter were all on the ground, crackling underfoot.


“What happened here?” her father asked, standing at the
center of the dead pines.


Feanne looked up at the old trees, their bark withered and
filled with holes. She turned about slowly, not having really looked at them
before, despite coming through the grove every few days with her sister. “They
died.”


“Did they just choose to die, or did something happen?”


Studying the trees more carefully, Feanne focused on the
holes. At first she thought maybe woodpeckers or other woodland animals had
damaged the trees, but then she looked farther out beyond and saw a long line
of dead ones, most with either red needles or none at all. “Some kind of bug
infested them and killed them.”


Lihuan nodded, reaching up to touch a tree’s branch. With a
crack it broke off, even at his light touch. “We all die,” he said as he sat
down on the dry pine needles. “These were killed. Does it matter now that the
trees grew in good soil, where they should have been safe, or is that
meaningless once they have died?”


Feanne crinkled up her face, confused by what her father was
really asking. He had a bad habit of talking around what he meant, using
stories that, while more interesting than just saying something outright,
tended to confuse Feanne and other youths.


Apparently seeing her confusion, Lihuan explained. “Feanne,
these trees did not choose to die. They did nothing wrong and, in fact, should
have been safe. Trees are not people, though. When the insects came, they just
stood here, unable to defend themselves.”


“So…I should learn to defend myself better?”


“Not what I’m saying at all,” he answered, laughing. “I am
saying that your intentions mean nothing if you still end up dead. Your mother
and I will weep for you all the same, whether you died by foolishness when
trying to protect us all from kobolds, or something else.” Pulling Feanne onto
his lap, Lihuan pointed up the mountainside to where other trees were still
healthy and green. “These trees are dead, no matter the reason. Those happened
to avoid the plague that killed their kin. Whether they got up and moved, or
whether they were lucky in their placement, it matters little. Survival is more
important than the why.”


Feanne looked around at the trees, wondering why she was
being lectured about survival when she expected punishment. “Is Mom telling
Sindha about dead trees?” she asked, looking up at her father.


Grinning, Lihuan answered, “No. Your mother expects more of
her, thanks to her age. Sindha will be quite unhappy for a few days, I think.
Bear that in mind as you get older. The expectations of others grow the closer
you get to being an adult. Each year your responsibilities to your pack and
yourself grow.”


“And when I’m your age?”


“When you are my age, no one expects anything further…you’ve
already proven you can survive anything, if you manage to be this old. I’ve won
the game by not dying…I expect you to start trying to do the same.”


Nodding, Feanne leaned against her father’s chest, staring
up at the high stone peaks of the mountains. Then, looking down at his arm
around her, Feanne noticed, not for the first time, the thin fur around his
wrists where scars were visible anytime he did not pull his sleeves far enough
down. “What did your parents worry would happen to you?” she asked, touching
his wrist with her claw.


Lifting his hand, Lihuan turned his arm so the whole of the
scar wrapping his wrist could be seen. He then opened his hand and showed her
the deep scar on his palm’s pad, where a hot poker had once been used on him.
“My parents expected a great many things could, or would, happen to me,” he
admitted. “Being out here, with no chains on me, is what my parents worried
might not happen. Even with kobolds and hunters trying to kill you, things are
far better than they have been in past generations.”


Feanne stared at the scars a long time, wondering just how
much he had survived that was not a part of his stories. Deep down, she wanted
to be worthy of his hope for her. She would try harder to avoid danger, even if
it was no fun.


Idly she thought about the human she had seen in the woods,
but decided it was better not to worry her father with that. Also, she thought
the dead grove would be a fun place to hide from Sindha. The dying trees would
hide her scent better than the woods had.






Chapter Two


“First
Hunt”


 


I will never claim I was a
good child. What I can confess to being was headstrong and envious of
everything my sister did. I wanted to be like her, just as much as she wanted
to be like our mother. 


It is a vicious cycle,
with children seeking to be the very things that their parents have learned
were poor choices in their own lives.


The next few months after
the kobolds nearly killed us, I tried very hard to stay out of trouble. I
believe I mostly succeeded. There is little to say about that time, as without
the troubles, my life was rather boring.


I spent much of my time
with Ulra, not out of choice but as a decree of my father. Ulra had been his
personal guard for years, but he assigned her to me and Ghohar to my sister.
They were to ensure we at least lived long enough for Sindha to have her first
hunt.


Unfortunately those months
meant I spent very little time around Sindha. Ghohar was taking advantage of
his time with her, teaching her how to better stalk prey in the woods and fight
like the wolves did. She adored that old male, and I could honestly see her
beginning to learn the skills she would need to lead the pack. She learned to
track, to fight like various breeds, and to use a little magic, all before she
turned four.


She even met a male she
was quite fond of, but I get ahead of myself.


Estin, on second thought,
do not write the part about Sindha’s male friend. I do not want Oria getting
ideas. She already has far too many thoughts about that large-eared male
without us hinting at it being normal for the females of my family to get in
over their heads at an unacceptably young age.


 


Sitting on a seat made from
the stump of a tree in the middle of the camp, Feanne watched Sindha with awe
as she stood straight-backed in front of every wildling of the village. In
recent days a great many of the younger wildlings had turned of age, so the
ritual was not unfamiliar anymore, but seeing Sindha going through it was
moving for Feanne.


“Just a couple more months
and I get to do it too,” Feanne said.


Snorting loudly, Ulra looked
over at her. The older bear wildling was sitting on the ground but still was
nearly two heads taller than Feanne. “Do not rush such things,” she chided
Feanne. “Besides, you just passed your third year. It will be next summer
before you will have your hunt. Your father will not do the ceremonies during
the winter.”


Ulra was right, of course.
Feanne was not happy with having to wait a whole winter, but since she was born
during the snows, spring would be when she got her first hunt. For the moment
she had to enjoy the excitement of her sister’s day.


While Feanne thought on
Sindha’s important day, Ulra watched the crowd of wildlings, her eyes narrowed.
That was not unusual, as Ulra generally did not trust anyone other than
Feanne’s family. She had been around Lihuan long enough—and helped him maintain
control of the pack enough times—that she was always on the watch for threats.
At times Feanne wondered if Ulra ever truly slept.


“Ghohar’s eldest
boy…Hintel…he is nervous,” Ulra noted, studying the wolf male a little too
intently. “He fears he will be caught with some kind of scheming.”


“You’re staring at him. I
think you scare him, Ulra. Maybe that’s all it is.”


Muttering, Ulra looked away,
but kept glancing in Hintel’s direction every minute or two.


Feanne soon noticed Ulra was
right, even if her staring had made things worse. Hintel—probably no more than
a few months older than Sindha from what Feanne could remember—was watching
Sindha intently. Given that Sindha had been training with Ghohar, Feanne was
not really sure what that might be all about. He could be worried that Sindha
would fail her hunt, or he could be thinking about facing Lihuan soon.


It was not uncommon for young
males to look for excuses to challenge Lihuan’s leadership, especially around
the time of a first hunt. Such events brought out the worst in their instincts.
However, Hintel was just barely an adult. Generally challenges came from the
older males, often six or seven years old. Hintel, at age four, was only just
past his first hunt, so it was highly unlikely he would even think to start a
fight, especially since his father was a trusted guard of Lihuan. Still, the
way he fidgeted and kept staring at Sindha was very strange.


Finally putting it out of her
mind, Feanne went back to watching her sister. The ritual hunt was getting
close and she could see Sindha was incredibly nervous. That was pretty much
normal for every coming-of-age hunt Feanne had seen.


From about noon on, Sindha
had been standing in the middle of the village, accepting advice and
encouragement from those who passed her. She was allowed to leave only for a
few minutes every couple hours and only to help other members of the
pack—usually the elderly or injured—with a task before returning. 


According to tradition, the
wait in a public place was part of preparing one’s mind for what was to come.
From what Feanne had heard her father say to other adults, it was really about
teaching the youth humility and a sense of understanding that they are at the
service of the community.


As the sun neared the horizon
and shadows grew long, the majority of the village’s children would go out into
the woods and wait. Their job was to make things as difficult as they could for
the new hunter. While Sindha was responsible for hunting something—really
anything the pack could use as food—and bringing it back, the children were a
distraction, meant to scare animals out of hiding. From what Feanne had heard,
this was both a blessing and a curse, making it easier to find the moving prey,
but making it very hard to catch it.


Feanne would not be out in
the woods with the others this time, as it was her sibling who was going
through the ceremony. She would stay in the village with the other adults and
family members, waiting to see if Sindha would come back with anything. If not,
she would need to wait until next year to try again. 


Noticeably absent at the
ceremony were the prey breeds—rabbits, deer, and other wildlings who thought
hunting to be barbaric tended to avoid the first hunts. For their people it was
usually proof of skill at gathering foods or capability at farming that they
considered sufficient for adulthood. Feanne had never really paid attention to
them, so the details were vague for her. Anything unwilling to get its teeth in
a meal while it was still fighting was not worth her attention.


When the sun finally began to
set, Lihuan shooed the children off to the nearby woods to scare the animals of
the region. Feanne could see Sindha’s tension mounting as the hoots and hollers
emerged from the trees. It would only be a matter of minutes before Sindha
started her efforts.


“Go and make us all proud,”
Lihuan finally said, loud enough for all to hear, though directed at Sindha.


With a yip at the sky to announce
that she was coming, Sindha took off at a run, sliding a simple bow over her
shoulder. It was the only weapon she was allowed, other than her own natural
ones. Bringing back large animals always required a bit of creativity by the
youth doing the hunt, and it was not uncommon for them to try to bring back
more than they could manage. The trials were meant as much as a lesson about
their own limits as they were a valuable task for the village.


As Sindha’s white-tipped tail
vanished into the trees, the first of the children filtered back into the
village. There were always a few stragglers in returning—usually Feanne in past
hunts.


The long wait had begun, and
Feanne found herself getting antsy, wondering if Sindha was going to be able to
complete the hunt. It was rare that someone failed and usually indicated time
for the pack to move to a new area to find more prey, but it did happen on
occasion. Still, Feanne knew her sister was fierce and would never give up. She
would probably be fine.


Feanne looked around at the
adults still present. Most were forming into small groups to talk and eat a
dinner soup while they waited. Others had gone back to their tents, expecting a
few hours before Sindha returned, one way or another.


One person in particular was
not paying attention to others or wandering off: Hintel. He stood alone in the
middle of the village, watching the woods anxiously. Feanne had never seen
someone so conspicuously nervous before unless they were the one performing the
hunt.


Eyeing Ulra, who had begun
talking to an aging wolf from Ghohar’s extended family, Feanne slipped quietly
away from her guard and went to check on Hintel. She knew having Ulra around
would only make asking him questions more difficult, so she needed to act fast
before Ulra caught up to her.


Feanne snuck up alongside
Hintel, making an effort to look like she had been there the whole time. “Why
are you so worried about my sister?”


Jumping, Hintel looked around
and then down at Feanne. “No reason…” he lied, smiling awkwardly.


“My dad taught us how to tell
if people are lying. You’re lying.”


“I’m not.”


“Are.”


Hintel groaned and checked
around them again for anyone who might be listening. “Okay, your sister and I
are good friends and I don’t want to see her fail…or get hurt.”


Feanne studied him briefly
and determined he probably was not lying. “If you’re such good friends, why
don’t I see you two ever hunting together or anything?”


That made Hintel’s tail droop
a little more than Feanne would have expected. His wolfish features made him
look more like a kicked puppy than an adult wildling. “I…we spend our time
other places.”


“Like the woods?”


“Yeah.”


“I thought your dad was
training Sindha.”


“He is. She’s really good…”


“But you’re the one she goes
off into the woods with? I’m guessing that’s not part of what she’s being
trained on?”


Hintel appeared to see the
trap coming, smiled nervously, and walked away.


“When are you going to tell
the other adults about the two of you?” Feanne asked his back, and he stopped
walking.


“That’s her choice, not
mine,” he admitted, shoulders sinking in defeat. “You know the rules, kid.
Females make the choices when you’re dealing with foxes, and nobody makes those
kind of decisions until after she finishes her first hunt. I’m just the dumb
male who fell for her. I really don’t have any say in announcing anything.”


Feanne smiled and giggled
before hurrying away as she saw Ulra approaching. Skipping to the edge of the
village so she could watch for Sindha’s return—and to avoid Ulra a little
longer—Feanne passed the last of the tents and sat near the wood line.


Distant noises of the
children who were being particularly stubborn in their duties still echoed
through the woods. Soon Feanne knew the warriors would go out and round up the
last of them, leaving the woods to Sindha alone.


Minutes passed and the sounds
slowly began to change. Feanne did not notice at first, but the calls now
sounded like shouts. They were far enough out that the trees and rocks made the
sounds difficult to decipher, but something did not seem right about it.


Standing, she strained her
ears, ignoring Ulra marching toward her from somewhere in the camp behind her.
She could just barely hear multiple shouts as Ulra’s heavy footfalls came up
right next to her.


“Child, your mother and father
insisted…” Ulra began, but stopped talking as a shriek came out of the woods.
“Go to your tent!” Ulra growled, turning to run back into the camp. “I’ll get
your parents.”


Feanne followed Ulra a few
steps into the camp, but then stopped and looked back toward the woods. The cry
had not been Sindha’s, but her sister could be in trouble if there was
something out there. Equally bad, the children—Feanne’s friends and
playmates—might be hurt.


She stood there for what felt
like a long time, until a second scream came from the woods, this time a
different voice. The scream was abruptly cut short.


Clenching her jaw and trying
not to think what her parents would say when they caught her, Feanne charged
into the woods, sniffing as she went to make sure she went after her sister
first. Once they were reunited, she would work with Sindha to bring back the
others. A spanking would be worth it to ensure everyone was safe.


Feanne crashed through the
brush as fast as she could, forgetting about stealth. She needed to find her
sister quickly and was not at all worried about whether her clothes got ripped
or someone chided her for being filthy upon her return.


She made her way deep into
the nearby forest, pausing a few times to be sure she knew where she was
relative to the camp. The last thing Feanne needed was to get lost and add to
the list of people the warriors would have to find.


Soon she came to the dead
grove of trees her father had taken her to months earlier. From the smell of
the place, Feanne could faintly tell Sindha had passed through recently, as
well as one or two other wildlings. The decay of the plant life made it
difficult to be sure, but Feanne had to trust her initial belief was correct.
Instincts before thought, her mother had always told her.


Feanne pushed on into the
woods, following the faintest of scents. Then, just outside the old grove, a
strangled cry just in front of her made her slide to a stop and drop to her
belly. She waited a moment before slipping forward through the heavy brush,
trying to see what had made the scream.


Peeking her muzzle out of the
bushes, Feanne saw there was a small camp set up in the area ahead of her. A
group of humans had bedrolls and the ground had the cold coals of a campfire in
the middle of the area. Near the far side of the cleared space was a stack of
cages and traps of varying sizes and shapes. Spears and other weapons were in
vast abundance near every bedroll.


What drew Feanne’s attention
was not the weaponry, the people, or their tools, but the stack of furs on a cart.
Most she recognized as animal furs. Some were much larger and smelled…familiar.
Her stomach tightened into a knot, and Feanne tried not to think what the
single human on the far side of the clearing was skinning over a large rock.
With his back to her, she thankfully could let herself stay ignorant.


Slinking back away from the
clearing, Feanne felt on the verge of panic. That scream had definitely come
from the clearing, and there were at least five children and her sister still
missing in the woods. She had to find them fast if they were to be kept safe.


Feanne moved away from the
human camp and made her way around the area, following trails that smelled like
her sister might have come through. Finding one in particular that seemed
likely, Feanne went that way in a hurry, praying to any spirit that might
listen that she would find Sindha unharmed.


Nearly tripping over a
huddled shape, Feanne stumbled and caught herself on a tree. At first she
thought it might have been a small animal or even a large rock, but when
tear-filled eyes stared back at her, she knew it was one of her playmates.


“There are hunters,” Kyette,
a cougar wildling about a year younger than Feanne, whispered. “They chased me.
Hide!”


Feanne helped Kyette to her
feet, surveying any wounds she had. Blood covered Kyette’s side, where it
looked as if an arrow had grazed her, cutting through her leather shirt and
slightly into her skin. “Get back to camp and let the warriors know, if they
aren’t already on the move,” Feanne said, pointing in the direction of the
village. “Go!”


Kyette ran off obediently,
too terrified to argue or hesitate. Within seconds she had vanished into the
dark, leaving Feanne alone again.


Continuing down the path,
Feanne rounded a rock-strewn curve on the hillside and came upon a fallen deer.
Approaching cautiously, Feanne saw the beast had an arrow in its neck, the
feathering of the shaft a match for what Sindha had carried with her. Sindha’s
scent continued on and away from the fallen animal, letting Feanne know her sister
was at least aware that things were amiss. She would not have left her kill
without good reason.


The trail doubled back,
leading Feanne more toward the village than away. She was relieved at first,
wondering if Sindha had managed to make it back safely. If so, Feanne was the
one at risk and needed to hurry back to let the warriors do their work.


She was less careful as she
ran towards the village, but stopped as she realized she was not alone. Lying
near heavy brush, squirming in agony, was another wildling. She did not know
him, but he was also younger than her. He was a wolf, though his markings told
Feanne nothing about which family he was a part of.


From what Feanne could see,
the male had tripped and fallen on a trap, not unlike the one she had seen the
human caught in months earlier. The heavy iron barbs were clamped down on the
youth’s chest and shoulder, forcing the air from his lungs and preventing him
from screaming. He could do little more than gasp weakly, struggling against
the trap as blood trickled from his mouth.


“I can open it,” Feanne
whispered to him as he wheezed and stared pleadingly at her. “Can you run when
I do?”


Nodding weakly, the male
moved his untrapped arm, letting Feanne see he had managed to catch the
majority of the trap with his arm, rather than his ribs. The wounds were
severe, but he might live if he could get to a healer soon.


Feanne reached carefully
through the jaws of the trap and found the metal pin that held it shut. With a
yank she popped it free, and the other wildling gasped for breath, rolling free
of the trap as he clutched at his arm and chest.


“Get going!” Feanne hissed,
and the male did his best to stand and stumble toward the village.


“I heard one snap over here,”
called out a voice behind Feanne, and many feet tromped toward her. “Hurry up
before the others find it.”


Feanne ran after the wolf,
then turned and headed into the deeper woods, trying to lose the pursuers. They
came on anyway, and she could only assume they had seen her. Turn after turn,
even after running for easily more than a mile, she could hear them still
behind her. Much longer and she knew she would collapse and they would have
her.


Turning to run along the
stone face of a cliffside, Feanne tried to make a more direct path toward the
village in the hope that she could find the warriors in time. She had heard no
more than four or five humans, which would be easy for the warriors to pick
off, relieving her of guilt for leading an enemy so close to the village.


Soon the village’s few lights
became visible in the distance as the trees thinned, giving Feanne hope that
she had made it to safety. She broke free of the last few trees and saw a
handful of people, all waiting at the edge of the village, including a few of
the missing children. 


At her approach the other
wildlings looked up, happy at first. Then she saw their faces fall.


Looking back, Feanne saw the
humans were right behind her. There were six men, all armed heavily and wearing
furs and leather. They did not hesitate as they came out of the woods, charging
straight into the village.


Feanne ducked into the camp
and slid under the edge of a tent’s wall, finding herself among barrels that
the villagers used to store food for later use. The tent had a great many of
them, giving Feanne a good sense that she was hidden. 


She listened as she tried to
get her breathing under control. Outside, the screams were constant now, and
Feanne was sure she heard more humans arrive. There were few sounds of combat,
and those that she did hear were brief.


The next noise Feanne
recognized was a fire. Not the small campfire crackles she was used to, but the
loud pops of something large being set ablaze.


Slipping back under the tent
wall, just far enough out to see what was happening, Feanne saw several tents
near the edge of the village were on fire. Marching as though they belonged
there, almost two dozen human—along with a handful of elves—were chasing down
the straggling wildlings. While she watched, a deer wildling she had known for
most of her life was speared and driven to the ground by one of the men.


Feanne lay there, watching in
horror as one innocent after another was cut down without hesitation. 


Realizing she still had not
seen the warriors, Feanne slid to the other side of the tent to see where the
hunters appeared to be taking the dead. Under the tent’s edge, she could see
bodies piled in the central area of the village. Among them were four of the
warriors, all with arrows protruding from them. A dozen of the nonwarriors lay
among them, bloodied and clearly dead. One older rabbit wildling still moved
slightly, but Feanne could see blood all around him.


The hunters returned
suddenly, forcing Feanne to lay very still to avoid being seen. They walked
right by where she was hiding and dropped the corpse of Kyette on the pile with
the others. As the body came to a rest, the blank staring eyes of her friend
settled on Feanne, chilling her to the bone. 


Feanne wanted to cry, to
scream, to run, but all she could do was lay there, looking at another child
like herself who appeared to have had her throat slit. Blood and those eyes
dominated her entire world for minutes or hours.


Suddenly, the one-sided
battle changed as the rest of the village’s warriors arrived, running in from
the woods with Lihuan and Asrahn among them. They tore into the hunters,
driving them back toward the pile of bodies, giving Feanne a good view of the
battle.


Among the twenty wildling
warriors, Feanne’s sister Sindha and Hintel were running side by side. They
parted from the warriors as the battle began, running through the gaps between
tents to help shuffle the survivors away from the fray.


Feanne had never in her life
been so happy to see her sister. Sindha and Hintel got three young deer
wildlings out of the area just as Ulra and two of the elven hunters charged at
each other. The violent fight was over in seconds when Ulra threw a hunter over
two tents and slammed the second to the ground with enough force to shatter
bone.


Sliding out from under the
tent’s edge, Feanne turned to go after her sister, when her path was cut off by
a human wielding a spear. The man limped as he came into view, and Feanne
realized his right leg was splinted. Something about him seemed familiar, but
she had no idea how to tell humans apart without having studied their scent
better.


“I remember you,” the man
said, pointing the bloody-tipped spear at her, bringing its metal edge to
within an inch of her nose. “Thanks for freeing me from the kobolds, beast. Oh,
and thanks for making my fortune here. I’d have never found this place if I
hadn’t found you out there all those months ago.”


Feanne thought she would
throw up. She was to blame for all of this. If she had just let the man die, or
told Lihuan… She had killed these people as surely as the hunters had.


From the side of a nearby
tent, Hintel dove at the human, knocking aside his spear. Growling loudly, the
young wolf attacked, trying to get his claws on the man. His snarl gave away
his presence, but drew the hunter’s attention away from Feanne.


The human moved much faster
than Hintel, dropping his spear and drawing a knife from his belt as Hintel
grabbed at him, using Hintel’s momentum to impale him on the weapon. As Hintel
choked, bent over the human’s hand and weapon, the hunter released the knife, letting
it and Hintel fall to the ground.


“Another pelt for the pile,”
the human mused, kicking Hintel in the head, silencing his choked gasps.


Feanne screamed as loud as
she could, making what she hoped was a howl her father might hear and
recognize. Even if she died, she wanted her parents to get to this human before
he could kill anyone else. She wanted him to die horribly, to suffer the way
the others had. She wanted to do it herself, but she knew she stood no chance.


