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      Chapter One

      As they crested the ridge Jeren drew in a sharp breath of wonder. The world spilled out beneath the mountain, not the lush green of the Holtlands she knew, or the snow plains in their endless grey and white. Not quite farmland, not quite wild, the pastures below were speckled with wildflowers, little dots of swaying colour, and the forests were knots of trees, rich tangles of shadows.

      “This is what you meant,” she said, unable to tear her eyes off the vision below, “when you described your home? It’s beautiful, Shan. I had no idea.”

      The warrior drew level with her, a towering presence, her only comfort. He entwined her fingers in his pale hand, the strength of his touch pouring into her. “Yes. This is Sheninglas. You’re standing on the very mountain raised over the site where the gods battled in the dawning time. Our haven.”

      “Ours?” she asked. “Or your people’s?”

      Shan smiled, squeezed her hand affectionately. “Hopefully both.”

      He didn’t sound terribly convinced. As he led her down the narrow path over the high pass, he kept checking behind and ahead. Not for an ambush or pursuit. No one followed them, of that she was certain for Shan had allowed a relaxed place on their journey north. He had made every effort to help her to recover, to make sure she did not rupture the barely healed wound in her side. No, Shan wasn’t checking for assassins. Checking was habit, and every time he did it, she saw the shadow of pain in his eyes, of loss. Anala the wolf would never come running after them again.

      Though weeks had passed, Shan never stopped hoping for the she-wolf’s return, her appearance. Anala was so familiar to him, such an expected sight on his journeys. She was a part of him, part of his heart, his totem animal and his beloved companion. And she was gone, killed by the same man who had wounded Jeren when they escaped from her brother. The same man the ghost of the wolf had in turn killed.

      Overhead a cry broke the silence, piercing. A snowy owl swooped low, a flurry of white and dapple grey wings, breaking Jeren out of her thoughts. Her own totem animal.

      “You should name her,” said Shan. “It’s only fair.”

      “I don’t know what to call her.”

      He shrugged. “Her name will come to you eventually. When she decides to tell you.”

      “Then I wouldn’t really be naming her, would I?”

      He laughed, a deep infectious laugh that rippled through her body and made her heart join in. “Always quick with an answer, little one. Come, it’s less than a day’s walk to the Spring Camp. We should be there by nightfall.”

      Somewhere inside her the laugh failed. His sect’s camp had been their chosen destination ever since their escape. But they had no guarantee that his people would accept her. Given her birth, her heritage, her innate magic, it was unlikely in the extreme.

      But where else could they go?

      Jeren swallowed hard and fell into step beside him. Was it her imagination or did he hold her hand a little more tightly?

       

      ***

       

      As the sun dipped lower in the western sky and the long shadows swallowed up the hollows in the land, so Shan’s mood grew darker, as sombre as the silent landscape.

      “There are no birds,” Jeren remarked as they made their way through the edge of an area of woodland. Everything around them lay still and calm. Even the air was silent.

      “Something is wrong. We should have found them by now.”

      “Found them? You don’t know where they are?”

      He let out a breath in a long hiss. “The Spring Camp moves while on patrol, Jeren. That is the nature of the Fey’na world. But there is a traditional route and that does not vary unless something has happened to change it.”

      He scrubbed his hand against his scalp through the fine braids of his white blond hair, scanning the deep shadows of the woods and the distant landscape beyond. His sight far exceeded her own, as did his hearing. She waited calmly, hoping his news would be better.

      “We should make our own camp tonight,” he told her at last. “We’ll see what morning brings.”

      She should have felt disappointed. The Bright Lord knew she could hear it in Shan’s voice, but if she was honest, all she felt was a sense of relief. It was a reprieve. As soon as they found the Fey’na warriors, the explanations would have to begin and she would be forced to lay bare before Shan’s people who and what she was.

      That was the moment she dreaded.

       

      ***

       

      A noise in the night woke her. Only cold air met her when she rolled over. There was no sign of Shan, just a faint outline in the furs and blankets where he had lain. Beyond the shelter of the tent, the fire had dwindled away to a dull red glow and the chill in the night made her shiver.