Sindha got there first,
though she froze when she came up alongside Feanne. Staring at Hintel’s body at
the human’s feet, Sindha went from calm and strong to a kind of fury Feanne had
never seen before. Snarling and hissing as she leapt at the human, Sindha
nearly overpowered the man, despite being less than five feet tall, while the
man was easily six. She bowled him over, clawing at his face, while trying to
get her teeth onto his neck like a wild animal. Each time the man tried to free
his arms, Sindha would change up her attack, using even her feet to rake his
body.


Feanne could do nothing. She
stood there watching as her sister struggled to kill the hunter. She had never
felt so helpless and young until realizing she was completely outmatched in
every way by the combatants. Every single person on either side of the fight
could have killed her easily. If she did fight, she would be lying beside
Kyette and Hintel within seconds.


With a mighty swing, the
human cracked Sindha solidly across the jaw, knocking her to the ground. As she
got slowly to her knees, the hunter got to his feet with another knife in his
hand, then stepped over Sindha, straddling her. As casually as one might gut a
fish, he grabbed Sindha by the scruff of her neck and drove the knife into her
back. Feanne could not even make herself scream as the man yanked the blade
free, bringing it around to Sindha’s neck and slashing sharply across.


Gurgling, Sindha slowly
looked up at Feanne, then closed her eyes as the man let her fall to the
ground, covered in her own blood.


Feanne had seen animals
killed and skinned for food every day of her life. Blood and death were
anything but foreign to her. Even at her age, the death of an animal did
nothing to upset her. The death of her own people—her own family—was very
different. These were people who she knew, loved, and had spoken with that very
day. These were faces she had known since birth and who now lay in bloodied
piles, waiting to be skinned for some kind of profit.


Feanne did the only thing she
could do as the hunter dragged Sindha’s limp body away by her ankle: she ran.


Weeping, Feanne ran through
the village and hid in the farthest tent she could find. Once she was inside,
she buried herself under everything she could and lay there, trembling in the
smallest ball she could curl herself into, sobbing into her own tail.


Hours later—maybe days, for
all Feanne could tell—the blankets she had fallen asleep under were lifted and
her father’s face peeked under. Lihuan looked tired and his clothes were
covered with dirt and blood, though little of it appeared to be his own.
“Feanne, my darling, please come out,” he implored, offering his hand to her.
“It’s over.”


Shaking uncontrollably,
Feanne uncurled and took his hand tentatively, looking past him for humans.
Finding none, she dove into her father’s embrace, wrapping her arms around his
neck and clinging tight as she could.


“Where have you been,
Feanne?” he asked her, hugging her close. “Did you see the battle?”


Feanne leaned away from her
father, studying his face. He was worried, but not just that she was hurt. She
could see he was scared, much like she had been. He was scared she had seen the
bloodshed. She had no desire to add to his worries. She had to be strong, for
both of them, she told herself. Sindha was gone and she had to be the strong one,
no matter what guilt and regret she felt over what had happened.


“No,” Feanne whispered, the
sight of her sister being killed coming to mind, knotting her gut. Doing her
best to hide the various telling things her father watched for, she lied. “I
didn’t see anything, Dad. I hid the whole time.”


“Good,” he answered, though
he looked no less worried and the deepening frown hinted that he did not
believe her. “We should go see your mother. We’ll be moving the camp very
soon.”


Lihuan led Feanne back to the
tent alongside the family one, where Asrahn maintained a mystical link with the
spirits—something Feanne had never understood or asked much about. Inside, the
bodies of the fallen had been gathered and arranged. Healers who helped Asrahn
were tending to the wounded and preparing each dead body to be moved into an
ornate circle of stones at the middle of the room.


“This one is beyond my help
also,” Asrahn announced, reverently touching the forehead of one of the
warriors with a hole in his chest, possibly from a spear. “We are losing more
than we are recovering today.”


Bodies, young and old, were
brought before Asrahn. A few she managed to heal, bringing the dead back with
gasps, followed by screams as they remembered the moments of their short-lived
deaths. More often than not, the bodies remained still, and Asrahn would shake
her head and the other healers would hurry the body away for burning later.


Clenching her jaw, Feanne cut
her arm with her claw each time a body was carted away, marking herself so she
would never forget the losses of that day. Despite blood running down to her
hand, she felt nothing. The pain was numbed already by memories, and she knew
feeling might never fully return. She only felt cold inside. 


As the number of bodies
dwindled, Feanne realized there were few of the children among them. Her sister
and Hintel were also absent.


“Where is Sindha?” Feanne
asked, unable to muster any feeling in the question. Her voice sounded empty,
even to her.


Putting his arm around her,
Lihuan took a moment before answering, “The hunters took as many bodies as they
could when they fled. We recovered many, but not all…”


Feanne pulled free of her
father, left the tent, and walked quickly past the wildlings who waited
outside, hoping for good news for their own families. She cared little what
they thought when she shouldered past several who did not move fast enough.
Feanne understood just enough about her mother’s work to realize that if there
was no body, Sindha was lost.


She had no more grief to
offer her family or her sister’s spirit. She wanted to be alone. She wanted to
be older and stronger so she no longer felt she needed to depend on the others
to protect her. If the warriors could not keep the camp safe, there had to be
another way.


Most of all, she thought
about how she wanted to see the people who had done this suffer to their last
breaths. Someday she would make it happen. She would rip their hides off if it
was the last thing she managed. Their families would never find their bodies.






Chapter Three


“A Gift”


 


Grief and remorse can
destroy you. I see that still in your father—no matter how much he glares as I
have him write that. Either you accept your regrets for what they are or you
use them to shape yourself into something stronger. The might that comes from
abandoning fear makes you into something that cannot be hurt by what you fear
most.


I took that a little too
literally.


I became a hard creature,
as I have no doubt your father has said in his journal. Pity is difficult for
me, as is most any emotion beyond rage and the need for destruction. I know
this is what I am, but it was what I had to become to survive. 


Thankfully that is not all
that I am anymore. That was not always the case, though. Family and love have
shaped and honed my anger. I would kill anything and anyone for my family, but
I do it for love of those who are close to me. The ability to do that requires
one has the strength to survive attacking those who would hurt their family. As
a child, that was what I lacked.  Throwing myself at the hunters would have
done nothing. I would have died even faster than my sister did. Dying for a
cause is foolish, but learning from your weakness will give you the power to
destroy your enemies.


My father always told me
stories about the wilder places of the mountains and the things that inhabited
them. He also told me stories about the weak overcoming their failings. Those
stories contained many things best left to the imagination.


Those were the stories I
clung to as a child, to the dismay of some. They were what guided me.


 


Ten months later, Feanne
knelt in the snow of a late-spring snowstorm outside her personal tent,
stripped down to her fur to relish the bitter winds that washed over her. The
sting of the cold was something, even if it was not pleasant. It helped her
focus her thoughts, and on some level, Feanne believed that enduring things
others avoided would help make her stronger in the long run.


The tent she knelt before was
small and simple—made originally to be Sindha’s first personal home—situated in
the dead grove of trees, alongside the clearing where the bodies of several
children had been found. It was much farther from camp than it had been back
then, as the camp had moved farther to the south, but Feanne liked her privacy
and the silence of the woods.


Asrahn had argued with her
when she had chosen to move out of her parents’ tent, months before her first
hunt. That was something children rarely did, and she claimed it gave others
the impression that Feanne was abandoning the camp.


Feanne had done it anyway.
They could talk if they wanted, but it did not concern her.


Now, with her first hunt only
days away, she reveled in the winter-like weather, glad for the greater
challenge that would come from hunting in the snow. She might be able to see
tracks easier, but there would be little prey to find. She preferred it that
way.


“Feanne?” called a male voice
from the tent. “Where are you?”


Groaning, Feanne closed her
eyes and chose not to answer. She thought quickly, trying to remember the male’s
name. She had brought him to her tent for reasons other than talking, but sadly
he had still been in her bedding when she woke. Another experiment in feelings
that had gone awry. 


Deep down, Feanne had hoped
with this male—and the previous one a month before—that she could find a little
peace within herself by way of their company. Maybe she would find something to
feel other than the cold and her desire for vengeance against the hunters who
had killed her sister. As before, it had not worked, leaving her feeling just
as empty as the day previous. The fact that he had stayed until morning meant
another awkward conversation.


“Feanne?” he asked again,
poking his head out of the tent. Despite having just as thick of a coat of fur
as Feanne, the male fox shivered and ducked back inside the tent. He reemerged
a second later, wrapped entirely in a blanket. “You have got to be freezing,”
he said, holding out a blanket. “Come inside and I’ll get the fire going
again.”


Feanne slowly looked up at
the male, still at a loss for his name. Not that it really mattered to her, but
she wished she had it all the same. “Go run back to the village. Your place is
not out here.”


His eyes widened slightly. “I
just thought that we—”


“There is no ‘we,’” Feanne
said firmly, ignoring the offered blanket. Even bare-furred, she could handle
the cold just fine. It made her body hurt, but that was not necessarily a bad
thing. “You had a nice night with the village’s recluse. Now go back to the
others.”


Opening his mouth briefly to
object, he stared at her for a second, then muttered and went back into the
tent. Feanne heard a minute of tossing items around and vague grumblings before
he came back out in heavy layers of tanned leather and fur.


“Why do you do this to
people?” the male demanded, though Feanne made a point of not looking at him.
She returned her attention to the woods, which were far more interesting than
he was. “The others told me not to let you talk me into coming out here. Maybe
if you let someone take care of you…”


Wrong words, Feanne noted, closing her eyes as she made no effort
to suppress her growl. She hopped to her feet and spun, making him take a step
back despite being larger than her. “I will not be taken care of,” she warned,
taking another step forward and thereby making him retreat a little farther. “I
will keep this village safe, one way or another. I will be stronger than the
warriors if that is what I have to do. I do not need you or any other male to
give me purpose. You have served the only purpose you have for me. Now leave.”


Shivering—not entirely from
the cold weather, Feanne thought—the male shook his head and walked toward the
village.


Alone again, thought Feanne, sitting down in the snow. It was the
reality she had accepted and now embraced. She was not really a part of the
village anymore now that she refused to accept their pity about her lost kin.
She preferred being alone.


Feanne listened to the
whistling of the wind through the trees and let time pass. Later she would
patrol the woods for a mile around the camp, and after there would be time for
sleep before she did it again.


If it was a good day, she
could avoid anyone from the camp entirely.


 


*


 


Standing before the assembled
wildlings, Feanne felt more out of place than she had in a very long time. The
first hunt was supposed to bring them all together in a sense, but many of the
people from the village no longer understood Feanne and had little desire to
speak with her. She felt likewise and would have preferred just being told to
go hunt, rather than perform the silly ritual of waiting in town for requests
from the elders—requests she knew full well would not come. Who could truly
offer advice to someone who had abandoned the village and—as had been voiced by
many over the months—coldly watched half of the people she knew get killed and
skinned?


The hours passed slowly, with
Feanne waiting rigidly at the middle of town, the residents giving vague words
of encouragement in passing. Even her parents were mostly distant, having spent
much of the day preparing the warriors for the evening’s hunt.


Feanne’s was the first hunt
since her sister’s. The remaining hunts in the fall had been canceled after the
attacks by hunters, and new tasks had been found for the youth who were coming
of age. With the approach of spring, Feanne had insisted on the older
tradition, taking much of the camp by surprise. Many had argued, noting the
risk the hunt presented and the chance of them being found by hunters again,
but Feanne had been adamant. This was what she needed.


The decision to perform the
hunt, no matter the risks, had been easy for Feanne but not for her father.
Lihuan had spent days having the area scoured for threats. Even on the day of
the hunt, he had come before the village and explained children would not be
involved this time. The new ceremony would consist of Feanne going out by
herself, with the warriors waiting at the edge of the woods to protect the
village if something happened.


That Feanne approved of. No
one would be in danger but herself. It was fitting and far less demeaning than
some of her father’s other ideas. She had even heard him talk of having all
breeds go through the rites of age that the prey breeds did. Crafts and farming
would have belittled the ceremony in Feanne’s eyes enough that she had
considered leaving the village entirely if he had pushed the issue with her.


Finally the sun was getting
low and people were gathering up to see her depart. She flexed her arms and
legs slightly, trying to get some blood flowing in them again after standing
still for so long.


“My child,” Lihuan said,
approaching her with a simple bow and several arrows. “Travel safely and come
back an adult.”


Feanne looked past Lihuan to
her mother, who was sipping a steaming cup of tea. Without Sindha as her model
anymore, Feanne had spent a great deal of time gathering old stories about her
mother’s people. They were savage, often refusing to use weapons simply to
ensure their enemy’s blood would cover them.


“I will not need that,”
Feanne said, pushing the bow away. “If I cannot do it with my own hands, the
bow would deserve some of the credit.”


Looking back at Asrahn, who
smiled slightly, Lihuan shrugged and lowered the weapon to his side. “Come back
to me,” he finally told Feanne, touching her cheek with his free hand. “Adult
or not, you need to return.”


Pressing her father’s hand
briefly, Feanne then turned and ran from the village, heading out into the
woods.


The first few minutes of the
hunt were pointless, mostly spent getting out beyond the usual hunting range of
the villagers. Once she was into the deeper woods, she had to find the scent of
an animal and then track it, which was far easier said than done, given that
most creatures would gradually migrate away from a village like theirs.


Feanne soon turned toward the
difficult terrain higher in the mountains, where she knew her people rarely
went. It was somewhere that even she was generally reluctant to go, having run
into—and avoided—several kobold raiding parties and even a rock dragon that had
been rather territorial. Despite that, the area was by far the best hunting
ground within several miles, no matter the risk.


Approaching the denser part
of the mountain forest, Feanne began picking up scents of prey. They were
everywhere, making it difficult to find one among them. She could smell deer,
rabbits, goats, and even the faint stench of humans having come through some
time recently. They must have realized the same as her, that the area was far
better for their fur trade than areas closer to the human city of Altis.


She pushed on, trying to
follow the trail of several deer she thought might have come through within the
last few hours. It was slow going, with all the extra scents making the trail
faint. Still, she was making progress, the smell of the deer growing stronger
the farther she went.


Soon the woods became so
thick that Feanne had to pay attention to where she was going. It was like
pushing through the hanging branches of a particularly thick tree, but here
they were all like that, giving her no visibility at all.


Movement ahead alerted
Feanne, and she dropped to a low crouch. Inching forward, she did her best to
remain quiet as she slid through the thick tree cover into a slightly more open
area.


Standing in the middle of the
open space, a single large buck stood calmly munching on the plants that ringed
the place. He was clearly not aware of Feanne’s approach, his head down even as
she got within ten feet of him. Farther off in the trees, she could make out
several does, but the buck held her attention. It would be a fitting prize to
bring home.


Feanne measured every step,
bringing her paw-like feet down gently to get as close as possible before the
beast knew she was there. She had to get close enough that she could jump at
it, hopefully getting to its body and neck before it could turn and gore her
with its antlers. It was risky, but Feanne far preferred it to the idea of
using a bow to bring the creature down. The fight would be rough and painful,
giving meaning to her efforts.


As if thoughts of using a bow
made reality, an arrow zipped along the back of the deer, thunking loudly into
a tree nearby. With a faint noise of surprise, the deer took off running
straight away from Feanne. The rest of the deer in the woods fled after it,
disappearing into the trees.


Taking a deep breath and
rising to her full height, Feanne turned slowly, bringing herself to face the
human who stood off to one side of the clearing, holding a bow. The man stared
back at her in surprise, his hand still near the arrows in his quiver.


“I’ll be damned,” the man
said, laughing. He slid his leg forward, letting Feanne see the splint that he
had tied to it. Even a year later, the man had not fully healed, if he ever
would. “It’s you again, isn’t it, beast?”


Feanne snarled at the man,
circling the clearing opposite him. He made no motion to draw an arrow or reach
for the sword or knives he carried, but Feanne had no doubt that if she made
the slightest mistake, she would be dead before she could react. This man would
butcher her and skin her—just like he had her sister.


Suddenly a new voice came to
the clearing, making both Feanne and the hunter look around in surprise. “This
is not hunting. What purpose is there to this violence?”


The hunter grinned as he
looked into the trees before answering. “It’s sport and fun. Wildling rugs sell
for a small fortune to the people too ignorant to know what they are. Mind your
own hunt and run off, whoever you are.”


“This is not the way of
nature, to kill just to kill,” continued the deep voice, having moved off to
Feanne’s left in the trees. “What of you, creature of the wilds? What is your
reason to stand and fight?”


Feanne growled and looked
around, sniffing all the while, trying to place the newcomer. She could smell
many things, but nothing that would speak to her other than the human. “I am
going to get revenge on him for murdering my sister,” she snapped, trying to
keep the human in sight as she turned slightly to search the trees. “If you are
here to kill us both, let me at least have this before I die.”


“Vengeance,” the voice mused,
suddenly somewhere else. Even the human began to look around nervously. “This
is a new purpose, not seen in the animals that I tend to. I have felt it in you
a while. It is not foreign to nature, but rare. I have long thought you unique
and you have yet to disappoint.”


Unwilling to let something
take her revenge from her, Feanne rushed the hunter, ducking as he drew an
arrow and fired quickly. The shaft skimmed her shoulder, but she closed the
distance before he could draw another, leading with her claws and snapping the
string of his bow, leaving the weapon useless.


The human backed away,
grinning, as he threw aside the bow. Drawing his sword, he motioned for Feanne
to approach.


“Prove you are worthy to shed
blood on my land,” the voice whispered, as if its mouth were inches from
Feanne’s ear. “You will earn a boon for showing me this…vengeance made flesh.
Show me your strength, child of the wilds, and you will become my own personal
vengeance.”


Ignoring the disembodied
voice, Feanne stepped in on the human, deflecting his sword with her arm. She
felt pain across her lower arm, just below the elbow, but she did not care.
Pain could be ignored, and her hand still moved properly, telling her the wound
was not too severe.


Feanne raked his throat with
her claws before she had to knock away his weapon again. This time she felt the
edge cut across her shoulder, and she stumbled, the pain disorienting her
briefly.


In that one moment of
weakness, the man stepped out of her reach and thrust his sword, driving it
deep into Feanne’s stomach. He grabbed her by the neck and pulled her to him,
shoving in the blade to its hilt, the pain and pressure sucking the air from
Feanne’s lungs.


“Poor animal, going to be
sold at market,” he whispered, twisting the sword, making Feanne choke. “The
other fox fared better.”


Feanne grabbed the human’s
wrist, keeping him from pulling away from her. With her other hand, she hooked
the back of his head, keeping his head near hers. “Never get…too close…to
animals,” she wheezed, tasting blood. Lurching closer, Feanne tilted her head
and clamped her teeth down on his neck. She bit as hard as she could, feeling
her teeth punch through the soft flesh, his blood mingling with her own in her
mouth.


Feanne soon realized she had
fallen, but could not remember having done so. She lay mostly dazed on the cool
ground on her side, the sword still sticking through her body, preventing her
from rolling onto her back. Near her she could see the human lying on his back,
twitching as he clutched his throat. She could not make herself move, gasping
for every tiny breath as she watched the hunter dying.


“This is how any creature of
my lands must fight,” the voice said, moving around the edge of the clearing as
it spoke. “You have the viciousness of a beast of the wilds, while the
intelligence worthy of me speaking to you. What I saw in you during the fall
proves true. I had wondered if your mother’s lineage might bear proper fruit.”


“Show…yourself,” Feanne
managed to choke out, though she was getting cold quickly and doubted she would
survive more than a few more breaths. “Let me…see…you before…”


Just ahead of her, the night
air seemed to condense into a solid shadow. Wisps of the trees’ shadows flowed
into that single shape, creating the illusion of a massive wolf, its eyes
glowing purple and green as it stepped over Feanne. Whether real or not, Feanne
felt its breath against her face.


“Do you fear me, mortal?”


Feanne looked up at the
creature’s open mouth, the gleaming white fangs larger than her hands. Smiling,
she laughed and shook her head. “I am…dying. Why would I…fear…you?”


“Would you seek revenge
against the others who helped kill your kind?” the wolf asked, though its mouth
never moved. The voice seemed to be coming from it, but not in the same way any
normal creature spoke.


“If I…live…I would do it. All
of…them.”


The wolf touched the sword in
her gut with its nose and the weapon crumbled into dust. Pain began to fade,
and Feanne felt her breath coming easier within seconds. Blood still filled her
mouth, but that was not unwelcome. It was a clear reminder of what she had
done.


“You and I have similar
goals,” the wolf said, standing over her, its face near hers. “Kill these
humans before they destroy my woods and you will become my vessel. Right now I
can feel the dry summer approaching, and the humans use flame to flush out
their prey. The forest will burn. You will be my means of avoiding an end for
these woods.”


“I am no one’s.”


“You will be my hand in this
world. You will do what you already do well: vengeance. You will kill for me,
where I cannot go. You will serve me to your own ends, and in return, contain
some of my might.”


Feanne struggled to her feet,
nearly falling as she tried. Her body was still weak, but it felt as though she
were still getting stronger with each second she spent near the wolf. “I will
learn to fight from my father,” she said, wishing she sounded surer of herself.
“My mother will teach me to use healing magic when I am older. I can exact vengeance
without your help.”


“Why wait?” the wolf asked,
its eyes alight with humor. “You can have your revenge this very night. I can
give you power greater than what they can teach you. All I ask in return is
that you obey when I ask and surrender the power when your time for revenge is
at an end and a life must be saved by doing so. Is that price too much for what
I offer you?”


Feanne stared at the shadowy
wolf for a long time, trying to think through the offer. There were few things
she wanted in her life, but none of them were made better by serving another.
“I will not accept unless it helps keep my family and people safe,” she
insisted. “If you can give me the strength to do that, regardless of revenge, I
will obey you.”


“You will be the keeper of
these woods. Strength will never be something to want for again. Magic will
give you the power to do anything you desire. I can promise you that this power
will one day protect your own family and many others.”


“My mother tells me I must
decide between the magic of destruction and the magic of healing. Which is
this, spirit?”


The wolf leaned closer, its
muzzle nearly touching Feanne’s. “I give you both. The magic of the fae can
deliver whatever power you wish to shape it into. Accept my offer and be the
guardian of your people for the rest of your days.”


Standing unsteadily, Feanne
faced the wolf and attempted to look as regal as she could, unwilling to show
weakness to the creature. Then, bowing her head before it, she accepted its
offer and hoped deeply that she had made the right choice.


 


*


 


The whole of the walk through
the deep woods, Feanne heard the voice of the spirit—the Miharon it had
identified itself as, though she was still unsure if that was a name, a title,
or something else. It talked to her as though following alongside her,
whispering both directions and vague concepts she could not put to words.


“Can you smell them yet?” the
Miharon asked.


Feanne sniffed the air and
realized she could faintly smell the humans’ camp. She had already learned she
did not need to reply to the forest spirit; it knew the answer as she thought
it. Even just noting to herself that she could smell the humans, she could feel
the spirit’s approval.


Inching closer, Feanne could
see a row of tents, settled into an area where the trees had been chopped down.
Near every tent were racks of furs, mostly drying after having been freshly
carved from the bodies of the animals they came from. A few Feanne was willing
to bet were too large for any woodland creature in the area. Those she tried to
ignore, but she knew her heart was racing.


“Call to the sky to help you.
My kin will see to it that your call is heard.”


Feanne was taken aback by
that request. She had no idea what it was talking about. To her, strength to
attack her foes came from herself, not from the sky, of all places. Reluctant
or not, Feanne looked up at the clear night sky, with the many thousands of
stars glimmering down at her. She thought about how the forest spirit meant for
her to call to it, then saw the pattern of magic in her mind, as though someone
were holding up a picture for her to study.


Feanne wrapped her mind
around the magical pattern and pointed at the sky and then to a spot in the
camp. As she did, a bolt of lightning thundered to the ground, crackling as it
utterly destroyed one of the tents.


Dizziness made Feanne waver
as humans began running about, trying to put out small fires and coming out
into the open to stare at the cloudless sky in dismay. She fought through the
wave of unsteadiness and repeated the magical pattern, sending a second bolt of
lightning crashing into the camp. This time as the flash of light cleared,
three men lay steaming near the tent that had been destroyed the first time
around.


“Do not push yourself,” the
Miharon warned as Feanne nearly fell over. “The magic will take time for you to
control. For now, kill as you are. The magic will work within you and grow as a
sapling might. My magic is a part of you and will not abandon you.”


That Feanne could understand
completely.


Letting out a howl that sent
the temporarily blinded hunters into a panic, Feanne descended on them, her
claws tearing through clothing and flesh far easier than she remembered.
Several times the men managed to strike at her with the hafts of spears, and at
least twice she was punched by men far bigger than her, but Feanne continued
her rampage, feeling little or no pain, killing everything that moved in the
camp.


Come morning, Feanne stumbled
back to the edge of her own village and found her parents were still awake,
sitting near Ghohar and Ulra, waiting for her return. All of them looked
terrified even before they took in the blood and dirt that covered her from
head to toe. She nearly forgot what she was carrying, then realized the objects
in either hand were not helping the demeanor of her friends and family.


Feanne walked straight to her
parents, ignoring the few other wildlings who woke at her arrival and came out
of their tents to laud her. When she reached them, Feanne lay the large head of
a bear at Asrahn’s feet and the head of the human who had murdered Sindha at
Lihuan’s.


“The bear killed two of our
warriors in recent days and injured many others, requiring mother’s efforts to
save them,” Feanne explained as she knelt. Then, pointing to the human’s head,
she added, “This one killed our people and brought all of the hunters down on
us.”


Lihuan and Asrahn exchanged
nervous glances, though Ghohar and Ulra seemed unmoved.


“Child,” Asrahn began,
offering Feanne a smile, “the task is to prove you can provide for the people
of the village, not to destroy its enemies. The first hunt is about food—”


“I will keep my people safe
in my own way,” Feanne countered immediately. “Just as the breeds have
different roles in providing for this pack, I have a different job in this
village. I will do what others are afraid or unwilling to do. I am not predator
or prey. I am who I am and nothing less.”


Lihuan stepped forward and
put his hands on Feanne’s shoulders, calming her. Tenderly he touched his
muzzle to her forehead and announced, “You have our blessing as an adult of the
village, Feanne. You are certainly one of our warriors now.”


Holding up a woven necklace
of leather and bone, Lihuan offered it to Feanne as a symbol of her position.
All of the warriors wore one, and elders wore something similar. The necklaces
were badges of honor within the packs—a tradition inherited from indigenous
tribes of humans and elves farther north. A warrior or elder would be given one
such necklace with the intention that, as they continued to accomplish great
things, new symbols of those deeds would be added to the leather-and-bone
jewelry.


Feanne stared at the necklace
a long time, trying to decide whether to take it. On one hand, it was a symbol
of trust from the village. On the other, she could see the skeptical looks from
people she knew did not trust her entirely, many of whom were staring nervously
at the human head near her feet. If they could not trust her decision to kill
the man who had murdered her sister, no ornament would change that.


Feanne turned and left the
village without taking the necklace, heading back toward her tent to sleep. The
spirit’s task had drained her physically and mentally, making it difficult to
keep walking, let alone think. She reminded herself as she went that she would
need to talk to her mother, to explain what had happened in the woods. It was
difficult to think of how she would tell that to Asrahn, as she knew Asrahn
would not be happy about anyone dealing with forest spirits. Feanne had been
warned against that since she was old enough to stand.


Touching her stomach, Feanne
brushed her fingerpads over a deep scar where the hunter’s sword had marred her
body. That scar was her largest and would be a lasting memory of what had
happened.


As Feanne approached her
tent, she realized there was another of the fox females from the village
waiting there for her. Feanne did not know her name, but remembered her being a
friend of Sindha’s.


“Well done today,” the female
said as Feanne came closer. “I saw you coming in from the woods and made my way
out here to pass messages to you without everyone else around.”


“What kind of messages?”
Feanne asked, feeling far more tired for having to be bothered with this. She
longed to shove the female aside and get to her bedding. If nothing else, she
would have killed to be given time to scrub the mud and blood from her fur and
paws.


“As you know, you’re an adult
now, and you get to pick the males you want…or don’t want…to come out here and
join you.”


Feanne bit down a comment
that came to mind, but decided it was best if she did not announce the things
she had done with her spare time recently.


“So,” the female continued,
smiling broadly, “I know of at least four males who are very interested. I’d be
happy to list them and go get any you might pick—”


“I have no need for them,”
Feanne insisted, turning and walking away from the female and her own tent,
heading instead toward the dead grove nearby. “I found my passion in the wilds.
They have nothing to offer me.”


The other female’s protests
faded quickly as Feanne walked, and soon she was alone. She strode into the
dead trees, taking in the solemn quiet of the place, where animals were kept at
a distance by the lack of woodland cover.


“You are the keeper of this grove,”
the Miharon whispered somewhere in Feanne’s mind. “Take that as your title in
thanks for your service.”


“I got my revenge. That was
all I needed,” Feanne answered aloud, sitting down in the middle of the space.


“Take it anyway, as it is
what I will call you from now on…and also, accept this.”


As Feanne watched, the trees
began to heal. By the time the sun was fully up, the trees were whole again,
though still bare. 


Within a week’s time, the
area was the lushest part of the woods near the village.


In those trees Feanne could
feel the power of the Miharon, calling out to her, teaching her the secrets of
magic. That would be her obsession. That would be her only love. That would be
the cause of her death, she was willing to bet, but not anytime soon.


She needed nothing more from
anyone. Vengeance was her lover, her companion, and her only family.






Chapter Four


“Promises”


 


Thank you for not writing the part about the males,
Estin. I know you did not want to hear that any more than I enjoy talking about
it now that I am more grown up, but I thought you at least needed to know. It
means a great deal to me that you agreed to leave that out.


That said, the mistakes I made back then helped shape me
into the female you now love. Had I been a good little fox, I doubt I would
have lived until I met you, and I certainly would not have been in any position
to fall in love. As a child, I wanted revenge, not friends or lovers. Finding
my place helped me feel complete.


The next year and a half did little to improve the person
I had become. I was utterly obsessed with the power the Miharon gave me, if
only to use it for the betterment of the village. They did not see it that way,
but I was so blinded by my own self-importance that I could not see it.


My power grew almost daily, even though the Miharon
rarely called upon me to do anything. At first the tasks were simple and small.
On occasion it had me cull a herd that had grown too large for the woods to
sustain, or kill off a predator that had begun to damage the normal wildlife.
These tasks took hours of my time and then left me to study the magic I had
been given to complete the task.


Eventually the Miharon grew in desire to expand its
reach. I was an instrument of this, though I had not realized that. 


The fae, like any immortal creature, view our kind as we
view ants on the ground. Some see us as nuisances, while others actually
consider us pawns in a game for conquest that they play against one another. I
believe the Miharon saw me as a tool, as a human might view a sword or an axe.


An earthquake might be one fae’s way of crushing a
rival’s source of power in nature, but creating such a vast effect will drain
that fae nearly to the point of death. It is far easier for them to exert tiny
influence through mortals, giving the mortal a touch of power to accomplish
whatever they wish.


We are greedy creatures, and I was no exception. That
makes us easy prey.


This part of my life is…complicated. I will be as brief
as I can, but I know both Estin, and eventually my children, will want to know
more about that time. It is a part of my history I have not been fond of
recounting and I will do it just this once.


 


Winter was hard that year, dropping enough snow that Feanne
had to be careful where she walked, lest she slip and sink into a snowbank
deeper than she was tall. No matter how tough she had become in the face of
harsh weather, the extreme cold kept even her from venturing out for more than
an hour at a time. Though she might not feel the pain of the cold itself, she
could still freeze to death.


Hurrying back into the village, Feanne welcomed the shelter
from the winds that the tents provided, along with the shallower snow, packed
down by the wildlings who lived there. Even the respite from the wind was
enough that she quickly warmed back to the point of being comfortable, while
others hid from the chill air.


Feanne walked along, headed toward her parents’ tent,
rubbing her gloved hands together. The simple fur mittens did help keep her
fingers from freezing, but the cold made her knuckles stiff no matter how
thickly she covered them. The whole of her body ached just from the journey
from her grove to the village, having had to wade through snow up to her waist
at times.


“Good news, Father,” Feanne said as she pushed into Lihuan’s
tent. She stopped as she stood in the entryway, realizing she was addressing an
empty tent. The fire was still going, so she knew he and her mother could not
have been gone long.


Stepping back out into the cold, Feanne looked around,
noticing there were few people outside. That was not a complete surprise, given
the weather and how poorly the others handled it, but Feanne could not help
thinking there was far less activity than she would have expected.


Feanne listened and heard her father’s voice nearby in her
mother’s tent. Going there, Feanne slipped inside and took a seat while her
father talked to two wolf wildlings—Ghohar and his life-mate. Near them, Asrahn
tended to a squirming cub, who looked to Feanne to be incredibly ill.


Much as she hated herself for thinking it, Feanne realized
the child was not strong enough to survive the winter. Weather like this weeded
out the weak, which often meant the youngest and oldest of their pack. There
was only so much her mother’s magic could do to slow the effects of starvation,
which was what Feanne could see was the child’s ailment. The refinement of her
senses by the Miharon made her acutely aware of the child’s weak heartbeat and
labored breathing.


“…do all we can,” Lihuan assured the parents, who seemed to
be hearing nothing he was saying. “We will get him some warm soup and see if
that helps at all. Give my mate an hour and come back. We will know for sure
then.”


The parents thanked Lihuan, then walked wide around Feanne
to leave the tent.


“Flavored water will do little for this child,” Asrahn said
softly, once the parents were gone. “Without something to put in the water,
this will be our fifth death this week.”


“I cannot point the hunters to food that is not there,”
Feanne replied, though she knew there had been no accusation. “Altis is short
on food as well, and their gatherers are driving off what little has survived
out here. Until the weather breaks, there is little we can do to find more
food. I can track almost anything, and there is simply nothing out there.”


Lihuan sighed and put his head in his hands. He looked older
than Feanne remembered, the weight of guilt for all those who had died catching
up with him quickly.


That, Feanne noted, was at least something she did not
suffer from. She felt the duty to save these people when she could, but if they
died through no fault of her own, there was nothing to concern her. She
understood the sorrow in her parents’ faces, but deep down, Feanne wanted to
yell at them, reminding them that it was not their fault that the poor harvest
had been followed by a decidedly rough winter. She had no regret and wished her
parents could feel the same.


“Let me,” Feanne finally offered, sliding over to sit
alongside the unconscious child. “There are some things that nature can do that
your magic cannot, Mother.”


Reluctantly Asrahn sat back and watched. There was
exhaustion all over her face, which was unsurprising after spending a full week
draining herself daily in an effort to nurse along the dying, usually in vain.


Feanne shifted to sit on her feet, allowing her to bend over
the child and study him. She had to be sure he was likely to survive, even with
her help, before it was worth trying. Nature was merciless and would not aid
her efforts unless the child had strength she could not readily see.


The wolf child was likely no more than two or three years
old, with patterning very similar to Ghohar’s. To Feanne he resembled his lost
sibling, Hintel, more than his parents. She had seen him around the camp more
than once, but had never spoken to him. She felt weakness and exhaustion in
him, making her instincts scream at her to put him out in the snow to die.


“What is his name?” Feanne asked, keeping her tone neutral.


Lihuan spoke for Asrahn, while she nursed a cup of warm
water. “Greth.”


“Will he have enough food if I can give him a few more
days?”


This time Asrahn answered, though her tone was dire. “Child,
his mother has not eaten in near a week. She will die within the next week and
has already passed out twice today. Ghohar only eats enough to struggle out to
hunt for us. The child has as good a chance as any of us, though I would wish
Ghohar to not lose all that is left of his family so quickly. Should this child
die, I believe he will give up as well.”


Nodding, Feanne placed a hand on the child’s chest, feeling
his breathing and slow heartbeat even through her gloves. She concentrated a
while, bringing her own breathing and heart rate down to match the child’s.
Once they were close, she whispered a few words the Miharon had taught her.


Weakness came over Feanne abruptly, followed by gnawing
hunger. She had managed to eke out enough food for herself so she had not been
starving moments earlier, but the magic did exactly what she had expected. The
child’s condition—starvation and all that came with it, in this case—moved from
him to Feanne. Some of her strength and health went to him in turn. Nature
could find balance in nearly anything.


Feanne smiled numbly as the child’s breathing returned to
normal. He would live a good bit longer, but by doing what she had, Feanne had
put herself at risk. It lessened her own strength, even with the power the
Miharon gave her. She would need all she had left if she were to continue
hunting that afternoon.


“Thank you, Feanne,” Lihuan said, clasping Feanne’s hand as
she sat back, trying to steady herself. “I can see this is not easy for you
either.”


“What ever is, Father?”


Tenderness and concern filled Lihuan’s eyes as he watched
Feanne, though she knew he would not say anything. Since she had begun acting
as a warrior for the pack, he had been careful to allow her all the space she
asked for. There was no spoken affection between them anymore.


Coughing, Greth opened his eyes and looked around. “Hello,
Keeper,” he mumbled, staring at Feanne. “Where are my parents?”


“They will be back shortly,” Asrahn interceded, giving
Feanne an odd look. “Rest now.”


“Keeper?” Lihuan asked, once the child had gone back to
sleep. “What kind of name is this?”


“A title,” Feanne answered. She accepted a cup of water from
her mother, savoring the warmth that flowed from the cup’s sides into her
hands. “Keeper of the Pack, to be exact. Some of the children asked a few weeks
back. Discussing titles was not why I came, though…”


“We do not recognize outside titles,” her father said
firmly. “Is this more foolishness from that creature of the woods?”


“We will not be discussing my master—”


“Feanne!” Lihuan growled, making Feanne look up in surprise.
It was the first time she could remember her father showing overt anger. That
was usually her mother’s role. “I will not have my child serving a forest
spirit. We do not have masters.”


“You are long past the time to object,” Feanne said,
avoiding her mother’s glare. “What is done, is done. It has been for the
betterment of the pack. I am Keeper, and I will remain Keeper. I do not require
your approval.”


Lihuan glowered for a long time before saying more calmly,
“A title given to you by a monster that has killed nearly as many of our people
as this weather carries no weight here. I will neither honor it, nor acknowledge
it further.”


Bowing her head slightly in acceptance, Feanne sipped at the
rapidly cooling water. It was still warmer than her stomach and helped ease the
cramping from the magically induced starvation.


When she finished the drink, Feanne added offhandedly, “I
thought you might want to know that the monster has sensed the presence of
other wildlings nearby. From what he can feel, they are not in so dire a
situation. If you do not want my master’s help…”


“What?” her father managed to ask, staring at her in shock.
“Where?”


“In better weather, hours to the southwest,” she explained,
setting aside the empty cup. “For the moment they may as well be leagues away,
with the forests buried so deep. I feel the storms will subside in a day or
two, but until then we cannot investigate without risk. Their location has
allowed them to handle the storms far better.”


“Then we just need to survive a little longer. Perhaps after
that we can trade with them for some supplies to supplement what little we have
left.”


Patting her father on the shoulder in agreement, Feanne went
back out into the cold without another word. The air cut through her fur—both
clothing and personal—but she felt better out there anyway. The storms did not
judge her decisions.


 


*


 


Three days later, the snows had subsided and a slight warm
front had lessened the depth of standing drifts. It had not come soon enough
for many, though. Ghohar’s mate had been given a funeral pyre the day before,
alongside three others who had finally given in to starvation. The combination
of low temperatures and lack of food had killed all of them more suddenly than
expected.


True to his grizzled nature, Ghohar had not wept or stayed
away from his duties as a hunter and guard for even a day. If anything he had
become harder, less troubled by the lack of food. In a sense Feanne found the
loss had strengthened him. She had to respect that, knowing Ghohar was likely
in as much pain as she had felt watching her sister die.


“Another hour, maybe two,” Feanne announced to Ghohar and
the two cougar wildling warriors who had joined them, traveling through the
wilderness. “I cannot sense distances, but I know they are not too far in this
direction.”


“Have to teach me that trick,” Ghohar said, sniffing the
air. “I smell nothing. Doubt the trees have seen a deer that has so much as
crapped in this part of the woods in days, let alone a pack of wildlings
passing through.”


Feanne smiled at him, pushing through the deep snow in a
steady southwestern direction. Her feet had gone numb more than an hour
earlier, but she had little interest in stopping to warm them back up. Given
that Ghohar—the oldest member of the group—had not complained, she did not plan
to stop anytime soon. The younger wildlings could keep up if Ghohar could. If
not, they could tuck tail and return to the camp.


The trek through the snow went from difficult to nearly
impossible within that hour, as Feanne found herself ankle-deep in half-frozen
water. Somewhere under the snow that came up to her knees, she had stepped through
thin ice near the edge of a rapidly moving stream. Without being able to see
it, she could not even begin to guess at how to get around it. Her feet no
longer were numb; now they throbbed painfully.


Feanne looked back at the others, finding even Ghohar was
starting to shiver, while the two cougars were very nearly catatonic. The fur
on their faces had frosted over, and they were not even standing in icy water.


“We need to find a way around,” Feanne told them, realizing
her voice was shaking. Perhaps she was not quite as hardy as she had thought.


“You can stop right there,” a voice from the south called
out. “Do not move or turn.”


The sound of bowstrings tightening made Feanne stop, despite
her toes sinking farther into the bitter cold mud at the bottom of the creek.
She wanted to turn and see who was threatening them, but had to rely on Ghohar
for cues, as he was still facing the correct direction.


Upon noticing Feanne watching him, Ghohar moved his eyes
from one spot behind her, to another, a third, and then stopped at a fourth. He
finally looked back to her. He then brought his tail just barely into her view
and wagged it slightly, letting her know what they faced were wildlings.


Ghohar was far cleverer than Feanne had realized. No wonder
her father trusted him completely.


“We are not here to harm your people,” Feanne called over
her shoulder. “The four of you can lower your weapons.”


“Threatening or not, you are trespassing on our land,” a
male called out, and Feanne could hear him approaching. He stopped somewhere
behind her, likely at the far edge of the hidden stream.


Feanne turned slowly, making sure the newcomers would be
able to see her movements for what they were, even if she had been ordered to
stay still. If they wanted to attack her just for facing them, she had no doubt
that Ghohar would find a way to kill all of them. From what her father had
said, Ghohar was a skilled wizard, and ice was his element of choice. Out here
that meant he was likely as dangerous as she was.


As she came to face the four new wildlings, Feanne was
pleasantly surprised. She had worried about gnolls—a clan of warlike wolf
wildlings who enjoyed killing outsiders—but these were foxes. All four were
bundled heavily in furs, though their clothing had been sewn with far more
skill than Feanne had seen among the predatory breeds in her father’s camp. The
foxes were likewise carrying well-crafted weapons. Had the same clothing and
weapons been on a human from the city, Feanne would not have felt them even
slightly out of place.


The wildlings had spaced themselves wisely, with the
spokesperson standing about ten feet from Feanne, while another was the same
distance behind him. The remaining two were up in trees, with bows aimed at the
cougars at the rear of Feanne’s party. None of them gave Ghohar a second
glance, which she guessed was due to his age—a big mistake if they did intend
to attack.


Aside from the bows they held, the two red fox archers also
carried short axes and hide-covered shields. Under their cloaks she spotted heavy
leather armor. They would be difficult to kill quickly with her claws,
especially with them off the ground.


The red fox behind the leader was unarmed, but Feanne could
see he was keeping his fingers free and ungloved—he was a magic user of some
sort. If things got ugly, that one would be the most important target. Likely
Ghohar was already aware and ready to deal with him.


Grimly watching her, as though waiting for some indication
of her plans, the leader of the small group stood out easily from the others.
Not only was he larger, standing nearly a head taller than Feanne, who was
decently tall for a fox, but the male had wide shoulders not concealed in the
least by his cloak or the chain armor he wore under it. He was also younger
than them, probably within a few months either way of Feanne’s age. Also unlike
the other foxes, the leader was a different breed. This one was a grey fox,
most of his visible coat a silvery grey that blended with the fur on the wolf
pelts he wore over his clothing and armor. The male’s lower jaw and down his
neck was a pale brown, following a similar pattern to the white fur on Feanne’s
neck.


In addition to the general looks of the male, he was also
differently armed than his fellows. Where the others carried only bows and an axe,
this one had a spear in one hand, a sword at his hip, and a larger shield
hanging on his back. Despite his armament, he appeared totally relaxed as he
watched her. He was a trained warrior, no longer unnerved by the idea of
combat.


“I told you not to turn around,” he finally said, sounding
mildly annoyed.


Feanne looked past him at the archers, who waited patiently.
“If you would kill us for looking you in the eye when we talk, there is no
sense in having the talk in the first place,” Feanne said, taking a step deeper
into the stream. The cold water was agonizing, making her toes throb, but her
body shrugged off much of it, thanks to one of many gifts from her master. The
lingering pain she ignored as best she could.


“You really should stop moving,” the grey fox told her, his
eyes going over the snow pack between them. “There is a river here. If you step
in, I doubt I can save you. You’ll freeze within minutes.”


Feanne made a point of continuing forward, the water soon
rising to her knees as she pushed through the thin ice that covered it. Snow
collapsed around her, washed away by the uncovered water. Soon she strode up
the far bank and walked up to the leader of the other group, making very sure
she did not so much as shiver, though that was difficult.


“So there is,” she answered, brushing snow off her clothing
where water was not rapidly freezing over. “Now can we talk, or would you wish
to continue acting as though you intend to strike us down?”


Staring in some degree of dismay at Feanne’s ice-covered
pants and bare feet, the male just shook his head and met her eyes again. “Well
met. This was not the way I had thought to meet strangers in the wilds.”


“Starving people lose their manners quickly,” she answered.
“We came to see if there was much chance of trade with your village. Now I
would ask for some warmth, as well.”


Looking past Feanne, the grey fox studied her companions and
shook his head. “We will need to negotiate out here. I am not to bring
strangers into the village, no matter the reason.”


Feanne growled, making the male look back to her in a hurry.
She saw his hand tighten on his spear reflexively. “I will soon freeze to death
out here, and an hour or so later, they will be no better off. Find your
hospitality or say that you will not barter. Either way, I want an answer now.”


That brought a smirk to the male’s muzzle, and he gestured
with his free hand. 


Immediately the archers lowered their weapons, but they
still appeared ready in case the situation changed.


“You may come with us,” he explained, nodding toward Ghohar
and the others. “They will not be welcome. If you will come without them, I can
assure that you make it there and back safely.”