      “Shan?”

      There was no answer. Her side ached as she sat up, reminding her to move slowly and with care lest the wound rip open again. Twice now she had done that and Shan had drilled into her the need to protect it.

      “Shan?” she tried again.

      A hand touched her shoulder, a cold hand like that of a corpse. Jeren turned with a cry and found herself looking into the face of Mirrow, the handsome young guard who had once been her friend and companion, who had died before she met Shan.

      Terror killed the words in her tight throat. Mirrow raised a finger to his lips. “Shh…” His icy breath struck her face and her body stiffened in alarm. She stared at him.

      It was him, in every detail. His thick brown hair, the little scar on his chin and the lopsided grin. She had found it endearing, a little rakish. Once, before she met Shan and truly knew the emotion, she had thought she might love Mirrow. A childish infatuation. She knew that now.

      “You’re dead,” she told him in a tiny voice, though whether to remind herself or impart the truth to him, she couldn’t say.

      His eyes glittered darkly. Not the coppery warmth she remembered but endless black, two windows on the void.

      Jeren’s mouth opened but no sound came out. She heard thunder, fierce and loud, and only after a moment did she realise it was her own heart.

      “Kiss me,” said Mirrow, leaning closer. “You always wanted to kiss me. It wasn’t fitting though. That’s over now. Kiss me.”

      She jerked back, but his arms closed about her like iron, his touch so cold it drained what little warmth she had left. She needed help. She needed Shan.

      “Ah,” came the sigh of realisation, of understanding. It flowed around her, chilled her. “Not this face. Not anymore. How fickle you mortals are. Something else then, something more like this.”

      Transfixed, she watched Mirrow’s features flow and change, colour draining away, his close-cropped hair growing and twisting itself into braids. Tiny braids of silver-white.

      Now Shan was holding her.

      Jeren gazed into his eyes. The sorrow was gone. For the first time since she had known him there was no trace of pain. No shadow of the past. No scars left by her brother’s blight on his life. Dazed and confused, she struggled to focus. Her mind dragged its way sluggishly to accommodate this change. Had she been dreaming?

      “Whatever were you thinking?” he asked.

      “Shan?”

      “Shh…” He brushed his long fingers down the line of her jaw and her skin shivered beneath his touch. Her lips parted in a gasp of surprise as the tip of his forefinger played across her bottom lip.

      In the back of her mind, some instinct struggled wildly. This was wrong. Shan’s smile never looked so hungry, quite so ravenous as this. If anything, this smile reminded her of her brother Gilliad, and her subconscious mind rebelled to see it on Shan’s handsome face.

      Then he kissed her.

      Shan’s hand closed on the back of her neck, tangling her hair in his fingers so she was trapped. In his strong grip she couldn’t help but let him have his way. And this kiss was far more than his chaste and respectful kisses. Even they stirred every sense she possessed. This time he sent her desire out of all control.

      She clawed at his shoulders, hungry for him, desperate despite her discomfort or fear. It wasn’t right. She knew that. Her heart hammered against her ribs as all the time he held her in check, pushing her relentlessly back down onto the soft furs. This was wrong. Shan wouldn’t act this way. His honour was everything to him. And his honour would not allow him to do this to her, not without vows exchanged, a handfasting at the least. But this new, dark-eyed Shan was different. His mouth consumed hers, his kisses tearing away some vital part of her pitiful resistance.

      Jeren opened her terrified eyes wide as the first jerk of energy within her snatched away her remaining breath. Now his lips devoured not just her own, but her very life force, tearing her soul and her very essence out with his kiss. Her body sagged, helpless under the enchantment, and her consciousness flickered like a candle in a gale. This wasn’t Shan. Couldn’t be Shan. But then, where was he?

      The light in her gutted once more and went out.

       

      ***

       

      The sight of the grey wolf drew Shan through the night. Fluid and beautiful, she crossed the snow without leaving a trail. As she looked back, her glance beckoned him on. It was almost too late when he realised his mistake. Anala would never deliberately draw him away from Jeren. The wolf’s ghost had brought them back together, had helped them to escape.