Checking her companions, Feanne saw reluctant acceptance
from the cougars, but Ghohar was seething. Any chill he had been showing had
faded from his limbs, and he appeared very ready to fight. Likely he had no
desire to answer to Lihuan if something did happen to her.


That is not his choice, Feanne noted, turning back to
the fox in front of her. “Can I have a name to send back to my village, for who
they should hunt down if harm does come to me?”


Bending at the waist and reaching out to touch her hand in
greeting—a practice Feanne had seen among a few of the visitors to her father,
and one she detested—the male rose slowly. “Insrin. Son of our pack-leader and
current hunt-master of the pack.”


“Keeper Feanne. Shall we get moving?”


Insrin smiled and waved his people into motion, heading to
ward the south.


 


*


 


Feanne sat in the mud-and-clay hut, letting her fur dry and
warm near a low fire, while Insrin and his father, Jurous, discussed—sometimes
loudly—why she was there. Though she found it almost absurd that they would
argue over bringing her there while she sat less than ten feet away, she was
willing to accept the time alone to enjoy the warmth.


Raising a foot to the flames, Feanne smirked as she watched
ice melt off her claws. She had not even realized how badly frozen she had been
until she wiggled her toes, sending bits of ice and water steaming into the
heat.


“I am sorry for my son’s errors,” Jurous announced. “This
was not exactly how I wished to greet a traveler.”


Feanne smiled up at the older grey fox, who was likely only
a few years her father’s junior. He still carried himself like a warrior, appearing
very nearly as intimidating as Insrin would have to someone other than Feanne.
“The fire was all the hospitality I required,” she said, tucking her feet back
under her. She had nearly forgotten her mother had chided her many times as a
kit about waving her feet in front of a fire in mixed company. Not knowing
these people meant she wanted to be on at least moderately good behavior.
Sadly, that also ruled out trying to find a way to dry much of her fur without
stripping, but that could wait.


Taking a seat across the fire from her, Jurous waved his son
from the room. Insrin appeared disappointed but obediently left the two of them
alone.


“Now,” Jurous continued, “you told my pup that your pack is
suffering greatly this winter. I wish to know more. How severe are we talking?”


“Out of twenty-four remaining families, I believe nearly all
have lost at least one member. Most have lost two. We did have twenty-eight
families when the storms began…”


Jurous winced at that and looked toward the wall of the
building, in the direction of the majority of the other homes in the little
town. Feanne had seen at least fifty such buildings on her way in, though
Insrin had hurried her by them.


“My pack has been lucky this year,” he said, turning back to
her. “Two winters ago, we were the ones who had no food, so I understand what
your people are experiencing. Thankfully—for us, apparently not for your
people—Altis’s hunters moved farther north, leaving us more food than in the
past.”


“We do not ask for much, pack-leader, but we do need help.
My father would like to speak with you, to barter for trade. If you will
journey to our village, I would just ask that you bring what food you can or
will consider trading with you when you make the journey. We cannot wait long
for it.”


Jurous nodded. “I will go to him if you believe he has
something to offer us. There is not much we do need, but I will entertain
offers. Perhaps we can work out a trade for more general supplies, or craft
goods, or even a temporary trade of craftsmen themselves.”


“These are certainly not outside the scope of what he is
willing to consider,” Feanne acknowledged. “Thank you for doing this. I will go
back right away and let him know you intend to come.”


Jurous waved away her thanks, then stood and offered her a hand
to her feet. It was odd to have someone treat her like she needed assistance,
but she was in no position to risk anything that might be construed as rude and
so accepted.


“Stay tonight,” he insisted abruptly, without releasing her
hand. “With the breaking of the storms, my son has insisted on a small festival
to honor the memory of a few who died when they were caught in the wilds. Had I
known of your arrival, I would have sent for Insrin to bring in the others as
well, but I believe they are already well on their way back to your village. I
would have you share our meal and meet the people. It is the least I could
offer such a lovely child of a future ally in these lands. If you will join us,
I will send a gift of food with those we send to your village tomorrow. No
bargaining needed for that much. Your beauty and wit will be enough for now.”


Feanne laughed at Jurous’s joking flirtation and agreed to
his offer, thanking him graciously. It was far more than she had expected, to
be truthful. If it meant not having to watch any more children die, she would
have pledged to do nearly anything. This was hardly a difficult request. The
only concern she had was in delaying her return even a few hours longer than
necessary. Returning with food would be more helpful than returning early.


Leading her from the hut, Jurous took her around the small
town, showing Feanne the various buildings, including a long structure where
they stored food for winters like this one. He explained slowly in a tone that
told Feanne that he had given the tour many times before. 


Unlike her own village, this place was prepared for long
stays in one location. Areas near town were fields dedicated to various crops.
With thick forest on three sides and a cliff on the fourth, the place, even with
its fields, was incredibly isolated and secure. Feanne was actually surprised
at how well hidden the village was, considering its size. She had not expected
any pack nearly as large as her father’s could have settled so effectively
without making themselves an easy target.


The residents were bustling about, though most came outside
just long enough to complete tasks or greet Jurous and Feanne before rushing
back inside. The majority seemed to be setting up a large canopied area, where
the snow had been cleared and a vast pile of wood lay in preparation for a fire
later in the evening. 


From what Feanne could see, the bonfire would be on the
south side of the canopy, where the smoke would rise across the cliff and be
whisked away by the winds that came off the mountains, making it difficult for
someone to track it back to their location. It was far from any of the trees,
ensuring it would be easy to contain. They seemed to have thought of
everything.


“The whole town will be here in an hour or two,” Jurous was
telling her, holding her arm as he escorted her around the village. It was
overly familiar of him to behave like she was his own child, but Feanne humored
him anyway. It was remarkably grandfatherly of him and reminded her of times
long gone with her own father. “There will be a show of strength by the
warriors, followed by the feast. After, people tend to go their own ways. We
will give you one of the spare huts—the one over there, in fact—for the night.
Tomorrow our runners will see your father.”


Feanne thanked him again, but started looking more carefully
around the village as they went. It had taken her some time to put a concern to
words, but she finally realized what it was: not one wildling in the large
village was anything but a fox. There were grey and red foxes everywhere, of
ages ranging from infant kits to the incredibly elderly, but no other breeds at
all. She had never seen so many of her own kind in one place and had never
thought that any of one breed had managed to become quite so numerous in the
region.


“Pardon me,” she asked, worried as much about asking as not,
“but is your entire village single-breed?”


Jurous gave her a curious look, but then walked them on
toward the canopy somewhat more quickly. “Yes,” he answered eventually. “I could
not see it any other way. The wolves would wish to hunt us, while we would hunt
the rabbits and deer. Why would we have them as residents when it would only
cause trouble for everyone?”


Feanne briefly thought to conceal details about her father’s
camp, but decided it was best to be honest. Jurous would find out by the next
day, anyway. 


“My father has accepted all breeds and demands they work
together for the betterment of all. This has worked well for us for years.”


“Foolhardy, if nothing else,” Jurous chided, shaking his
head. “This is undoubtedly why your people now starve. Perhaps I can talk some
sense into your father to help protect your people from this happening again.
At least he sent a purebred representative—we would not have been nearly so gracious
to another breed, you can be sure. That is why your companions were not allowed
into the village initially.”


That made Feanne wince, which Jurous must have noticed, as
he stopped walking and turned to look her over. Lifting her hand in his, he
slid off her mitten and examined the pads on her palm, then her claws. The
razor edges caught his eye, and one of Jurous’s ears flicked nervously. Almost
as an afterthought, he cocked his head and eyed Feanne’s mouth, which she
quickly snapped shut to conceal her fangs.


“Not purebred…I apologize,” he said quickly, taking her by
the arm again as they walked, while she removed her other mitten and slid both
into her fur mantle. There was no sense in hiding anymore. “Whether pure or
not, you are one of us. I would never think to hold one’s ancestry against
them.”


Feanne doubted that more than a little. She opted not to
tell him that her mother was nearly a pureblood lioness. That would likely not
go over well. He accepted that Feanne was fox enough to broker a deal over
food, which was fine by her for the moment. She could criticize his attitude
when her people were no longer starving.


They soon arrived at a long stretch of benches, made from
tree trunks split lengthwise, under the canopy. Though the bonfire had yet to
be lit, several smaller fires dotted the area, giving it at least a little more
warmth than outside. Cloth walls had been set up on one side, blocking much of
the wind.


Jurous brought Feanne over to one of the benches and sat her
down there. “It should only be a few minutes before the warriors begin warming
up,” he explained, motioning to a cleared area just outside the canopy.
“Please, enjoy. I hope that you find them entertaining. I must assist the
elders and see to other matters before the food is served.” The pack-leader
hurried off, leaving Feanne mostly alone in the area, aside from a few older
females and a couple children, who were tending to the fires.


For the first time, Feanne began to feel like a true
stranger in the town. She had been welcomed, but these were not her people.
They had no idea who she was and went about their tasks, leaving her sitting
awkwardly on the bench. She had lived alone for a long time, yet somehow having
people all around her making a point of ignoring her made her self-conscious.


Finally, others began to appear, easing Feanne’s
nervousness. She then realized they were all females, with the oldest being
around her age—a little more than six years—and the youngest likely having just
gone through her first hunt. They came as a large group, fifteen in number, and
sat down all around Feanne, chattering incessantly and making Feanne even more
nervous than she had been when she was ignored.


“Who are you betting will—who are you?” asked one of the
younger females, staring at Feanne as though she had appeared from thin air.


Smiling as best she could, Feanne looked around at the
fifteen sets of eyes that were staring at her. She had fought a rabid owlbear
the month before and had not felt quite so threatened as she did at that moment.
“Keeper Feanne,” she answered, trying to sound confident. “Jurous invited me to
stay…”


Seemingly accepting that without any question, the females
gave Feanne a round of greetings, introducing themselves far faster than she
could manage to keep up. Feanne doubted she could have cited any of their names
even five minutes later. Nearly every word they uttered was interspersed with
more laughter than Feanne had heard in a year. Thankfully, just as the other
females were attempting to drag Feanne into a conversation about the males they
favored, the mentioned males began to show up. 


The entire scene made Feanne want to gag as she realized
what was going on.


Ostensibly gathering to put on a show of skill and strength,
the males were actually there to attempt to woo the females, who were whistling
and yelling lude remarks at their favored males. Ignoring the females—a part of
the game, Feanne recognized—the males stretched, readying themselves for
combat, though mostly just showing off their bodies.


It was absurd, and Feanne could not believe she had managed
to get herself trapped among the females. Leaving would make her appear rude or
strange, but staying would make her look weak to the males. Neither was
entirely acceptable, but she had few options.


Begrudgingly she stayed where she was, giving the females
half-hearted smiles when they would lean close to her, bragging about one male
or another who they hoped to entice into their beds either that night or soon.
The entire affair made Feanne want to scream and claw at someone, to show them
how weak they really were acting.


Soon enough the males began sparring with blunted weapons.
The fights were short and violent, but there was little bloodshed, as it was
meant to be more for training and show than actual victory. Feanne could accept
that readily enough, though the males were far too willing to acknowledge they
had been beaten. Time after time, she watched one take a blow that would have
been crippling but not fatal, only to surrender immediately.


Feanne soon noticed there were at least a handful of males
missing from the group. Looking around, she saw Insrin and his armed
companions—five of them now, as opposed to the three she had seen earlier—were
a short distance away, watching the combat from another part of the canopy.


“Why do they not fight?” Feanne asked one of the females.


The younger fox looked in the direction Feanne noted and
laughed. “Insrin and his blood-guards. They’d kill these males. They won’t
fight unless someone proves themselves as being far better than the others.
It’s kind of an honor to fight any of them, so not everyone gets to. Plus,
we’re not supposed to chase them—stupid rule from Jurous. He claims letting us
go after them would distract them from their duties to the camp.”


Feanne smiled at that. “Can anyone join the fights?”


“Of course, but I think everyone who can fight is already…”


Getting to her feet, Feanne let her fur mantle drop to the
ground behind her. She marched through the pack of females and walked out into
the group of males who had been sparring, bringing the remaining fights to an
abrupt stop. She ignored the stares, took a place within the circle of warriors
as she had seen the others do, and waited for her turn. She felt as though she
were wearing far too many cumbersome layers, despite the cold weather, but her
heavy hide leggings and shirt were still far less armor than any of the males
wore.


For an uncomfortable period of time, the males exchanged
glances, then looked toward Feanne, though not directly at her.


“Do I need to pick my own fights, or will this continue how
it was before I came over? I would expect to be treated no different than any
of you.”


None of them moved.


“Fine,” Feanne muttered, pointing at one of the larger
males. “Are you a coward, or will you step forward?”


The male stepped forward, carrying a wooden sword and
hide-covered shield. He was being cautious, watching the other males for clues
as to whether he was in the wrong for accepting the challenge. “You need
weapons,” he told her nervously, watching the group of wide-eyed females at the
edge of the circle more than Feanne. “We can get you whatever style you want…”


Feanne checked all of the males, realizing not one was
fighting with their own claws. Everyone carried a weapon of one style or another.
They had claws that were perfectly usable, but they must not have ever learned
how to fight properly. The duller claws of foxes might not be as deadly as
hers, but there was still no sense in using something else.


“I will manage,” she said, drawing a chorus of giggles from
the females watching. “Try your best.”


The remaining males circled Feanne and her opponent, keeping
the side facing the group of females open to make sure they saw everything.
From the way the males watched their companion, Feanne could tell they were
silently warning him not to hurt her too badly.


The idea amused Feanne, and she decided to go easy on the
young male.


Feanne watched him carefully as he circled her, though she
made a point of not turning with him. She simply stood at the middle of the
ring of warriors, her eyes on the ground as she listened to her opponent’s
footsteps on the crunchy snow around them.


The male had moved well in his previous fights, she thought
as she waited, going over what she had seen during the last round. The worst
fault she had noticed was that he always led with his right foot during any
attack that he was committing to. If he was feigning, he would lead with his
left.


A heavier footfall told Feanne the first attack was coming,
and she spun, easily sidestepping the wooden weapon that would have lightly
struck her shoulder. Still relaxed as the male backed off, she waited for him
to try harder.


“You showed more spirit among your fellows,” Feanne chided
him as he kept his distance. “Am I truly that frightening?”


Clenching his jaw, he lunged at her, left foot leading.


Feanne held her ground and shoved him backward when his
balance was off. He stumbled away, never having swung his weapon, just as she
had expected.


Next time the male stepped in even faster, his right leg
leading.


The moment his claws touched the snow and his weight began
to shift onto that lead leg, Feanne kicked it out from under him. With a yelp
he tumbled forward, right into her fist, which she slammed into his upper
chest, using his momentum to hit him harder than she had really intended.


Choking and wheezing, he rolled on the ground, trying to
breathe, while the females nearby laughed endlessly at his expense.


“Any others?” Feanne asked loudly, turning. 


She realized Insrin and his blood-guards had approached and
were watching her from the edge of the group of males. Two of the guards looked
up at Insrin, who motioned to the males grouped around Feanne.


“Two of you. If you can knock her down, you’ll sit by me at
the feast,” he told them, but the look he gave Feanne told her that he expected
her to keep that from happening.


As requested, two of the less-experienced males approached
Feanne, being more careful, unlike their fellow, who still wheezed slightly as
he sat near the edge of the group.


Feanne repeated her earlier tactics, standing still as they
studied her, knowing that by moving less, she was giving them nothing to judge
her skills by. Lack of understanding of a foe was deadly, and these males were
starting to realize it. To that end Feanne went over what she knew of these
two. 


Neither had shown any major failings in their previous
fights, but the one behind her had taken a sharp strike to his left elbow
during one round. He had laughed it off, but Feanne had seen the way he moved it
afterward. It was hurting him.


The other male, currently in front of her, making sure to
stay opposite his companion, had preferred a strong attack in other fights. He
was poor at defense, making him confident as long as he could push the offense.
He would be the first to attack, and the other would try to take advantage of
the situation.


Feanne caught the slight movement of the male in front of
her as he tensed. She had no intention of giving him the feeling that he was in
any sort of control, and she charged toward him, making him pull back his
weapon and shield to cover his body as she took a half-hearted swing at his
face. As she had anticipated, the male fumbled, trying to figure out how to
block the unexpected attack.


Spinning in place, Feanne found the second male was nearly
on her. She slapped aside his weapon, bringing herself within range of striking
his body with her hands. Instead, when he raised his shield, Feanne brought her
knee up and kicked the back edge of the shield, where it covered his elbow,
slamming the wood against the bone.


Though the male did not cry out, his shield arm dropped and
he stumbled away. He tried to stay on the defensive, but Feanne easily moved
around his wild swings. She raked her claws across the top of his armor, tearing
through the straps on the simple jacket, making it fall forward to tangle his
arms. Staggering back, the male raised his good arm to cover his face
fearfully, effectively telling Feanne he was no longer attempting to fight.


Ducking as she turned, Feanne came up under the thrust of
the other male’s weapon, having guessed he would have had time to recover from
his earlier surprise. A single upward punch to his jaw nearly leveled him,
allowing Feanne to sweep his legs out from under him with little effort. To
ensure he did not try to stand again, she stomped on his stomach.


“Anyone else?” Feanne asked, starting to breathe a little
harder. This was turning out to be a good workout, but not overly difficult.
She fought harder sparing with Ulra or Ghohar when either was feeling
particularly irritable.


One of the blood-guards made to step forward, but Insrin
stopped him. Taking off his heavy fur cloak, Insrin walked out into the open
space and faced Feanne.


“I thought we lowly warriors were not supposed to fight
you,” she chided, glancing at the group of females, who had suddenly gone
silent. They were watching Insrin as though awestruck, while many stunned looks
went her way as well.


“I and my guards have nothing to prove,” he explained,
planting his spear in the snow so it stood straight but remained within easy
reach. “However, this is starting to look as though we must prove that someone
from this village is a match for the best from yours.”


“And this will be the same game the others play?” Feanne
asked, watching Insrin carefully. She looked over at the group of females, some
of whom were nervously nibbling at their claws.


Even in just a single layer of thick hide leggings and
shirt, Feanne felt as though she might have more weight on her than she liked.
This fight might actually be one where she needed to be ready to move, if
Insrin was as good as he and the females thought he was.


Pulling off his winter jacket and the chain shirt he wore
under it, Insrin exposed a few dozen thin scars across his muscled chest and
stomach. There were more than Feanne had hidden under her own clothing, making
her actually wonder if Insrin could back up his attitude. Almost as an
afterthought, Feanne removed her belt and her leather jacket, leaving only her
cloth undershirt and pants.


Kicking the chain shirt to the side of the open area, Insrin
tightened the strap on his shield and took a steel sword from one of the other
males.


“This is no game, Keeper Feanne,” he said, twirling the
sword. “The blood-guard are so named because they had to bleed to prove
themselves worthy to serve the pack-leader. We fight to the best of all of our
skills, until one or the other is too bloodied to continue, or there is a plea
for the fight to end. Just say the word and it ends.”


Feanne felt more than saw additional wildlings gathering
around them. This was a show they apparently had no desire to miss. “If neither
will yield?” she asked, fully serious but drawing a few chuckles from the
crowd.


“My father will not be happy if either of us dies, if that
is what you are asking.”


Feanne nodded and waited for Insrin to be ready. 


After a moment, Insrin raised his sword, pointing it at her.
“Are you sure you wish to do this, Keeper?” 


“I have never backed down from a fight, and I do not intend
to start now.”


Insrin wasted no time, stepping swiftly toward her. With a
sweep of his sword that Feanne narrowly avoided, the fight was on, both of them
lunging and parrying the other’s attacks.


Feanne slowly whittled down her foe, raking him dozens of
times with her claws as she darted around his powerful swings. Still, he was
wearing her down just as quickly, forcing her to move her whole body to avoid
each sweep of his sword. She tried blocking his attack just once and her arms
ached from the impact of the sword’s flat on her forearms ever since.


At last Feanne found a single opportunity, slipping under
Insrin’s arm and raking the muscles near his shoulder. He growled as blood
covered his shirt and he dropped his weapon. Before he could reach for it,
Feanne kicked the hilt, sending the weapon flying off into the canopied area,
drawing squeals of surprise from the females there.


Using his shield like a weapon to keep Feanne off him,
Insrin took a step backward and grabbed the spear he had placed in the snow. As
he lifted it, he flicked his wrist on the shield-arm, popping one of the
buckles that had already loosened considerably. He let the shield drop beside
him as he brought the spear in front of him in both hands.


“I actually prefer the spear,” he said, smiling in spite of
the blood all down his right side. “You should tend to those wounds.”


Feanne looked down at herself and realized she had tuned out
her own injuries in the midst of combat. Long thin cuts covered her arms and
side, bloodying her very nearly as much as Insrin. Knowing they were there made
them begin to ache, but Feanne did not care. Pain made her fight harder.


She lashed out at Insrin, using both her hands and her feet,
kicking and clawing to get at him, but he was just too fast for her. Every time
she attacked, that spear would spin and rap her hand or shin, though he was not
fast enough to properly attack back so long as she kept her momentum.


Vaguely Feanne became aware that Jurous had come to join the
gathering and stood at the edge of the group, watching. From the look of things
as Feanne turned and moved, the entire village might be there.


Snarling as Insrin thumped the butt of his spear into her
hip, Feanne spun, kicking as hard as she could at his midsection. Insrin tried
to block with the shaft, but Feanne drove her foot straight through the wood,
though the splintering weapon took away all of the force of her attack. Feanne
stumbled back, her foot aching from the misplaced strike. 


Before she could regain her balance, Insrin tackled her, no
longer armed but still incredibly strong. Wrapping his arms around her shoulder
and neck, Insrin grappled with Feanne as she squirmed to free herself. He could
not quite get his hands clasped as she fought to keep his arms apart, but if he
did, Feanne knew she was done for. He was just too strong—at least, he was if
she did not use magic to augment her skills. It was tempting, but she knew
little about these people or how they might react to it. Some always flowed
through her, enhancing her strength and speed, but using more would be obvious.


Feanne twisted hard, freeing one of her shoulders. Leaning
back to throw Insrin off balance, she then threw herself forward, flipping him
over top of her. Before he settled onto the ground, Feanne spun over him,
flipped him to his stomach, and planted her weight on the center of his back.
She locked both hands’ claws onto his neck and waited.


“Do you have something to say to me?” she asked softly,
tightening her grip.


“Yes,” Insrin grunted back, wincing as her claws dug into
his neck. “Watch your feet.”


Feanne tumbled sideways as Insrin kicked his body around,
sweeping her legs. She landed hard, then rolled as she felt Insrin try to grab
for where she was a second earlier.


Coming up as fast as she could, Feanne hooked Insrin’s arm
as he reached for her, twisting it hard. A kick to the side of his knee and
Insrin went down again, this time with his arm locked behind him and Feanne’s
other hand clamped on his throat firmly enough that she could feel blood under
her fingertips.


“Now, I think I can say it,” he offered, though his voice
was distorted by her grip. “I yield.”


Feanne released him immediately, letting him fall forward
onto the ground, panting. She did not feel as though she were in much better
shape, but she kept standing, if only to give the appearance that it had been
easier than it was. Looking around, she saw the entire village did indeed stand
around them, watching silently until that moment. As Insrin yielded, every
female under age ten cheered for Feanne, much to the dismay of the warrior
males, especially the blood-guard. 


Jurous, meanwhile, just smiled back at Feanne.


That was when Feanne noticed Jurous was not alone. Standing
at his side was Lihuan, still bundled tightly in a traveling outfit. Behind
him, one of the fox warriors from Feanne’s home stood, keeping watch over their
pack-leader.


“Your child fights like a wild animal,” Jurous told Lihuan,
making Feanne’s ears twitch in annoyance. She hated being talked about like she
was not there and hated the implications of being called an animal, even if
true. “I would know more about your family…”


The two pack-leaders wandered away, while the males harassed
Insrin openly for losing his fight. The females bantered among themselves,
seemingly having forgotten the males as they discussed Feanne. They watched her
from the corners of their eyes, some as though inspired by her, while others
appeared to be judging whether she would make a better mate than the males. 


Feanne had not felt quite so alone in a long time, despite
the huge crowds around her. Perhaps this village was not so different from her
own after all.


Grabbing her shed clothing, Feanne walked past one of the
tables with steaming foods. She took a bowl of spiced meat almost out of the
hands of the female setting the places, then walked off in a huff, heading
toward the hut Jurous had pointed out as hers. She very nearly kicked the door
off its hinges as she entered and shoved it closed behind her.


The inside of the hut was simple, but not as sparsely
furnished as the tents in her own village. There was a permanent fire
pit—already lit for her, with spare wood nearby—in the middle of the place,
with a hood over it that would pull smoke outside. Several wood-framed beds sat
to one side, covered with woven blankets, one of which she tossed over her
shoulders.


Grumbling at being brushed off when the males were lauded
for their abilities, Feanne flopped by the side of the fire and shoved a chunk
of the meat into her mouth. She watched the flames for a while, wondering if
she really should have been the one her father sent to the village if he were
going to follow her there anyway. It made her efforts feel pointless. He could
not have left long after her to have already arrived. Even if the cougars she
had sent back had run the whole way, he could not have arrived this soon.


Feanne soon realized that as her anger faded, her body began
to hurt more and more. Dreading what she would find, she stripped off the
blanket and layers of heavy clothing she wore, checking herself for injuries.
The cuts she had received were mostly superficial, but Feanne found spots where
black bruises could be seen under her fur and swelling had begun. Insrin had
given her quite the fight, and she would be feeling it for days.


Groaning, she pulled a fresh blanket over herself and sat
back down at the fire. A night’s sleep would make a world of difference. As
fast as she healed, thanks to the Miharon, she would be able to fight by
morning if she had to. All the more reason to stay indoors, she thought,
as she could pretend as though she had never been hurt at all when Jurous and
Insrin saw her next.


A knock at the door spoiled that thought, and Feanne
finished chewing the meat she had just put in her mouth.


“Enter,” she announced, covering herself a little more
modestly with the blanket. Like many wildlings from her village, the idea of
being seen without clothing was hardly a concern, but she had no reason to
offend strangers if their ways were different.


Opening the door slowly, Insrin leaned in, smiled, and then
stepped fully into the hut. He limped badly as he moved to stand across from
Feanne by the fire. 


Looking down at his leg, she saw Insrin had torn off his
pants above the knee and the entire joint was swollen badly where she had
kicked him. “You should have that looked at,” Feanne said, nodding toward his
leg. “Looks bad.”


“And let the healers gossip about how badly I was beaten up
by a female half my size?” he joked, wincing as he lowered himself to the
floor. “I am guessing you did not see a healer either?”


“I rarely do. I prefer to let things scar.”


They sat there quietly for a little while, with Feanne
occasionally nibbling at the meat that she had taken.


“We were missing you at the feast,” Insrin offered
eventually. “Your father is quite the talker…”


“He always has been. Did you come here to see that I was not
hurt, or to tell me of my father’s negotiations for supplies?”


“Actually, I came here to silence the whispering of the
others,” he confessed, grinning.


“Meaning what?”


“Most of the females—and I think many of the males—believe I
should offer myself to you, possibly as a life-mate. They think it would be a
smart match. More than that, I think I lost enough standing that they expect me
to take the female’s traditional roll in this negotiation.”


Feanne snorted and shoved the bowl of meat away. “Just
because I beat you in a fight does not mean I want you to warm my bed, Insrin.
You don’t even know me. I am not good company.”


“I figured you would feel that way. You did not seem the
type to welcome a male to your company simply because he offered himself. I had
to try, though.”


“Then you wasted your time. I would rather be alone.”


Insrin grunted as he pulled himself to his feet. He limped
over to the door, but then looked back at Feanne. “Is there another?” he asked,
sounding more serious than he had during his initial offer. “I do not mean to
be rude, but I wish to fully understand.”


Shaking her head, Feanne stared into the fire as she
answered. “No. There is no one. It is better that way. I have no one to concern
myself with. Keeping company is a liability when you could die at any time in
the wilds. It leads to regrets, and I cannot afford those.”


Insrin smiled back at her, saying softly, “This I
understand. We are more alike than you might think. I will trouble you no
further. Sleep well.”


Feanne considered picking up the bowl of food again once the
door had closed, but her appetite had gone. She wondered deep down if her
excuses still had merit, almost two years since the last time she had taken a
male to her bed. She had no desire to put the expectation on a male to join her
in the wilderness, nor did she expect one to live long if the Miharon did not
approve of him. That aside, Insrin would have been a decent choice, if her life
were quite different. She certainly could have chosen worse…and had the few
times she had considered a male interesting.


Then again, her sister had chosen a life that involved
others. That had not ended well for her, and Feanne had no desire to throw her
own life away because she made a mistake in saving someone she cared about. It
was just safer for everyone if she remained alone.


Shivering, Feanne pushed away the thoughts of having a
normal life with anyone and pulled the blankets off the bed and onto the floor
to sleep.


 


*


 


Morning came with its own surprise. 


Feanne slept more soundly than she had in a while, mostly
thanks to the combination of exhaustion, a full belly, and a great number of
wounds that were healing through the magic of her master. Recovering from
injuries took a lot more out of her than giving or receiving them.


After such a deep sleep, curled up in the thick blankets
near the long-since dead fire, Feanne took a while to fully wake. As she did,
she realized she was not alone in the room. The awareness of another nearby was
more of an instinctual feeling, rather than scent or sight. Her mind raced as
she thought over who might be moving around nearby, her head still under the
blankets. She remembered Insrin’s visit, but everything after that was a blur
as she had drifted toward sleep. For a brief moment, she wondered if she had
let Insrin stay, but slowly remembered sending him away.


Looking at herself in what little light came through the
blankets, Feanne realized she was still undressed. She honestly could not
remember if she had redressed after drying herself by the fire, so a little bit
of panic set in. If Insrin had come back…Feanne did not like the idea of having
to explain to Jurous why she killed him, if that were the case.


Slowly peeking her head out of the blankets, Feanne relaxed
immediately upon realizing it was her own father in the room, poking at the
coals of the fire with the metal-capped end of his walking stick. 


He smiled at her as she emerged from her hiding place. “Long
night?” he asked, resting the stick across his lap. “It has been quite some
time since I was able to approach without you noticing. Longer since I could
tell that you were injured.”


Feanne groaned as she sat up, wrapping the blankets tightly
around her. The pain from the bruises was mostly gone, faded into a dull ache
of having exerted herself. “That male is stronger than he looks,” she admitted,
straightening her back with a crackle. “I would not recommend that fight to
anyone else. He’s fast too.”


Lihuan smiled knowingly, glancing down at the neckline of
Feanne’s blankets, then over to where her clothes were piled beside the empty
bed. “I hear he stopped by before I arrived. A nice visit?”


“I think that group of useless females said something
foolish that got into his head.”


“Ah, those females,” Lihuan noted, tapping a finger on his
chin. “I believe those are the ones who were very curious if I was unmated,
once they learned I was a pack-leader. Imagine their disappointment when they
learned that this old male—and only five or six times their age—was already
spoken for and not looking for another mate.”


Lihuan watched Feanne as if waiting for her to address his
original implied question, but she refused to make it that easy on him. “Did
you two get on well?” he finally asked, somewhat more bluntly than he usually
would.


“I told him I already had a fire to warm me. He was
unwelcome and unneeded.”


Ears and whiskers drooping slightly, Lihuan nodded in
understanding. “And if you had to pick a male from either camp…”


“I do not have to do anything,” Feanne reminded him firmly.
“The female traditionally chooses her mate, and I do not choose him, even for a
night, Father.” 


While normally Feanne would have expected a positive
reaction from her father, this time he looked less than pleased. Embarrassed,
but also unhappy.


“Feanne, my child, what would you do in my place to protect
your pack? How far would you go to save them from starving or a similar fate?”


That put Feanne on edge, wondering where this was going. 


Never having been one to feel embarrassed about
anything—mostly a trait learned from her mother, but made worse by her time
living in the wilds—Feanne let her blanket drop and stood in front of her
father, who looked away with embarrassment of his own.


“This scar,” she said, pointing to a long thin line that ran
along her rib, almost to the middle of her stomach, “I gained fighting off a
bear that tried to eat three of the rabbit children. I was not even thanked for
my actions simply because I am a predator.” She pointed to a deep line along
her thigh, where the fur did not grow at all anymore. “Young wyvern. I had to
wrestle it off one of your warriors.” Next she motioned to a wide but short
mark along her neck. “This one I got when flying wood from a broken tent impaled
me, while I was holding up the supports of another during the high winds last
year. None of these times was I asked to help, Father. This is what I am and
what I do. You taught Sindha that we must be willing to die or suffer to keep
the pack alive. I know you never intended that for me, but it is the role I
have accepted, no matter the cost.”


Motioning toward the blankets, Lihuan said nothing until
Feanne had covered herself again. Then, sighing, he looked her in the eyes and
appeared genuinely sorry, something Feanne could not recall seeing in him
before. “What I ask of you will win me no love with your mother,” he confessed,
wringing his hands as he spoke. “This night I spent many hours bartering with
Jurous, and I think we may have come to an understanding of how we can help
both villages. Without something to give him in return, he would only offer a
small amount of food for right now. With a concession from our pack, he will
open trade and secure an alliance between us.”


Feanne’s stomach knotted a little. Something about this felt
wrong. “What did you offer him, Father?”


“I offered nothing because it is not mine to offer. For
this, I must ask for your permission and approval. It is the only way I could
find to ensure our pack’s safety. Please understand—”


“Tell me.”


Lihuan stood slowly, using his walking stick for support. It
was something he had become more dependent on over the last year and a sign of
his weakening with age—something Feanne dreaded. He walked slowly to her and
put a hand on her shoulder as he spoke. “Jurous is willing to accept a complete
alliance between the packs, to the point of cross-training warriors, shared
food resources, and an agreement to come to the aid of each other…if our
bloodlines are merged.”


Taking a step back without thinking about it, Feanne
realized what he wanted of her. “A female picks her mate,” she said again, and
her father nodded grimly. “You are asking me to choose Insrin simply to seal
this agreement.”


“Not so simply, but yes,” Lihuan admitted. “That performance
you put on last night impressed both Jurous and his hot-headed son. The father
believes that the pack would benefit from having you as the mate of their
future leader. I do not disagree with him, but I find the need to come to you
with this to be distasteful at best. I would not ask if I did not think he
could be correct.”


“I…Father…I’m not even purebred. They will not accept me…”


Lihuan shrugged and shook his head. “They see what they want
to see, and I believe Jurous is willing to hide that from the pack until the
arrangements are made.”


Feanne sat on the edge of the bed, stunned. Males had been
offering themselves to her since before she was of age, but this was beyond
anything she had imagined. Any other female would have leapt at the opportunity
to ask a pack-leader—or the male who would become one—to be her mate, knowing
he would not decline. Still, it did not fit at all with her sense of self. She
was an independent creature, going where she was needed at the whims of the
Miharon. She was being asked to give that up and swear herself to someone she
had just met.


On the other hand, he was strong enough to be a fitting mate
for her. Without love between them, it would be easier for her to leave as she
saw fit to perform duties for her master. They would be two adults bound by a
pledge but living separate lives most of the time. More importantly, it would
save more of the people from her village than she could on her own. It was not
unheard of for a mated pair to grow apart and find comfort with others—this
particular situation would likely be seen as something similar if the two were
mated in name only.


“I will make the offer if you believe it is in the best
interest of the pack,” Feanne finally said, lowering her head. She could not
bring herself to look at her father. “Realize that you have given me no choice
in this. Either I watch children suffer and die or I make a pledge to a male I
have no feelings for… This is not freedom, Father.”


“I know,” he answered softly. “I would have offered anything
else that was within my power to give before this. Jurous would have it no
other way, though. I had nothing else that I could interest him in.”


Feanne tossed aside the blankets and dressed, barely feeling
anything as the rough clothing was yanked on. She felt numb, as though she had
crossed through the stream again. Beyond the absence of anything, there was the
faintest sense of being dirty and needing to bathe herself.


“Can you forgive me for this?” Lihuan asked, genuinely
sounding scared.


“I can…someday,” Feanne said as she threw on her mantle.
“Mother may not. Be prepared for that, pack-leader.”


Lihuan’s shoulders sank at being called by his title rather
than his name by his own daughter.


Opening the door of the hut, Feanne looked back at him.
“Hurry up. We should not keep them waiting. I would have this done with so we
can get on with feeding our people. I would have you act as witness for what
you have done.”


Reluctantly Lihuan came after her as Feanne led the way into
the chill winter morning outside. They traveled slowly through the town,
passing a great many foxes who watched Feanne curiously, as if sensing that
something important was coming. None said anything to her or Lihuan.


They soon reached Jurous’s hut, outside of which Insrin and
Jurous sat, both working at sharpening weapons with whetstones. The two males
looked up at her approach—Insrin in confusion and Jurous smiling knowingly over
at Lihuan.


“Insrin,” Feanne began, feeling nauseous as she tried to
force herself to keep talking, “I have thought about our conversation last
night…”


Setting aside his weapon, Insrin raised a hand to stop her.
“I took bad advice, and I apologize for what I said. It was far too forward.”


Jurous put a hand near his mouth, trying not to laugh at his
son.


“I wish to invite you to our village,” Feanne forced herself
to say, knowing she was rapidly reaching the point of no return. He is not
an awful male, she kept reminding herself, just not one you care about.
“If you would join me, I would wish to discuss the possibility of asking you to
be my mate.”


Insrin nearly fell off the log he was sitting on. “What? I
heard you wrong, Keeper.”


Feanne felt her father stiffen at the mention of her title.
“Our villages would benefit from a…formal…arrangement of this sort,” she said,
and Insrin’s eyes went wider as he realized she was not inviting him just for a
night. “Will you accept my offer of a life-mating, Insrin? I will only make
this offer once.”


Looking between Lihuan and Jurous, Insrin seemed entirely
flustered. Finally, he got up, walked to Feanne, and took one of her hands in
his. “I do not know your people’s traditions,” he said, giving Lihuan a
significant glance. “Such an offer is a very serious thing among mine. If I
accept, we are as good as bound, even before the ceremony. There is no backing
out. I and my people will hold you to your pledge. Are you sure this is what
you want? I have heard other packs allow a certain…freedom…among the members of
a mated pair, but we do not.”


Feanne turned to look at her father, who hung his head in
shame. There would be no wiggle-room in the deal, it would seem. Lihuan’s pack
was exactly what Insrin was referring to—allowing the members of any
relationship the freedom to do as they wished. Returning her attention to Insrin,
she smiled as best she could. It felt false and Feanne hated it, but it was
what she had to do. “Yes. This is what I want.”


“Then I accept,” Insrin answered quickly. “You should return
to your people to let them know. It is our tradition to wait a few months after
an offer before the ceremony, so I believe this will wait until spring or
midsummer, depending on arrangements.”


“Those arrangements will be made between myself and Lihuan,”
Jurous said. “In the meantime, I have to begin sending shipments of food to
their village to be sure that your future family is not starving when we arrive
for the ceremony.”


Offering one more fake smile, Feanne turned and shouldered
past her father and headed back toward their village. She had no intention of
speaking to him anytime in the near future. He had just sold her like the
humans sold cattle.






Chapter Five


“Challenge”


 


I am certain now that my
father was correct in his handling of our time in the later days of that
winter, though I thought him quite the imbecile at the time. For all of his
wile, he pushed on the wrong issue from what I could see.


Lihuan normally chose his
battles well. That year was filled with poor decisions on his part. Briefly I
wondered if he had gone senile and could no longer be trusted to lead the pack.
Sadly I was not alone in this. The males—and a few young females who followed
me around like puppies—challenged my father that winter. Some did it out of the
belief that they could have solved the food shortage far faster and saved
lives. Others felt Lihuan could not protect the pack and needed to be replaced.


What both groups did not
realize was that they lacked the solution to both of those problems. In both
instances, it was I. This is not bragging or belief in my own self-importance,
but fact, based on what transpired that year.


Would the challengers have
been able to find food in a woods scoured clear of resources by Altis? They
would have had to lead the pack many miles south, which would have killed far
more during the journey in heavy snows than the wait until we found Insrin’s
people and worked out our treaty with them. 


More to the point, that
sole place to acquire food within a reasonable distance only wished for one
price for their aid: me. A new leader would not have changed that.


Defending the pack was a
bit of a misleading issue to challenge Lihuan about. We had not been touched by
Altis or anything else since I had begun patrolling the area. The warriors were
still active, but it was my job to minimize what they encountered. Humans and
elves were always my first targets, killed long before they could set foot on
our land.


The challengers could
certainly take the pack from Lihuan if they tried hard enough, but what would
it gain them? I may have hated my father in those days, but that did not change
the fact that he was my pack-leader. Killing him would have turned not just
myself, but most of the warriors against the would-be leader. It was suicidal
for anyone inside the pack to challenge him. Those outside…that was a different
matter entirely.


 


Spinning in place, Feanne
kicked across the male wolf’s neck, tearing open his throat with her claws.
Gasping, he collapsed to the ground, clutching his neck, trying to keep the
free-flowing blood from escaping.


“No, I will not help you
challenge Lihuan,” she said softly, standing over him as he died slowly. “I
hope this teaches you much about how not to issue a challenge and never to ask
me to turn against family. Fight your own battles alone.”


Feanne stepped over the male
as he kicked the last few times, walking through the middle of the village
toward her father’s tent. She normally let him know when she was forced to kill
someone, mostly out of courtesy, though also to let him determine what to do
about those planning to betray him. In cases such as this, it was more to let
him know that there would be a funeral pyre that night. Idly, she let her right
foot drag somewhat to wipe off the blood before she arrived at her parents’
tent.


Those she passed along the
way spoke kindly to Feanne in much the same way they did to warriors who had a
reputation for bloodshed. They respected her but generally wanted to stay out
of her way. Children tended to be the exception, following her around, talking
up her exploits as though she were some kind of hero.


Feanne knew herself better
than that, but she would let children dream.


Soon she arrived at her
mother’s tent, where the circle had long stood for healing those who had been
gravely wounded or even recently killed. It was no longer an empty tent,
intended just for housing the circle, but was now her mother’s residence since
the first journey to Insrin’s village.


Feanne and her mother had not
spoken about the events there, but it had been clear Lihuan had. Within hours
of their return, Asrahn had moved her things into the nearby tent and not once
set foot in her mate’s tent since. Her stubbornness and willingness to hold a
grudge was inspiring even to Feanne.


As she opened the tent
entrance and stepped inside, Feanne announced, “Mother, I was forced to kill another
today. This makes…” She stopped and looked up at Ulra, sitting near Asrahn.
Both females were holding cups of tea, though the tiny cup was nearly comical
in Ulra’s massive hands.


“That is something the
pack-leader must concern himself with, not I,” Asrahn snapped, motioning Feanne
over. “There are other things that concern you.”


Taking a seat between her
mother and Ulra, Feanne studied their expressions. They were worried and
dreading something.


“Your father,” Asrahn said,
disregarding her own relationship with Lihuan in the things she said, as usual,
“has finished the arrangements. Insrin will come in one week.”


Feanne had been expecting
that once the snow had finished melting off and the weather had warmed, but
each day she had hoped for a little more time. That, apparently, was at an end.
Possibly along with what little freedom she still felt she held. She had gotten
an extra two months, but it felt far from enough.


“Is there any word as to
where I am to live once this is over with?” she asked, noticing as she did that
Ulra was staring dejectedly into her tea. The elder bear had very nearly taken
Lihuan’s head off when news had come to the camp about his arrangement.


“You may be head of the
relationship, but he will determine where the two of you are to live. That is
the way of these things. Inside the tent, you rule absolutely. Outside, the
male has some small say in things. This is the price for mating within your
breed. Pick someone a little different and all matters are up for debate.”


“Because I had much say in
that,” Feanne muttered, but wished she had not. There was already more than
enough anger between her parents about the decision, and she knew full well it
was her words that had sealed the deal with Insrin. Still, she had been trapped
from the start.


“If he is that bad, perhaps
you will get lucky and he will die young in a hunting accident,” Asrahn blurted
out, as casually as one might discuss the weather. “If he is truly awful, you
can always speed that along. Herbs are out there—”


Ulra grumbled and shook her
head. “Do not even joke like this, Asrahn. Love can come later. I do not
recommend it, but it can happen. Doln was not my first choice, but I would do
anything for him.”


“And there you have it,”
Asrahn noted, giving Feanne a coy smile. “If he survives a few years with you,
you might find the willingness to keep him that Ulra now speaks of.”


That made Ulra laugh, her
rumbling chuckle a welcome relief for the tension in the tent.


“Mother,” Feanne began again,
not really sure how to ask the question on her mind, “I have no idea how to be
anyone’s mate.”


Asrahn stared at her briefly
and blinked very hard. “Child, I had thought by now you would have figured
out…I…” Asrahn looked over at Ulra in what could only be described as muted
panic. “I had thought you had already… Child, you are over six years old…I had
heard… There was talk…”


Ulra shook with restrained
laughter.


Scowling, Feanne gave Ulra a
moment to compose herself. “Mother…that is entirely not what I was asking. I
mean, how do you deal with someone depending on you day after day? How do you
learn to get along together all the time?”


“Ah, that. You tell him to
leave you alone under threat of being mauled, or if you actually care about
him, just explain that you have a headache. I, for one, have only had a
headache once or twice that I can think of, but somehow it makes males leave
you alone.”


Ulra chuckled again and shook
her head and amusement at Asrahn. “Ignore your mother when it comes to matters
of affection,” Ulra said, drawing a glare from Asrahn. “Do what you can to make
it work. If that fails, walk away and calm yourself to keep from killing him.
That has worked for Doln and I for years, along with the standing threat that I
am stronger than he is.”


Feanne thanked them both for
their advice—even the awful advice. Excusing herself, she left them and went
back outside. 


She intended to go straight
to her father’s tent, but from Asrahn’s, she could see it a little way away and
could not motivate herself to make the short trip. Feanne stood there for a
time, wondering how to convince herself to approach him, knowing he would want
to talk with her about the ceremony. She simply was not ready for that.


Turning around, Feanne headed
back toward her grove. If she had a week, she could wait a day or two to speak
with her father about anything.


She made it only a few steps
before her vision blurred and she stumbled, her mind racing. It was a familiar
feeling, but not one she relished. When the Miharon called, it would often make
her light-headed. If the call was urgent, the fae had a difficult time
controlling the intensity of the effect on her, making her nearly black out.
Now was one such time, the cry of the wolf-like creature echoing within her
head, drowning out everything around her for a few seconds.