      Dismissing it as another animal, albeit one almost as beautiful as his former companion, he turned his back. As he did so an alien movement caught the corner of his eye and the wolf was gone. Dull dread beat hollowly inside him as he looked instead to find a woman standing in the snow. Her eyes glistened, completely black without iris or white, and her long hair trailed behind her, as black as the smoke of a funeral pyre. Beneath the wolf skin draped around her shoulders she was naked, her pale skin both a lure and a warning.

      “What are you?” he asked on a hitched breath.

      She smiled, her lips parting to reveal sharp canines. “Am I not your desire? Both woman and wolf?”

      Shan frowned and curved his left hand on the hilt of his sect knife, the right one against his sword. Both weapons felt cold, but wholly real. The only real thing about the scene before him. He acknowledged it to himself, swallowing hard on the lump in his throat. “You are not Anala’s ghost.”

      “No.” She stepped closer and her features shifted subtly, her hair paling and rearranging itself in a thousand slender braids. Now his sister stood before him and yet he knew it was not, if only by the deviant gleam in her unnaturally black eyes. It could not be her, for Fa’linar would never look at her own brother in that way.

      Shan slid the sect knife free. It formed a comfortable weight in his hands, his anchor in reality.

      The woman’s gaze darted down to it for the briefest moment and when they returned to his face, her features had changed again. Her hair was brown, the deep glossy chestnut of Jeren’s hair. She flinched back from him.

      “Shan? What’s wrong?” Her voice rang out in the night air—definitely her voice, every nuance correct. “Don’t you know me?” She reached out with trembling hands. But her eyes were still wrong. So desperately wrong.

      Shan shook his head, trying to clear the image, but it remained before him, the human girl he loved, scared of his sudden aggression. Her face paled and she bit on her lower lip, as she always did when unsure.

      He almost dropped both knife and sword. His eyes lingered on her face, then dropped down her nubile length. The perfect curve of her side. Without even the trace of a wound. Not even a scar. Flawless.

      She stood no more than two feet away from him when he slashed out with the blade of his sect knife.

      With speed and dexterity far beyond any mortal, she twisted aside and all her pretence fell away.

      “You’re not my Jeren!” He kept the knife between them, and fear clawed at the back of his throat, though he used everything in his power to push it down.

      The creature laughed, her illusions tumbling to the snow like the spring thaw.

      “No. And soon your Jeren will be our Jeren and you, Shan’ith Al-Fallion, will be mine.”

      “Never.” The word was a low growl. “You’re Fell’na. You’re everything my people despise.”

      She turned away, her body twisting to smoke and shadows, but her voice lingered on the breeze like a taint. “So is she.”

      Jeren!

      Shan sprinted back to the camp, the knife heavy in his hands, the sword dragging at his arm with every step. He tore over rocks and through deep snow, reckless in his haste.

      The dark form of a Fell’na cradled her, leaned over her mouth like a lover. But instead of kisses, it stole her life itself. Jeren’s arms hung limp at her side, her eyes stared vacantly at the skies overhead, and a thin covering of frost glistened on her perfect skin and twisted through the strands of her chestnut hair.

      “No! Jeren!” Shan tore the creature off her and held it so it could not dissolve into mists and shadows. His knife flashed moonlight for the second before it bit into the darkness. The Fell’na cried out in a tongue close enough to his own that he recognised a curse. Then it sagged in his grip, nothing more than deadweight. He dropped it and pulled Jeren from the ground, gathering her in arms that suddenly felt weak, helpless.

      Her body hung from his grip, so cold, dangerously cold, and her heart fluttered like that of a wounded bird.

      “Curse it, Jeren,” he whispered, trying to rub some warmth back into her body. “Can I not leave you alone for a moment?” The feeble attempt at humour to rouse her fell sickeningly flat. He kissed her unresponsive lips and his heart plummeted when she remained still and cold as stone.