The words of her master were
lost in the pain that flooded her head, but the message was clear. It wanted
her to return to the grove immediately, and making it wait would only cause her
head to hurt more.


Steadying herself against a
frame meant to hold hides to be tanned, Feanne waited a few more seconds for
the buzzing noise in her mind to fade fully. When it finally did, she
discovered Lihuan was standing in front of her, with Ghohar nearby, guarding
him while Ulra was elsewhere. She had no idea how long they had been watching
her.


“Feeling well?” Lihuan asked,
supporting his weight on his walking stick. “I had expected you would have come
to see me after taking the problems with Culmar into your own hands. His blood
is still on your fur.”


“Not now,” she said, trying
to walk around her father. 


Ghohar stepped into her path,
blocking her.


“We have something else we
need to discuss,” Lihuan said, while Feanne glared at Ghohar, attempting
unsuccessfully to make him back down.


Lihuan walked slowly up
beside Feanne and glanced at Ghohar, who was pointedly not looking at her as he
stood in her way, arms crossed. “I have been speaking with Jurous,” he said,
though she kept her attention on Ghohar. “There is some concern over this title
you claim. Jurous would like to be very certain that you have no other ties
before the ceremony. While his concerns are not mine, I would prefer to have
our own people stop worrying about your loyalties.”


“Father, this is not a
discussion we should be having,” Feanne warned him as a fresh wave of dizziness
hit her. The Miharon knew she was not on her way yet and was getting upset. If
she fought the call long enough, the fae might even force her body to run,
which was not a sensation she ever wanted to feel again.


“I need you to abandon this
title you have used so often,” Lihuan said. “I know neither of us is happy
about this, but that title is what others focus on. So long as you continue
using it, people will…”


A howling roar reverberated
off the trees to the north. The Miharon had listened to her thoughts again. She
dreaded what might happen if it came all the way to the camp. 


“Father, I have to go right
now,” Feanne insisted, shoving past Ghohar.  She still felt dizzy from the
summons and could not run, but made her way through the camp as swiftly as she
could. It was not until she had nearly reached the woods that she noticed
Ghohar was just steps behind her and her father was limping along a short
distance back.


“What are you doing?” Feanne
hissed at Ghohar, feeling the presence of her master approaching rapidly. “You
cannot be here.”


The wolf wildling smirked and
shrugged, as though daring her to try something. “Your father wants me to see
this thing,” he said, looking over her shoulder toward the woods. “I think he
wants to meet it too. You always said the power it gives you isn’t a threat.
Guess we see.”


Lihuan finally caught up,
coming to stand beside Ghohar. “Will you be doing introductions, or should I?”
he asked, though there was no humor in his tone. “On second thought…it may not
want introductions…”


Feanne saw the two males’
eyes widen, staring past her at the woods. Turning slowly, Feanne saw her
master had arrived silently, likely using a great deal of its power to manifest
so far from its woods. Doing so always angered the forest spirit and left it
weak for days or longer, depending on how far it had gone.


Stretched all along the wood
line, a billowing shadow loomed, giving the illusion of nightfall when looking
directly at the trees. Centered in that shadow was the shape of the
ten-foot-tall wolf that was the Miharon’s preferred form. Shadows licked at its
shape, making it difficult to see clearly where the wolf ended and the darkness
began. Only the bright purple eyes gave a clear notion of where the wolf actually
stood.


“Greetings, spirit,” Lihuan
offered good-naturedly, limping past Feanne. “I have waited a long time to meet
you.”


The wolf let out a bestial
howl that sounded like a blending of wolf, bear, and something else. Then,
without a sound, it walked across the dry branches and brush at the edge of the
woods, approaching Lihuan until it stood over him, meeting his eyes. “You have
held back my servant,” came a voice from the general direction of the wolf,
though Feanne knew after this long that it came from within her own head.
Somehow the Miharon projected its words to anyone nearby, rather than speaking.


“I meant no disrespect in
that matter,” Lihuan said, standing firm as the wolf brought its face closer to
his. “This is my child and—”


“This is my servant and a
creature of my woods. She belongs to no one else. Stand aside, mortal.”


“No. She is as free as you
and I. We will talk on this or you will kill me. These are my terms, spirit.”


Ghohar looked over at Feanne
with a nervousness she had never seen in the old male. “Your father is going to
get good and dead,” he whispered. “Are you ready for that blood on your claws,
girl?”


Lihuan smiled up at the angry
countenance of the wolf above him as though he were having tea with an old
friend. That seemed to enrage the wolf all the more, but it made no move to
strike, which surprised Feanne.


Hurrying to her father’s
side, Feanne tried to act as a shield for him, but there was no room between
Lihuan and the Miharon. She had to settle for standing beside him in a show of
support.


“Why do you interfere,
mortal?” the spirit asked, cocking its head slightly. “The Keeper has tasks to
complete, and they do not involve you. Just as you would use a spear to strike
at your enemies, I need her to do much the same. She requires further honing
before she knows the path she will one day walk.”


“The title,” Lihuan answered,
“is not of our people. We will not use it and will not acknowledge it. What she
does for you is her business, but we are not a part of your schemes, spirit. I
have made no bargain and will not be held to one.”


Roaring again, the Miharon
turned on Feanne. Behind it, she could see the shadows receding as the
Miharon’s power waned slowly. It could not stay away from its woods forever,
and each minute it remained would weaken it. She had no clear idea how far it
could roam, but she believed the grove was the heart of its realm and creating
the long line of darkness in an effort to intimidate Lihuan had sapped its
strength faster than normal.


“This creature refuses my
authority,” it practically screamed in her mind. “You will kill it if and when
I give such a command.”


“I asked for power to protect
my people,” Feanne countered out loud, standing her ground. “This is my father.
He is blood to me, just as the trees are a part of you. I will not strike at
him, no matter what promises I have made you.”


The Miharon relaxed slightly
and turned back to Lihuan. “This is why I chose her. She is strong and willful,
even willing to stand proud against the will of a god. She has earned her title
and many others. Do her this honor and use the title granted her by the fae.”


“No,” Lihuan replied
immediately. “Our titles are ours and yours remain yours. Call her what you
like, but she is still a child to me and will stay as such.”


A seething growl filled
Feanne’s head, but the Miharon made no move on her father. It finally looked
back, eyes going over the receding shadows that were nearly behind it, leaving
only the wolf itself in darkness.


“Keeper,” the Miharon said as
its form began to shrink slightly to stay within the shadows, “you bring your
own fate down on you. Use the gifts I have placed in you and never regret the
choice you made. You will need those gifts soon. That was what I called you
for. I have expended as much strength as I dare without weakening you. I place
much trust in you, both today and the years to come.”


“My magic is always ready,
master.”


“Not magic this day,” the
spirit noted, continuing to shrink. It was now smaller than any of the
wildlings. “I have given you more than you know. My power is magic and that
stays with me or the vessel I choose—what you must use is something else.
Something greater than yourself and yet a shadow of myself.” With that the
spirit vanished and the shadows faded away. “You will use this gift soon. Not
today.”


The clearing remained quiet
for several long seconds, until Lihuan chuckled.


“Your thoughts, Ghohar?”
Lihuan asked.


“Looks like a wolf, smells
like a pine tree,” he answered, coming up beside them. “Nature spirit, no
doubt. That was no illusion. The creature’s strong, but if we had a few more
wizards…”


“You are not seriously
thinking about attacking it?” demanded Feanne, turning on Ghohar. “Are you
mad?”


“I’d be mad if I said I
thought I could take it down myself. This isn’t the first ghostly creature that
has threatened people I know. You forget how old your father and I are. Just
because it can’t die of age doesn’t mean it can’t die.”


Feanne shook her head in
disbelief. “This creature has done nothing but help us. It has saved my life
and allowed me to save the people in this camp repeatedly. I will not have you
attempting anything against it—not that I believe you could survive such an
attack.”


Ghohar chuckled and looked
over at Lihuan, saying, “She doesn’t get it, does she?”


“Get what?” Feanne demanded.


“The thing is so damned
prideful that all we had to do was threaten its ego and it came running far
from its woods,” Ghohar told her, drawing a nod from Lihuan. “Out here it can
be killed. It stayed until it was so weak that I might have been able to kill
it myself. Now it will be weak for a long time. This creature is not stupid,
but it knows we understand its powers. It failed the test, girl. I think it
trusts you more than it trusts its own magic. It needs you and fears losing you
more than it fears for its own survival.”


“It has done nothing that
deserves threats.”


“Daughter,” Lihuan interceded
as Feanne’s temper had begun to get a little hotter than she had intended. “The
spirit owns you, just as surely as a master owns its slave. Is this what you
really want?”


Growling, Feanne tried to
answer but could not find words.


Lihuan continued. “The magic
it gives you is a leash, as certainly as any that the slavers in Altis could
put on you. This is why we will not honor such a creature—it enslaves a member
of my own family.”


Feanne looked back toward the
village, seeing many of the adults were watching the exchange. So much for
keeping the matter between herself and her father. “I will do what I please,
whether you like it or not, Father.” Turning, she began walking out into the
woods. 


Faintly behind her, she heard
her father say, “You always have, child.”






Chapter Six


“Accepting
Life as It Is”


 


On second thought, if you
wrote down that part about having any experience with males before I turned
four, please rip that page out entirely. Oria has been staring at that male of
hers the entire time we have sat here, and I want to leave no excuse for her to
argue with me. I had forgotten that you had removed the part earlier and this one
would just add confusion.


You did remove both
references? Good. Thank you, Estin. I wish I could make you forget, but letting
another know about it would be foolish. That secret dies with us.


Moving on…


That week I struggled with
depression for the first time in my life. I had regrets—again, not something I
ever had grown accustomed to—about accepting Insrin’s offer. I knew it was for
a good reason, but with the winter over and no children starving in my arms, it
was far harder to believe I had done the right thing in agreeing to a
life-mating with a male I hardly knew and certainly had no love for. 


I chose to fight the
mating a different way: ignoring it until it was too late.


Every day I went about my
tasks as though nothing had ever happened. I pretended as though the
preparations happening in the village were completely unrelated to myself. It
was the easiest way I could find to keep my mind off what was too uncomfortable
to consider.


Lihuan only made things
worse, when I believe he intended to ease the stress of the situation. He meant
well, but my mother very nearly killed him several times during that week. I do
not recall all the foolish things he said in public, but I do remember the one
that set me into a full panic for the day of the ceremony. His simple statement
very nearly sent me running into the mountains to escape my village and anyone
who might know me. I wanted to weep, to scream, to fight an enemy that had no
substance beyond words.


 


“Grandkits?” Feanne asked,
staring in horror at her father.


“Of course. What mating have
you ever known that did not at least hope for a few children? I mean, there are
a few, but you are female and he is male, so those ones do not count on this
particular topic.”


Feanne had managed to
completely block that thought from her mind for months. She had come to accept
the fact that she would be taken off to Insrin’s village to live, whether she
liked it or not. She had begrudgingly even realized she would need to share his
bed on occasion. But children were not something she had considered or wanted
to think about.


Up until that moment,
Feanne’s thoughts had been on the same factors that influenced her regular
decisions in dealing with others. Specifically that Insrin was strong enough to
survive a fight. She would not need to protect him any more than anyone else.
He was not an imbecile. He had no intention of depending on her for anything.
That was all she had really considered with regard to him in her life.


With this new topic, Feanne
realized the expectations on her had grown considerably without her being
aware. Children she adored beyond measure and would give her last breath to
protect, but she had absolutely no desire to be forced to care for children of
her own, let alone the helplessness that came with bearing them. That was why
she enjoyed the village children so—they did not depend on her and she could
simply walk away if she so desired, without regrets.


Apparently seeing Feanne’s
open-mouthed fear, Asrahn came to her side, put an arm around her, and ushered
her away from Lihuan. “We will talk before you leave the village, child,” she
said, her voice low as she shot a glare back at Lihuan. “There are many ways to
make it less likely to have children before you are ready. I would have you
know them, rather than let your father scare you away from your mate before the
ceremony is even done.”


Feanne allowed herself to be
led, her mother taking her back toward her tent. Once they were inside, Asrahn
pushed Feanne down to sit on the floor and shoved a cup of strong-smelling tea
into her hands. The herbal mixture was not one Feanne recognized, but her
mother had always been good with herbs, so she sipped at the bitter drink
anyway.


“This does not feel right,
Mother,” Feanne said, rocking the cup in her hands in an effort to stir the
somewhat foul-tasting plants that floated in the water. “This is not our way to
force someone to take a mate.”


Asrahn sat in front of her,
placing her hands on Feanne’s knees. “No, it is not, but that does not change
what is happening. Insrin and his people will be here in just a few hours. You
agreed to this, and even I cannot change that.”


Feanne nodded and sipped the
tea, feeling a little better with each drink she took. Soon, the tea no longer
even seemed overly bitter. “What would you have done, Mother?”


Asrahn smiled evilly. “I
would have told him that I changed my mind and that if he touched me, I would
tear his face off. That, or I would run into the mountains and not return. I am
more willing to break a promise than you ever were, though. Backing down when
the male I wanted was unavailable was also beyond my abilities. Your father can
attest to the things I told him when he chose another over me, while that
lasted. In your case, if there were another you would rather be with, I would
have much advice for you, though none of it good.”


Feanne stared at the cup in
her hands, realizing she could no longer feel the warmth from it. She felt a
little dizzy and very numb. “What is this?” she asked, eyeing the herbs
floating in what was left of the tea. She could no longer feel her tail.


“It will relax you, nothing
more,” Asrahn explained, taking the cup out of her hands. “The effects should
last well into the evening. Would not have you panicking.”


Shaking her head to try to
think clearly again, Feanne felt as though the room moved more than she had. It
was a startling condition to be in, but not entirely unpleasant. She definitely
did feel more relaxed. Even the idea of Insrin heading toward the village no
longer bothered her as much.


“Child,” Asrahn said, lifting
Feanne’s chin to look into her eyes. Whatever she saw there made her smile.
“Now, I would like you to tell me for certain…do you wish to run? I will not
fault you for leaving the village. Supporting you in whatever you decide is my
honor. After that drink, I know you will not lie to me. Tell me true.”


Feanne shook her head and
nearly toppled over backward. Giggling despite how that sound grated on her
nerves, she grabbed her mother’s wrist before answering. “No, I made a
promise,” Feanne slurred, realizing the words were muddled more than she would
have expected. “I’m going through with it. I don’t break promises.”


“Even if it ties you to
someone you do not love? Say the word and I will get you out of the village
before he arrives. If you wish, I can make it look as though nearly anything
happened. You could be believed to be dead…”


“No,” Feanne insisted,
bristling. The dizziness was fading already, though the strange overrelaxed
sensation was still strong. “It may not be what I want, but I’ll do what I have
to. Mother, you told me that our only claim to honor is what standards we hold
ourselves to. I won’t break a pledge just because it makes me unhappy. I do not
have anything better to look to, anyway. This is good, or as good as I can hope
for.”


Though she appeared saddened
at the words, Asrahn smiled and nodded, clasping Feanne’s hands in hers. “You
will make a great pack-leader someday with a mind like that. Better than your
father and more stubborn than I. It will not be this pack, but I see greatness
in your future.”


 


*


 


Come noon, Feanne was feeling
dizzy again, but not because of her mother’s herbal mixtures. Asrahn had
insisted on another dose of the noxious beverage, but even with the mild fog
that came with the tea, Feanne felt as though she were sweating over every inch
of her body as she stood at the top of a small mound of dirt near the center of
the village. Panting did not even come close to alleviating the prickling of
her skin. The tea could not hope to take the edge off her fear.


Insrin had arrived in the
camp about half an hour earlier, but Feanne had been kept from seeing him. It
was a silly tradition that had come from one of the lands Lihuan had visited as
a youth. No one really knew why it was done, but Feanne had begun to believe it
had to do with delaying some of the nervousness. If the would-be life-mates did
not have a chance to talk before the ceremony, there was less chance of one or
the other running off. It was the best theory she had come up with, though with
her head spinning, she doubted she was really thinking clearly.


“Just a few more minutes and
he should be joining us,” Asrahn said as she came back to Feanne after having
gone to check on the males. “His father has decided for some reason that today
is the day to give Insrin a long lecture about duty and responsibility. If the
old fox ever stops talking, the ceremony will begin. Also should be said, I
have been forbidden from saying I am your mother for foolish reasons. Something
about discretion.”


Feanne could not bring
herself to say anything. She just watched Lihuan’s tent, where Insrin and his
father were preparing, feeling like certain doom was creeping over her.


Around the mound where she
stood—the higher ground helping the whole village see her clearly—nearly every
wildling from her village stood waiting. They talked among themselves, but
Feanne felt as though their eyes were always on her, making her fidget as she
waited for something else to focus on. 


Feanne had smoothed the
doe-skin skirt and vest she wore a thousand times, but she was still
uncomfortable in the clean and unmarred clothing. Something patched together
and worn for months through rain and summer heat was more her style. She needed
her legs and arms free to fight, and the loose-fitting dress felt as though it
were strangling her. This felt too…formal. Unfortunately one of the elder foxes
from Insrin’s village had implied that this was what she could expect to wear
regularly, if not actual cloth skirts and shirts rather than leather. They were
already trying to dictate her life to her, even before pledges were made. They
wanted her to be like any other female mate and not one of the warriors. With
luck she could force a change in their views later.


At last the pack-leader’s
tent opened and Insrin and his father stepped out into the sunlight. The moment
she saw that movement, Feanne’s stomach lurched as though she were about to
vomit.


Jurous had dressed in finery
Feanne had no doubt had cost his village a fortune in trades with the dwarves
or another neutral force in the area. His chain armor gleamed as though the
metal were on fire, and bits of fur were used as decoration at the shoulders
and hips. It was a stunning suit, though Feanne wondered how practical it was
in battle.


Insrin was little different
than the last time she had seen him. Dressed in his shirt and pants—his armor
having been left elsewhere for the ceremony—he was the perfect picture of
masculine beauty. Deep down, Feanne knew that and kept trying to tell herself that
most females would have tried to kill her to get where she was. She just was
not one of them and dearly wished one would show themselves so she could pawn
Insrin off on them.


What caught Feanne’s
attention next was the reaction of Insrin and his father as they moved toward
the mound. Both sneered and avoided contact with the nonfox wildlings, and
several times Feanne saw Insrin’s blood-guards aggressively moving the
villagers aside to keep them from being near the pack-leader. If anyone got in
their way, she had no doubt a fight would break out. One-on-one, a fight
favored the blood-guard, but the whole village would move to protect Lihuan,
and there was no chance of the blood-guard holding their own against so many.


Turning, Feanne looked to her
father, still standing near his tent. The old male had seen what she had and
was not looking very happy about it. He kept quiet, but Feanne was willing to
bet there would be harsh words in private at a later time. Respect among the
members of the pack had always been an important thing to Lihuan. He would
expect it from Jurous as well, but demanding it in public was not his way.


Slowly Insrin made his way up
to the mound and took his place in front of her. He smiled reassuringly, though
Feanne could not manage to do the same. Instead, she lowered her eyes, trying
to find the strength not to walk away from the ceremony. Doing so would have
disgraced her father and could have pushed matters to the point of violence. If
there had been any way that did not hurt their whole village, she would have
done it without hesitation. For once she felt a complete coward.


Feanne checked around the
mound, discovering the blood-guard were scattered around at strategic
locations, hands on their weapons. They must have given some thought to her
running. Any refusal of the ceremony at this point would turn into a bloodbath.
She was trapped.


“This is not so bad,” Insrin
whispered, taking Feanne’s hands in his. “You will be a pack-leader’s mate.”


Feanne flinched a little. She
had no desire to be overshadowed by someone else’s importance. She could have
been a pack-leader herself, but this ceremony might take away that opportunity
forever. Anything she did from this point forward reflected on Insrin, not
herself.


“Just say the words,” Feanne muttered
to herself, still unable to look Insrin in the eyes. She had not felt so
powerless since the day her sister died. The entire ceremony made her feel like
a child again, entirely unable to protect herself or others.


They stood there a long time,
until Feanne finally lifted her head enough to see Insrin was looking past her.
Turning her head, she saw there were warriors running away from the village
into the woods, where a column of smoke rose not far to the southeast.


“Hunters?” Feanne asked,
though she knew no one else had the answers to that.


Yanking her hands free of
Insrin’s, she hoisted her skirt and ran from the mound, while the villagers
took to their homes or made way for the warriors to mobilize. Halfway to the
edge of the village, Feanne dug her thumbs into the skirt and sliced it from
hip to ankle on both sides, making it move easier when she ran. 


“Feanne!” Insrin yelled as he
came up beside her, grabbing her by the arm.


He was still in the light
clothing he had been wearing for the ceremony, but now carried his spear and
shield. Behind him, four of the blood-guard were gathered. The rest she could
see in the distance near Jurous.


“Go back to the village and
stay there,” Insrin commanded, tightening his grip on her arm. “This is not
something you should be a part of. We’ll clear the woods and come back.”


Growling, Feanne punched
Insrin in the face, making him stumble backward. His guards looked away, but
she could see their amusement as Insrin moved his jaw with his hand, making
sure it was not broken.


“This is my village, not
yours,” Feanne told him, giving one of the guards a sharp glare when he took a
step toward her. “I have fought to keep these people alive my whole life. Try
to stop me again and I will kill you myself and not feel bad about it for even
a single minute. When we protect your village, you can tell me what to do. Not
here. Not now.”


Insrin stared at her, then
shook his head and motioned for his guards to go farther north in the woods.
“We will circle back on whatever is coming,” he told them, though he watched
Feanne the whole time. “The warriors of this town can take the direct march on
their enemies.”


Taking off toward the woods,
they vanished into the trees, leaving Feanne alone. Her own village’s warriors
had gone into the woods almost a minute earlier. She had wanted to be the first
to face whatever was out there, not the last.


Feanne started through the
trees again but stopped when she realized something was not right. The smoke
from the southeast was thin and very close to town. If it had been trees
burning, the smoke would have been much wider. As it was, Feanne wondered if it
was much more than a signal fire. The smoke was too controlled and far too
obvious.


Turning, Feanne looked to the
far end of the village. Almost as she did so, she heard the shouts from the
villagers, trying to alert the warriors who were much too far into the woods to
ever hear it. They had been tricked. Whatever was coming had lured away the
majority of the village’s defenses.


Running as hard she could—made
more difficult by the attire she wore, which was certainly not meant for such
activities—Feanne leapt and dove between the village’s tents, making her way to
the west side. Nearing the far end of the camp, Feanne stopped abruptly,
believing whatever was attacking had already gotten into the place. She heard a
scuffle off to one side and a cry for help that was muffled.


Feanne did not hesitate. She
slashed at the tent wall with her claws and leapt inside. What she found was
not an invader, but it enraged her far more.


Holding a young female deer
wildling by the neck, one of Insrin’s blood-guards stood with his axe raised
over her. The child was bloodied, as though she had been slapped or punched
more than once before Feanne had come inside.


Lowering the axe only
slightly, the male fox stared at Feanne in embarrassment more than anything.
“Thought we’d take home some dinner,” he said, giving a forced laugh. “Kidding,
of course. She tripped me when I was running, and I had to teach her a—”


Feanne stepped up beside the
fox, grabbed his jaw with one hand to brace his head, and drove her elbow into
the back of his neck. He collapsed as she released him, dropping his axe and
struggling to get out from under Feanne’s feet.


“Child, look away,” Feanne
told the wide-eyed doe. “This is not for you.”


Clamping her eyes shut, the
little deer wildling even covered her ears with her hands.


Feanne attacked the moment
the child was no longer watching. She kicked and clawed at the downed male fox
until her leather clothing was soaked in his blood. Whether he had stopped
moving before that, Feanne was not sure, but there was no doubt the mangled
body was dead. Where blood did not cover him, bone protruded.


Guilt for killing one of
Insrin’s own was completely absent. Feanne wondered if perhaps it was a result
of her mother’s tea, still making her a little woozy. It took her only a second
to accept she really had no remorse. The male had tried to hurt or kill one of
her people. Whether he was from Insrin’s village or the city of Altis mattered
little. She had spent years protecting these people, and she would kill to keep
them safe, no matter who it was from.


Feanne took the child by the
shoulders and led her out of the tent, while keeping herself between her and
the blood-guard’s corpse. Once they were outside, Feanne knelt in front of the
child and gently pulled her hands off of her ears. “You can open your eyes
now,” Feanne said softly. “He is gone.”


The doe blinked and stared at
Feanne. When she tried to look down at Feanne’s blood-soaked clothing, Feanne
put a finger under the doe’s chin to keep her eyes up.


“What is your name?” Feanne asked,
trying to be as soothing as she could, while the child trembled uncontrollably.
“Where are your parents?”


Swallowing hard, the doe
whispered, “Alafa…and we got separated when everyone ran…then that male grabbed
me…and…and…”


“Shhh,” Feanne insisted,
taking the female’s hand. “We will find your parents. Everything is okay now. I
will never hurt you, Alafa.”


Feanne sniffed the air, trying
to sort out all of the scents of wildlings coming and going. It took her only a
minute to find more deer wildlings. Given that there was only one—albeit
large—family in the village, Feanne had no doubt they were Alafa’s kin. Leading
the child back into the village, Feanne stopped at a nearby tent. Sniffing
again to be sure there were no surprises waiting, she opened the tent flap and
found ten deer wildlings hiding inside. 


Alafa ran straight to them.


“Should we run?” asked one of
the older males as he pulled Alafa into a hug. “Is the village lost?”


Feanne smiled as reassuringly
as she could, knowing she probably looked horrific to the prey-breeds, covered
as she was in blood. It was shocking to her that they did not run the moment
she had arrived, as that tended to be their way when they felt threatened.
“Stay here. This village will not fall if I can help it.”


Leaving the terrified deer
behind, likely also making them far happier by doing so, Feanne turned back to
the woods. Even partway into the camp, she had a clear enough view to see
soldiers were coming out of the trees from the west and northwest.


Dressed entirely in chain or
scaled armors, the human and elven men marched in a tight line toward the
village. Banners were held by several men, but Feanne did not need those flags
to recognize the sashes worn as those of Altisians. This was no hunting
party—these were actual Altisian soldiers and the line was at least ten men
wide and already three rows had emerged from the woods.


At first Feanne thought Altis
had for some insane reason decided the wildlings were a threat, just a few
hours walk from the city walls. Then she saw that behind the three rows of
soldiers were unarmored servants, carrying thick ropes, chains, and manacles.


These were slavers, paid by
the city and escorted by troops. Whether that was worse or better than a purely
military force, Feanne had no guess. Either way, the result was the same.
Slavery was death as far as she was concerned. They had come to put an end to a
threat in a way that benefited them. Lihuan had told stories of how cities like
Altis used wildlings as slaves, but she had never thought it would become such
a direct issue. Her whole life she had thought Altis would take the weak or the
lost wildlings. She had never thought they would send an army to collect
everyone at once, strong and weak, young and old.


Feanne only had seconds to
study her foes before they neared the first row of tents. She was not going to
let them touch anyone unless she was already dead, so she ran at them, heedless
of the fact that she was the only one. Thirty warriors were more than she had
ever faced, but this was not the time to allow herself to back down.


As she ran, Feanne called
upon the magic of nature as the Miharon had taught her. Lightning came crashing
down into the line of soldiers, scattering them and injuring several. The trees
reached out and grabbed several of the servants in the back, the branches
locking the men’s arms to their sides. Even the creatures of the forest came at
her call before she reached the first soldier, wolves racing in from all
directions, darting through the soldiers’ lines to brutalize several before
running off again.


Then Feanne crashed into an
elven man, taking him off his feet as she drove her shoulder into his chest.
Meanwhile around her, his fellows were burning from the first lightning strike.
Before the man hit the ground, Feanne was back on her feet, sliding nimbly
between the soldiers as they realized they were under attack from a specific
person, rather than the woods around them.


Feanne darted and twisted as
spears were thrust at her. She avoided one attack—the blade of the weapon
sliding along her fur after cutting through her shirt—and slid up the spear’s
side to reach its bearer. The man never got the chance to drop the weapon
before Feanne’s claws took off half of his face.


Turning as she tossed the
spear aside, Feanne barely blocked a large human’s club with her forearm. Her
whole arm went numb, but she refused to let it slow her. Grabbing the weapon at
both the top and bottom, Feanne twisted it out of the man’s grip and kicked as
hard as she could into his stomach. Her claws tore through some of the flimsy
links in his armor, but he stumbled away mostly unscathed.


Feanne turned on the
remaining soldiers behind her, finding herself facing a single elven man
wielding a spear. The others were moving toward the town on the far side of the
man, making him the most important target for her if she was to slow down the
invaders until the village’s warriors could return.


She made a small lunge at
him, testing his abilities. To Feanne’s dismay the man moved more fluidly than
any she had encountered before, sweeping his spear past her to keep her from
moving in the direction of the village, then returning it to center, pointed at
her chest, all before she could reach him.


Feanne snarled and advanced,
but stumbled backward as the haft of the spear cracked her across her left
shoulder, twirling and somehow hitting her again in the stomach. The elf was
far faster than she was.


“On your knees, wildling,” he
ordered, using a flick of the spear’s blade to force her another step back. “I
can keep this up all day if I have to. I do not want to kill any of you if I
don’t have to.”


The other soldiers had mostly
passed Feanne now, making her frantic. She had to end the fight quickly or her
efforts would have amounted to nothing. Doing her best to look scared—a
difficult act for Feanne, though she thought of Insrin to find the right
expression—Feanne backed away from the soldier, who let her get some distance
between them. Behind her, she could hear chains and ropes and smell humans,
waiting for their chance to grab her.


Feanne called on her magic
again, feeling the rush of life and growth flow through her. The magic she pulled
together was one of the more foul spells the Miharon had taught her, but she
had no time to worry about being kind to a foe or fighting honorably. 


Once she had sworn to herself
that she would never use such magic. Now she knew better.


A cloud of mist formed around
the man, drenching him in what appeared to be water. He hesitated his advance
on Feanne and then dropped his spear and began screaming as the acid she had
created began dissolving his flesh. It took only a second or two and he
collapsed, giving Feanne a clear path to the other attackers.


The main force was now inside
the village, and Feanne had to run to keep up, worrying far more about the
armed men than the terrified servants who carried the ropes. Without soldiers,
those would flee and be easily hunted down.


Coming around a lopsided tent
that had been cut open already to search for wildlings hiding inside, Feanne
found herself facing an armored human, who raised his mace. The man braced
himself to fight her, his posture telling Feanne he had probably seen her
dispatch the others.


Feanne growled and swept the
mace aside when the man tried to swing at her, his movements far too slow to
catch her. Hooking his arm to keep him from swinging again, she used her grip
to pull herself up close to him to prevent any chance of him slipping away. She
went for his neck with one hand, the only easy place to strike where he had no
armor. When she did, the man leaned back and smashed his forehead into hers,
dazing her and forcing her to release her grip on his arm.


Another soldier managed to
close on Feanne as she recovered her balance, this time getting a good swing
before she could react. Pain exploded across the side of her head, and her
vision blurred as the second man’s mace grazed the back of her skull near her
ear, making her stumble. Blood ran down the side of her head, her feet slipped
out from under her, and she fell hard onto hands and knees.


Feanne could only barely move
as booted feet kicked at her. She kept trying to stand back up, but they wore
her down until she collapsed onto her side. The second she fell, a rope
tightened around her neck and she heard chains being brought. Those sounds she
tried to ignore, staring instead at the blood dripping from her nose and
whiskers onto the dry ground beneath her.


So this is how it ends, she thought, looking toward the village, where the
remaining soldiers had begun spreading out to grab the defenseless wildlings
there. She would die a slave, having failed her village. She would live to see
everything she had fought for fall.


Closing her eyes and taking a
breath to try to clear her mind, Feanne found she was far calmer than she would
have expected. It was as though her mother’s tea had continued to sooth her,
even though her injuries and the fight should have moved her far past any sense
of relaxation.


Within the calm, Feanne found
something else. It slipped past the edge of her consciousness, lingering on the
far side of the pain that filled her skull. Whereas the calm had taken over her
rational mind, that other feeling was creeping outward, consuming her thoughts
rapidly as it came to the forefront. Everything that made her who she was
burned away as something rose from the same depths of her master’s magic.


Unable to move or think
clearly, Feanne could only stare at the ground as a thick collar was fitted
around her neck. Somehow that did not change anything. All she could think
about was that new sensation in her mind, pushing everything else aside.


As abruptly as darkness was
banished by a heavy curtain being thrown open on a bright day, the calm was
washed away by the new feeling.


Rage.


All that she was became
crushed under the weight of the anger and fury that filled her body. It was not
a feeling or an emotion, but a tangible thing that wanted to be free. As much
as she could be a wild animal when she had to fight to survive, this new thing
inside her was far more wild and angry—an entirely separate entity squirming to
get free.


Screaming as though it was
the only hope of freeing her from what was happening, Feanne curled into a ball
as her body began to burn from the inside. A sensation like having her bones
broken by one impact after another moved across her body, snapping her limbs,
making her thrash about as she kept screaming, thinking the men were tearing
her apart.


Slowly the pain subsided, but
Feanne could not stop the scream. It had changed, though it took her a bit of
time to realize it. The new sound she was making was a howl she had never heard
before, from herself or any other living creature. It went on and on, until she
could hear hundreds of other animals miles away replying. She could smell them
on the wind, no matter how far from the village they seemed to be. They were
calling to her, encouraging her.


Feanne got her feet under
her, only dimly aware that the collar was broken and lying on the ground. The
shouts of others were entirely ignored as she stretched herself, feeling
stronger and more complete than she had ever been in her life. Only the anger,
the fury at those who had hurt her and would hurt others, still drifted across
her mind as she let out another louder howl. Power that felt like a mix of
magic and muscle tingled across her limbs, invigorating her.


Feanne discovered she now
stood nearly a full human’s height over the men around her. Something had
happened, changing who she was, but that did not even feel like a concern in
that moment. Even the terrified stares of the soldiers, standing limp-armed
around her, mattered not one bit.


She wanted them all to die.
Every last human and elf would bleed, even if she had to tear down the walls of
Altis to get to them. She would rip the mountains down to find anyone who had
hurt her people.


Swinging her arm to try to
get the humans away from her, Feanne watched in amazement as her massive limbs
broke the humans without effort, flinging their mangled bodies halfway back to
the woods. They were weightless, a nuisance rather than a threat.


Spinning on the remaining
soldiers, Feanne roared again and charged them, sending the screaming men scattering
toward the trees. She could not resist chasing, running down one man after
another. When she did catch one, she would leap atop him, crushing the soldier
before ripping him apart with claws or fangs. She had to be certain each man
was dead before she could make herself move on to the next. She had to taste
their blood and feel their hearts stop. She needed to hear their last breath,
echoing darkly in her ears.


Feanne soon found herself
alone in the woods, covered in the gore of the fallen soldiers. She could
barely think, her fogged mind making it difficult to be sure she had driven
them all away.


Raising her muzzle to the
sky, Feanne searched the air for scents of any more humans or elves. The only
ones she could find were far off yet, likely in Altis. She knew that was too
far to run, a foolish endeavor to attack an entire city…


She marched toward Altis, her
anger consuming her. She wanted to kill all of the humans. She wanted to watch
their families run screaming like hers had. She wanted to crush their children
under her feet and make them all fear her and her people, telling stories for
generations. There would be no more humans in the mountains until she was long
gone from the world.


When she did finally stop,
Feanne did not know where she was anymore. Her mind was a blur of anger, and
her own personality struggling to come back to the forefront. Dropping to a
knee as she clutched at her head, Feanne tried desperately to clear her mind of
the rage and the need to destroy. It was difficult, with even the blood on her
fur enticing her to kill more, to find another fight and more foes to butcher.
One part of her mind cried to be free of the chains the anger had created,
while the other demanded she kill something…anything.


Soon she felt the fog lift,
and almost immediately, agonizing pain wracked her body once again as whatever
had happened undid itself. She screamed and rolled on the ground as her bones
crackled and broke, reshaping themselves. The change eventually completed, and
Feanne lay on the ground in a remote part of the woods, naked and panting for
breath as she stared up at the sky, trembling.


Hours had passed since Feanne
had last been in control of herself. It was early night, and she had no clue
where she was or how to get back to the camp. The sun was barely visible above
the peaks of the mountains, and she knew that light would not last long.


Feanne got back up slowly on
shaking legs, surveying the area she found herself in. Almost immediately she
knew she could find her way home, whether she knew where she had come from or
not. During her rampage, she had left a huge trail of damaged and broken trees,
even uprooting a few. The trail was easily followed by someone with the skill
to notice the difference between a naturally broken branch and one sheared off
by a giant angry fox-monster.


Taking her first step toward
home, Feanne collapsed as her muscles refused to work. Every fiber of her being
was shaking, refusing to go on. A long, deep breath managed to steady her a
little, and she struggled back to her feet, moving by stubbornness alone. Even
so, her paws were unsteady, and she found herself trying to cover herself—if
not out of shame for her nakedness, then for shame of how she must look after
rampaging through the woods for hours.


Feanne followed the trail
slowly back to the camp, occasionally doing little things to hide the less
broken sections of the path, just in case. It was slow going, but she felt
better making sure things were not too clear to others, and doing so slowed her
walking enough that she was able to recover a little, getting back some of her
strength.


It was nearing midnight when
Feanne finally did make it back to the village, her body aching everywhere and
her feet raw from hours of hiking on uneven stony ground. High overhead, the
cloud-covered moon gave her enough light to still feel comfortable following
the trail.


The camp was in shambles.
Some of it was clearly caused by the attack, with many tents slashed open or
collapsed. Several near the southeast were burned, letting Feanne know the
force she had fought was not alone.


The vast majority of the
tents in the village were being taken down by their residents, fifty or more
wildlings running around and preparing to move the village once again. They
never took it far, but there was the common belief that keeping it in one place
after an attack was inviting further trouble.


Feanne walked into the outer
ring of tents and immediately found the people changed from how they had been
when she had left. They had treated her as different or odd for years, mostly
due to her living outside the camp and her gruff treatment of those who wished
to talk with her who were not children. Now the other wildlings made a point of
looking away from Feanne. Few would even acknowledge her presence, and others
actually scurried to avoid being in her path.


The predatory breeds were
bad. Those were her people, the ones who understood what it meant to be
intimidating to others as a way of life. They simply stepped out of her path,
with some turning their backs completely on her. It was strange behavior for
any of them when dealing with a village warrior. Normally they would have
cheered for her and hurriedly clothed her.


The prey breeds brought
Feanne to the verge of tears. Children she had played with days earlier yelped
and hid behind their mothers. Adults ducked into broken tents or ran to join
larger groups as she came near. Panic and fear filled their eyes as they all
tried to get as far from her as they could.


They were all terrified of
her. Every last person.


Feanne turned as she walked
toward her father’s tent at the middle of the camp, walking backward a short
distance as she watched the wildlings’ behavior. Once she was past them, they
would return to what they had been doing, but all of them kept their eyes on
her, making sure she did not come back.


She looked down at herself
and wondered if the fear was entirely based on how she looked. Feanne was still
naked—not that many of the wildlings here likely cared beyond thinking it odd
or mildly inappropriate—but she saw her arms were caked with dried blood up to
her elbows, and the white fur of her chest was black with blood and dirt. Her
legs were little better than her hands, the entire black-furred section that
came almost up to her knees was likewise matted with blood that was not her
own.


Reaching up, Feanne touched
her face and then no longer had doubt about why others might avoid her. Dried
blood bristled her fur all around her mouth and muzzle, coming all the way down
to her chest. She must have looked terrifying, having bathed in blood.


“They will get over it,” she
muttered to herself, clenching her hands as she hurried past the remaining
wildlings, heading on toward the center of the village. That was when Feanne
noticed several of the fallen tents had not been cut down or disassembled.
Clawed footprints marred the canvas, as though something very large had stepped
on them. She knew her own paw prints when she saw them, though they had never
been so huge or horrifying.


The idea that she had caused
so much damage only made Feanne walk faster. Suddenly self-conscious, she
ripped a section from a damaged tent to use as a temporary cloak to at least
cover some of herself. She had never feared being seen for who she was in the
past, but the terror around her made her suddenly wish she could hide.


Off to her left, Feanne
passed rows of dead humans and elves, lain out for burning once the camp was
ready to move. Whether the wildlings had any respect for the invaders during
life, it was tradition to treat foes properly in death, and those would be no
different. Lihuan had even done funeral rights for the man who had killed
Feanne’s sister, all those years ago.


To Feanne’s right, a very
different group of bodies had been gathered. They included several of the
village’s warriors and two elders, including Asrahn’s apprentice healer. At the
front of the group of fallen, Jurous and Insrin’s bodies lay, with four members
of their blood-guard standing watch over them.


“What happened?” Feanne
gasped, trying to approach the bodies, but the guards quickly blocked her path.


“The pack-leader and his son
fell defending this worthless gathering of misfits,” snarled one of the foxes,
actually reaching out and shoving Feanne away. “While your people ran around in
circles, chasing their tails, these two fought until their last breaths to
protect this place. You ran off and left your mate so you could hide in the
woods, half-breed. He took charge while you disappeared. He is dying because of
you. His father fell keeping yours alive.”


Feanne stared at the bodies,
the full reality of how things had changed slowly sinking in. Her eyes drifted
over the arrow wounds in Insrin’s chest to the bloodied crater in the side of
his skull that had doubtless been the blow that had felled him. Despite the
blood-guard’s words, she was certain Insrin was no longer breathing.


Jurous was in even worse
shape, with multiple sword or axe wounds on his torso, as well as nearly a
dozen small marks from arrows across his chest. The male had fought far beyond
the point where he should have fallen. He was a true testament to the strength
he had attempted to project in his demeanor during life.


“My mother can heal—” Feanne
started to say, but the fox in front of her shoved her again, cutting her off.


“We are not letting another
person from this village touch them. I’m waiting for my brothers to gather our
fallen, and then we’re leaving. Our healers will see what they can do, if
anything. We’ve lost too many already to let you near these two.”


Nodding absently, Feanne
walked away, though she had a difficult time taking her eyes off Insrin’s body.
She might not have loved him, but he was the male she had been pledged to. She
had sent him away, leaving him to fend for himself in the end. Directly or indirectly,
this was her fault.


Feanne wanted to feel regret
for running off, to take on the guilt that others would feel when things like
this happened. Instead, she was calm, unable to bring forth the emotions a
normal person might feel. It shielded her, making her stronger in the face of
catastrophe, but she could not say it was even remotely normal to feel like
that.


Her father’s tent was halfway
dismantled by the time Feanne approached it, with Ulra and several others
working to stack the poles that normally supported it. Nearby, Ghohar was lying
on his back, muttering endlessly as Asrahn tended to his injuries, largely
consisting of shallow cuts.


“Father?” Feanne asked
loudly, wandering past the others. Each time she had to open her mouth, she
felt more desperate. “Pack-leader? Daddy?” She felt completely dazed, as though
she would collapse at any moment. Exhaustion, along with the suppressed
emotions of seeing her own people rejecting her, was taking its toll. She had
to find her father quickly.


Ulra pointed toward the back
of the tent, and Feanne followed the gesture, circling around behind what was
left of the structure.


Sitting by himself, his
walking stick at his side, Lihuan was turning a thick leather collar over in
his hands. He did not even appear to notice Feanne until she was standing over
him. “Once, every wildling I knew wore one of these,” he said without looking
up. His claws traced the stitching on the leather that strengthened it and held
the clasp on the collar, where a lock could be snapped on to keep the wearer
from removing it. “When I was your age, I wore one…as did your mother. We were
little better than pets.”


Feanne took a seat in front
of her father, tucking her legs under her.


“I swore we would stay free
out here,” he continued. “The people of Altis were open to having us here all
those years ago. They had slaves, but there are few lands that do not. They
promised us safety, so long as we did not attack them or help their foes. We
were not welcome, but we were not their enemies.”


Reaching out, Feanne took the
collar from Lihuan and threw it as hard as she could toward the edge of the
camp. “We are free, Father. Alive or dead, we will stay free.”


Lihuan finally looked up at
her, his eyes tearing up as he stared at the blood covering her. Shaking his
head, he grabbed her hand, clasping it tightly. “Feanne, you are not free,”
Lihuan insisted. “You are the slave here, not these people. I saw what you did
today.”


“I saved the camp from
invaders.”


“You did it with power given
to you by a master. These men who attacked us did so with weapons their master
gave them. They believed that what they were doing was right because they were
told that by their master. How are you any different, using powers granted to
you by that fae? You follow its commands without thought, destroying anything
that it finds bothersome. What would you do if it decided that we were the
threat? Would you kill us like you killed the soldiers today? How hard would it
have to push before you kill me or your mother? Can you truly say that you can
stop that from happening?”


Feanne wanted to tell him
that he was being foolish, that the gifts of the Miharon would never be used
that way, but she knew she could not make that promise. 


Lihuan nodded knowingly at
her silence, reading her thoughts on her face. “You are no longer welcome in
the village,” he explained, tightening his grip on Feanne’s hand. “That is not
my choice, but it is for your and our safety, as there are several here who
consider you a monster. Not all of them know what you have become, but I have
spoken with those who watched—they will not speak of it so long as you keep a
distance from the village. I can keep things from getting worse. I cannot make
what is done be forgotten, though.”


Feanne nodded slowly, accepting
that her father was probably right in his decision.


“Feanne, you may visit or
come if invited, but please do not spend time among the villagers. This may
change in time, but for now I must ask that you stay in your grove.”


Leaning forward, Feanne pressed
the side of her muzzle to her father’s lovingly. Then, getting slowly to her
feet, she headed toward the woods, knowing it might be the last time she was
allowed that close to her own family.


Walking quickly from the
camp, Feanne threw aside her makeshift clothing, knowing the time to pretend
she was part of civilization was over. “What have you turned me into?” she
asked as she strode into the thick expanse of trees that marked the edge of the
camp.


Laughing dryly at the edge of
her consciousness, the Miharon seemed to follow beside her invisibly. “I have
given you the power you need to survive in the years ahead. You will protect me
when others cannot, and find a place in this world that you cannot imagine.
What you face now is only training for what is to come.”






Chapter Seven


“Leaving”


 


The next year or so was lonely beyond measure. I cannot
express to you how bizarre one’s thoughts become when left to her own in the
wilds for months at a time, with no other contact with sentient beings. The
only voice I heard was the Miharon’s, and the only others I could talk to were
the animals and trees.


Every month or two, I would stop by the village if I had
not heard from them, taking in a little of what had changed. It made me distant
and cold, watching the world change in singular moments, separated by weeks of
isolation. A child might be born one visit and be talking and running around
the next. Everything felt as though it were no longer a part of my life. Time
had lost all meaning.


Eventually the children returned to visit me and were no
longer scolded for doing so. I might not have been overly welcome in the
village, but the people had begun to forget their fears of me. I have no doubt
those fears would have returned if I came home, but so long as I protected them
from afar, they were happy to have me.


During this time, the ogre came to the grove, wandering
out of the woods one day to study the place where I lived. He acted as though
intruding on my exile was the most natural thing, ignoring my protests and attempts
to drive him off. Though I would never have told him, the ogre was my dearest
friend for many months, helping me hold on to my sanity. I believe that without
him and the visits from the village’s children, I would have slipped fully into
the mindset of that vengeful creature the Miharon wanted me to be.


Sometimes I wonder if nature sent the ogre to me to
shield me from the Miharon. It is silly to think that, but our world is far
stranger than I care to reason out, Estin.


 


Feanne playfully wrestled with the group of coyote children
in the grove, laughing as they practiced their growls and tried unsuccessfully
to nip at her. Then, as a shadow came over the area, the pups took off at a run
toward the village.


“You do need to stop scaring the children,” Feanne said as
she rolled onto her stomach, watching the children run. Without bothering to
look up at the looming shape beside her, she calmly brushed dry leaves off her
arms, where they might stick to her fur. The smooth leather vest and loincloth
she wore were far easier to clean and had served as her preferred clothing
during warmer months since leaving the village.


“The young fear what is larger than them, or different,”
rumbled the huge man’s voice as the ogre waited at the edge of the clearing.
“The children fear me for this reason, no different than I should fear a
dragon. Fear is part of who we are and keeps us safe when we do not know the
course we should take.”


“And for those of us who have forgotten how to feel fear?”


The grey-skinned ogre smiled, his tusks giving the gentle
expression a menacing look. “Nature provides for everyone in its own way. Your
recklessness does not end your life because of what you have learned. If you
lacked the skills you possess, you would still feel fear. You put aside fear
until you need it again, when you will take it back onto your shoulders. Fear
comes at its own time, and one day I will see it again myself.”


Feanne cocked her head to look up at the man. “I know I ask
every day. Will you give me your name today?”


“A name means as little today as it did yesterday, fox
child. I call you fox, but others call you Feanne, or Keeper. Your name does
not say who you are. It only allows others to refer to you. Few refer to me who
are not speaking to me, so what use is a name? Even the Miharon is called many
things, none of which are a truth.”


“I will take that as a ‘no’ on the name. Did you come back
here just to philosophize on my arrangement with the fae?”


“Do we ever truly leave a place, little fox?” the ogre asked
absently, looking up at the sky as if lost in thought. He scratched one of his
huge horns with a thick finger, shaking his head slightly. “A place is changed
by our actions, so in a sense, I never left here, nor will I ever. Even after I
leave the last time, the trees will remember me.”


Having struggled through sometimes hours of ramblings by the
old ogre, just to find out he was simply checking whether she wanted something
to eat, Feanne closed her mouth and waited. By not asking questions, it often
shielded her from his obscure thoughts.


“Today, I happened upon an old fox who counts you as one of
his children,” the ogre mused after a short time watching the sky. What the sky
and Lihuan had to do with one another was anyone’s guess. “Troubles weigh down
his shoulders, and his heart seems to call for your help.”


“Did he ask for my help?”


The ogre looked back at Feanne, as though confused by the
question. He thought for a time. “I believe he asked for you, though he may
have been seeking help in a more worldly sense. Either way, you are needed in
the village. The request leads me to believe they needed you today, rather than
in general.”


Sighing, Feanne checked her clothing one more time, making
sure she had no remains from lunch left on the leather. While the children were
quite forgiving of a random bit of rabbit or deer on her clothing, the adults
looked for any excuse to fear her. They would probably whisper rumors about her
murdering the children if a single drop of blood marred fabric.


Feanne did have to admit that things had gotten better over
the last year, though only by small bits at a time. If she pushed the issue,
she believed some of the villagers would have said nothing about her coming
back to live there, but many were still uncomfortable in her presence. It was
easier to stay away.


“Will you be joining me?” she asked of the ogre, who had
taken a seat at the edge of the grove, staring once again at the sky.


“No,” he answered, smiling vaguely upward. “The clouds have
a story for me today about a darkness in a man’s clothing that I will face in
my own time, possibly with another, depending on your own choices. I choose to
listen to the clouds, as you will listen to your father for how you will change
your own life. He may not yet know why he needs you, so please be sure to ask.
Two very different paths can come from the decision of whether to ask or not.”


Rolling her eyes, Feanne walked from the grove and made her
way through the woods and down the hilly slope to the village. The journey was
shorter than it had been at the village’s last location, making it a pleasant
fall walk. Within fifteen minutes she had come into the rocky area the village
had been moved into, sheltered among the foothills of the mountains, where it
would be incredibly difficult to find by accident.


Almost as soon as Feanne had walked from the trees, a young
elk mother bowed toward her, saying softly, “Morning, Keeper.”


Feanne winced and kept walking, knowing the greeting was
anything but friendly. Of late, several of the wildling families who blamed her
for losses of relatives the year before had taken to calling her by her fae
title. The first time or two, she had taken it as a good sign, but offhanded
comments from others had led her to the conclusion that they were both mocking
her and implying that she was more worried about the fae than her own people.
It was a bittersweet reminder that her calling denied her the role her father
would have wanted for her instead: pack-leader.


Two rows of tents into the northern section of the camp,
Feanne steered around an older wolf wildling who she recognized as one of the
elders Lihuan consulted regularly. The male stopped as she passed him, then
cleared his throat to get her attention.


Feanne debated whether to respond but finally turned around.
As she did, the male spit on her foot before walking away from her. If he
feared her, he certainly did not show it at all. She had gotten so used to fear
or being ignored that the rudeness took her by surprise.


She stood there for a time, watching the wolf leave, trying
to think why he hated her. Finally, she remembered he was the father of a
warrior who had died during the great attack more than a year prior. That youth
had been thought to be a good challenger to Lihuan for the future leadership of
the pack, giving the father good reason to hate Feanne and very possibly making
him believe she had let the youth die on purpose. The fact that her paw prints
had passed close by the remains in her pursuit of the Altisian soldiers had not
help her situation any.


Feanne shook off her dismay and managed to get herself to
her father’s tent, avoiding most other residents of the village in the process.
She knew deep down that the vast majority were polite and actually had no issue
with her, but a few were outspoken enough that she had no desire to provoke
them further.


After giving Ulra a nod of greeting at the entrance to the
tent, Feanne slipped inside and found she was intruding on a rather large
meeting. Her father was seated at the far side, but to either side were a
half-dozen elderly wildlings who looked up at Feanne’s intrusion. Among them
was the wolf she had encountered only minutes prior. Asrahn sat to one side
among those elders and gave Feanne an annoyed glare.


“What do you want, Feanne?” Lihuan asked sternly, motioning
for her to close the tent flap. “The elders are meeting and you were not
invited, nor are you an elder.”


“Sorry, but the ogre said you wanted to see me.”


Lihuan’s brows crinkled in confusion. “Child, I have not
seen the ogre in at least a week. We last spoke about the best seed to plant
based on the season’s weather.”


“Why not have her stay, as she clearly represents the
village’s warriors?” asked Tashond, a goat wildling who had been a member of
the elders for longer than Feanne had been alive.


“Very well,” Lihuan answered, though his eyes warned Feanne
to behave herself. “Please continue with what you were saying.”


Tashond gave Feanne a polite incline of his head and turned
back to Lihuan. “As we were discussing, the independent slavers are becoming
more frequent. Just because they have not found the village does not make them
any less of a threat. We have met and—”


“The elders met without their pack-leader?” Lihuan snapped,
and every one of the elders except Asrahn lowered their heads slightly. “This
is not only unacceptable, but I would be justified in disregarding any
suggestions that you might offer. I am not obligated to do anything the elders
ask…I normally just choose to.”


“Understood, Lihuan,” Tashond said, nervously looking at
several other elders for support. They kept their eyes down, letting him fend
for himself. “It came to our attention that you intend to move the camp again.”


That took Feanne by surprise. She had not heard that
previously. If the camp moved far, they might be too remote for her to reach
from the grove.


“I had considered it,” Lihuan admitted, looking to Asrahn.
Something in his stare told Feanne that he guessed Asrahn had been the one to
leak that information to the elders. “The slavers are capturing not just our
people, but the dwarven and fae-kin freemen from these lands. I would rather we
move to another part of the mountains than continue to risk ourselves here.”


“How far would you have us move?” Tashond inquired.


Lihuan sighed and seemed to resign himself to having a
debate he had intended to avoid. “I would move the village south of Lantonne in
the mountains. We would be a great many miles from any major cities. Perhaps as
much as a hundred miles south of here.”


“We would be far from humans,” Tashond agreed, “but we would
also be well beyond trade with any other nation. The dwarves have been quite
good to us, and we would rather not move outside of a reasonable travel
distance from them or another trading people.”


“The slavers are not going to stop hunting for new prey just
because you wish to have cheap textiles, Tashond.”


“No, but we have discussed another plan, though not all were
agreed,” he explained, looking at Asrahn, who glared openly back. Feanne could
not be sure if it was because she disagreed or because she did not want to be
revealed as the originator of the plan. “It is our belief that Altis simply
needs to be reminded of the treaty you made with them some years back. Both
sides have had losses, but we may be able to negotiate this yet.”


Lihuan was getting angry but hiding it for the most part.
Feanne, though, could see the telltale signs in the subtle posturing of his
head and tail. Those were the signs she looked for as a child to determine if
she needed to hide or if Sindha had taken the blame for her actions.


Adjusting the way she sat, Feanne made sure she fully
blocked the exit from the tent, while folding her feet under her and sweeping
her tail across her lap to look like she was not intentionally preventing
anyone from leaving.


Lihuan took a very slow breath before asking, “How would you
remind the ruler of Altis that we are somehow beyond his reach?”


Another of the elders, a spotted and grey-furred feline
whose exact breed Feanne did not know, spoke up. “We recognize that humans are
greedy and ignorant creatures,” she said matter-of-factly. “Despite the ideas
Tashond and others put forward, it is our intention to satisfy that need for
wealth in exchange for leaving us alone. I believe the humans call such
payments ‘taxes.’”


“You wish to bribe a human to leave us alone?”


“Yes.”


Lihuan rubbed his forehead in amazement. “That is foolish
beyond measure, Rinelle. How do you even think you would get such a payment to
the humans…let alone, what would you possibly have to pay him with?”


“I alone? Little or nothing,” Rinelle confessed, spreading
her arms to indicate most of the elders—excluding Asrahn. “We gathered all of
the gold and silver that we could find in the camp. It is our intention to send
a messenger to the humans, along with one or two warriors, in an attempt to
negotiate.”


Feanne felt her face heat at the idea and replied without
intending to. “You wish to send a member of this village—no, not one, but up to
three—to their death? Are you mad?”


“We do not believe the humans will kill a wildling bearing
gifts,” Rinelle answered quickly. “If nothing else the gold should buy their
safety long enough to negotiate.”


“Who would you have risk themselves like this?” Lihuan asked
grimly. “Even if you are correct, this is a greatly dangerous task. Would you
go yourself, or are you expecting another to do so? Who would you sacrifice for
your gamble?”


Rinelle backed down, lowering her eyes. 


“Someone who would negotiate for our safety must speak with
the authority of this village’s elders,” Lihuan said, his voice getting louder
with each word. “I will not have you sending our children to die just so that
you can continue trading with the dwarves.”


“I will go,” Feanne answered softly, making everyone in the
tent look at her.


“I had a feeling you would volunteer to guard the
messenger,” her mother said, reaching over to pat Feanne’s knee. “Your
willingness to protect this village is why most of us believe that, popular or
not, you will likely ascend to your father’s position someday…assuming you come
back from this foolhardy journey.”


Feanne blinked and surveyed the faces of the elders, seeing
no disagreement among them. Even her father seemed unsurprised by that comment.
They honestly believed she would be the guard for whoever was heading into
Altis to sacrifice themselves.


“That was not my intention,” she said quickly, trying to
push aside her shock. “I meant that I will take the offer to the humans. I will
bring no one else. Why risk three when one is enough to determine if the humans
will betray us?”


Most of the elders nodded, but Asrahn and Lihuan looked more
concerned than ever.


“You are asking to offer yourself to the humans as the
target of any animosity that they have toward our kind,” Lihuan warned. “This
could be suicide, Feanne. I beg you to reconsider. Many of their soldiers have
seen you and might recognize you.”


Feanne shook her head. “I will not reconsider. I swore to
protect this village. Whether the people believe me or not, I intend to do what
I can to follow through on that promise. If they will not abandon this idea of
negotiation, I will be the one to do it, no matter the risk. I just ask that if
I come back…I will be allowed to truly come home.”


Several of the elders appeared ready to argue that, but one
look at Lihuan silenced the tent. One by one, they bowed their heads to Feanne,
acknowledging their agreement.


“If it is so decided, please come here in the morning.
Humans are not night creatures, and you will want to arrive midday. We will
ready you for the journey just after dawn,” Tashond told her.


Feanne kept quiet as the elders left her alone with her
parents. There were no words said, but she could see the same expression on her
parents’ faces as the day Sindha had died. They had no expectation that they
would ever see her again. She could not honestly say she thought they were
wrong. She had killed dozens of hunters from Altis and now intended to walk in
their gates to talk. She was saving a bunch of fools who thought they had an
answer, when in fact they were throwing a life away. Thankfully it would be
hers. No one else had to get hurt for this lesson to be learned.


There was no chance of returning home. Those who blamed her
would finally have their revenge.


 


*


 


Before dawn, Feanne sat in her grove, watching the moon
settle behind the mountains, knowing she was running out of time. Unless there
had been a drastic change of plans in the village, she would have to leave soon
to face the fate she had accepted for herself. Sleep had escaped her, making
her mind sluggish and her body ache. Normally the idea of walking into a fight
without sleep would have been unnerving, but this time she knew she was not
going there to do battle. She did not need to be wakeful to present the
village’s offer.


“Such is the burden of leading others,” the elderly ogre
said softly, somehow having crept up beside her in the woods without crunching
any of the dry leaves or branches.


“I am not the pack-leader,” Feanne reminded him. All too
often he had spoken as though she had already ascended to her father’s
position. “This burden is the uncertainty that comes with knowing you are
giving your life for something meaningless.”


The ogre sat beside her, squinting at the moon, his grey
skin and black markings muddled together in the light. “What do you regret about
your choice?”


Feanne bristled but could not be mad at the old man. “I
regret nothing. Regret is weakness. You know I am not weak.”


“You are not,” he agreed, smiling absently, his pointed
teeth contrasting the peacefulness in his expression. “They will try to kill
you, and that strength will do you no good. If you rely on your claws, your
fangs, and your magic, you will die. Strength or weakness, the result is the
same if you face this alone.”


“I will not take another with me and risk them, as well.”


The ogre shrugged. “Take only yourself, but if you do not
find a friend, your story will end, caged and afraid.”


“You can’t know that.”


“Nothing is certain, Feanne. What I do see is that you will
submit just this once to enslavement and torture. You will accept their actions
because it will lead to something better. Something far more than victory waits
for you if you let them take you. Greatness is one possible outcome. Another is
finding what you have lost of yourself.”


Feanne smirked at the ogre’s nonsensical babbling. “Upward
of a hundred people will live if I submit. They will flee and find a new, safer
place for their village. I know what I am dying for. Do not make this into
something larger than that.”


The ogre furrowed his brow and shrugged. “That may happen as
well. It depends as much on his decisions as yours.”


“His? My father? Whose decisions?”


Patting her knee with a gentleness that belied his girth,
the ogre smiled and got up. “You are running late. They wait for you, and you
must be in the city at the right time or you will not be seen by those who need
to.”


 


*


 


Later, after the sun had risen on the camp, Feanne stood
outside her father’s tent as the elders brought forth all of the gold they had
scavenged. She had half expected them to bring her a crate of coins, but
instead, the majority of it was jewelry, likely purchased from the dwarves in
trade. Some she knew had been stolen from the caravans heading into Altis.


Feanne raised her arms out to her sides as the elders
fastened bracelets to her wrists and found several rings that fit her fingers.
Others draped gold necklaces around her neck and placed a simple silver chain
headpiece over her brow, held in place by her ears. Still more bracelets were
attached to Feanne’s ankles and rings were placed on her toes. Anywhere they
could find to fasten more wealth onto her, she soon bore heavy gold and silver
pieces.


Feanne could not help but feel she had been placed in a new
kind of slave’s chain as she watched her father’s face throughout being
dressed. Each item she was draped with made her father appear more worried and
grief-stricken. Asrahn looked little better, standing behind Lihuan, fidgeting
with her own simple leather and silver bracelets.


Once the last piece was fitted, Asrahn stepped forward to
face her, standing a little taller than Feanne. “My child, you have accepted
responsibility beyond your years,” Asrahn said, slowly unclasping several small
silver earrings she tended to wear. “Return to us safely, or I will ask the
spirits to drag you back here to face me for making me weep.”


While Feanne fought tears at the words, her mother pushed
the small rings through Feanne’s ear tips, using a little of her healing magic
to close the wounds immediately.


“Go and make us proud,” Asrahn said once she was done,
lowering her head to press her forehead against Feanne’s. “Bring me back good
news, child.”


Feeling as though the weight of the world had been given
form in the jewelry that dragged her down, Feanne silently began walking,
heading toward the northeast and the city of Altis. The journey was not one
Feanne had made before, but she knew roughly where she was going. She walked
for hours, sometimes gaining moments of insight from nature about where she
should turn or what areas to avoid. Foremost among those warnings was to avoid
Altis itself, which she used as her guide toward the city. 


Throughout the entire walk, the Miharon was strangely
silent, casting further doubt into her mind. Either the spirit agreed with her
choice or was resigned to it. She had honestly expected an argument the entire
length of the trip.


A little before the height of the sun’s path, Feanne found
herself standing on a long stone clearing that had been built to give carts an
easy ride as they approached the city proper. At one end of the road stood a
city unlike any Feanne had ever seen before, with high walls that rose like
cliffs. Far atop those walls, she could faintly see humans walking around.


Feanne slowly pulled her gaze from the walls and looked
through the massive gates of the city. Just in the glimpse she had from far
off, she could see more buildings than she had believed could exist in one
place. The number of people in that city was greater than she had ever
imagined, making her wonder what she would have encountered if she had all
those months ago when she was raging.


Taking a deep breath to steady her nerves, Feanne walked
down the road toward the open gates. It did not take long before humans emerged
from the city, riding horses straight toward her.


For a second Feanne thought they meant to run her down, but
the horsemen slowed as they got close, drawing swords that they pointed at her.
With weapons and horses blocking her way, Feanne could do little more than
raise her hands in a gesture of submission.


“Where are you going, slave?” demanded one of the men, the
tip of his sword near Feanne’s left eye. “Who was this gold stolen from?”


“I came to speak to your pack-leader…king…whatever you call
the male that leads you,” she said, wanting desperately to slap aside the
weapon that hovered near her face. It would not take much to spook the horses,
and with effort she could probably kill all of these men, even carrying as much
weight as she was.


“The gold, slave…where’s it from?”


Looking up at the man angrily, Feanne answered, “I brought
it for your master, you useless wretch. Take me to him or I will find him
myself. The gold is to be his, not yours and not anyone else’s. If you strike
me down, I can only imagine the difficulty you will have in explaining where
your sudden wealth came from.”


The soldiers exchanged glances that told Feanne she had
guessed correctly. These men were more than willing to steal from their master,
but not when the amount would be found out so easily.


“Do not try to run,” the human warned her, waving his
fellows back toward the city. “You will be escorted into the duke’s keep, but
once you are there, we are not responsible for what happens.”


“Understood, human. I will not attempt to leave.”


The men walked their horses slowly, keeping Feanne flanked
as she made her way into the city. Soon they were actually forcing the mobs of
human and elven citizens away from Feanne, shielding her from view. Judging by
the noise the citizens made, Feanne believed they had never seen anything quite
like her visit. Hundreds or thousands of them clamored to get a look at her.


That feeling goes both ways, she reminded herself,
looking past the horses every so often at the enormity of the city. No matter
where she looked, the city went on and on, the streets crisscrossing in a
manner that felt like a maze to her. She was dizzied by the place, feeling
immediately lost and overwhelmed. She dearly wanted to run, to flee for the
trees, but she knew she had to go through with this for her people to know the
truth. They needed her to suffer and even die if they were going to know they
had to leave the area.


Feanne soon became aware that not all the citizens were
human or elven as she had expected. A few orcs and one or two ogres stood among
them, clearly as free as the humans that made up the vast majority. Feanne then
spotted the occasional wildling and halfling. Unlike the others, these people
kept their eyes on the ground, and some of the wildlings actually wore simple
leashes like those she had seen placed on farm dogs. The broken wildlings
waited at their masters’ sides for commands, seemingly no more intelligent or
free than any beast of burden.


As Feanne passed one such wolf wildling, she just barely saw
the male’s eyes come up to watch her, staring pleadingly at her, as though she
could solve his troubles. In seconds he was gone, leaving Feanne to wonder what
could have taken one of her people to such a depth that he was left as little
more than a family pet.


The horsemen led Feanne to a gigantic building, taller than
many of the smaller mountains she had lived among her whole life. The sheer
walls went up far into the sky, as though to touch the clouds themselves.
Before her a wide doorway stood open, revealing an enormous hallway.


The spokesman of the soldiers got off his mount and faced
Feanne, looking her up and down. “What do we tell them your reason for being
here is?” he demanded, lifting one of the necklaces that hung between her
breasts with his finger. 


Normally little could bother Feanne, but this man’s simple
touch made her want to kill him right there.


“My reason is for your master, not for you,” Feanne told him
firmly, pushing his hand away. “You can tell them I am the pack-leader’s only
child, Feanne, and the spokesperson for my people in this area. Touch me again
and I will show you exactly what our kind are capable of.”


The human chuckled and then, without warning, struck her
with the back of his other hand. The blow was far lighter than many she had
received over the years, but was still firm enough to force her to check her
balance.


“I warned you not to touch me,” Feanne growled, noticing she
was still surrounded by the other horsemen. Beyond the open doors of the
building, she saw more soldiers, who were watching her, hands on weapons. “When
do I come for you, your children will weep for what is left of you…if they
recognize it.”


The man backed away but maintained his posturing, likely for
the sake of the other soldiers. “Come this way, wildling,” he told her, waving
her inside the building. “The duke will see you shortly.”


Feanne took a long look back toward the city gates and the
mountains that rose high to the west. She knew she might never see them again.


Eight years. It was a short life, but hopefully it
had some meaning. Others had lived far shorter. Perhaps by entering this place,
another wildling might live a day longer. She had to believe she had given
something back to her people, no matter the price to herself.
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