      “She’s ours now,” a teasing voice carried on the breeze and he jerked his head up to meet the threat.

      “No. I’ll keep her from you, Enchassa, Sorceress, Witch!” He rubbed Jeren’s arms furiously, trying to will her stolen life force back into her while the Fell’na Enchassa laughed.

      “If you had the fire of the desire you claim to hold for her, that might do you some good. But it isn’t proper is it, Shan? You can’t save a lover with your love alone unless she’s your wife. That would shame you. And so would mating with a creature like that.”

      “You won’t touch her.” He slashed towards the figure as it coalesced from the darkness. But her smile didn’t fade, no more than she did.

      Beautiful as night, her skin like water under a moonless sky, iridescent waves of hair tumbling down her back, she moved towards him, each step more bewitching.

      “She’ll be our thrall. Her magic ours to use. And so will you.” She laughed, the noise ripping through the air to caress his skin, setting the sensitive hairs vibrating with alarm and unwilling desire. “Ah yes, you can feel it too, Shan. Part of you even wants it. Come with me now and spare your people.”

      “My…my people…” A fog drifted over his mind, the Enchassa’s power falling over him. He knew it even as he failed to shake it off.

      “She’ll bring ruin to you all.” A fingertip slid down the length of his arm, leaving ice and terror in its wake. “This I prophecy. And though you think you love each other now, that will never endure. She lives for but a moment next to us. She is a brief light and at best you’ll spend countless years in mourning once she is gone. Her home will draw her back and I see only blood there, blood spilling all around, blood covering her, drowning her. And the blood of the Fey’na will stain the ground. Your blood, your people’s blood billowing through the pools beneath the Vision Rock. And all drawn because of a sword, a sword like a grasping hand reaching out from River Holt.”

      The Enchassa’s grip closed around his throat. “Let’s end this, you and I,” she whispered, her breath like the first warning of a snowstorm.

      “Don’t forget me,” Jeren hissed, her voice brittle from beneath them. She seized Shan’s hand and thrust the knife he was still holding right at the Enchassa’s heart. With a howl of rage the Fell’na threw herself back, turning to avoid it, and the blade sliced along her forearm, trailing a smear of tarry blood behind it.

      In a flurry of snow and shadows, she was gone.

      Breathing hard, Shan let the cold wash through him, out of him. Jeren was a limp bundle in his arms, too light, too chilled to be safe there. He sucked in another breath, held it, let it go. Too close. That had been far too close. Fool that he was, he had let the Enchassa touch him, had fallen beneath her spell like a child. Only Jeren had saved them. Everyone underestimated her.

      Sometimes even himself.

      Her eyes opened, clouded and groggy. “You…you aren’t hurt?”

      Shan shook his head, words choking in his throat. She smiled, actually smiled at him, and closed her eyes again, nestling against him despite the coldness of the night. The wind sliced around them like a knife of Fey’na steel. They couldn’t stay here, that was for sure. Couldn’t go through all that, and then die of exposure. That would be bitter indeed.

      He managed to pull her into the shelter before his own strength failed him too and they huddled together for warmth and safety until dawn.
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      Chapter Two

      They limped down the mountain’s slope in the early morning light until not long before noon, when Shan called a rest. If he was unusually careful of her that morning, if he spoke merely to give directions and speak of their surroundings, Jeren didn’t press the matter. Shadows hung around his eyes. She closed her hand around his and held him. At first she thought he might pull away, but he didn’t.

      It took time before he spoke. “I almost lost you.”

      “What were they?”

      “Fell’na. Cousins to my people, if you like, corrupted by magic and their devotion to their own dark god.”

      “Fell,” she murmured, staring into the distance. “There’s a nursery rhyme.

      Fell is fell and Fair is fair,

      Stray not in the shadows, you’ll find them there,

      The others will dance with the sun in their hair,

      But Fell is fell and Fair is fair.”

      She quoted the old words in a singsong voice, wondering at the warning it carried about his people too. “We call them Fell and they’re something to frighten children.”

      “They’re something to frighten everyone. And no story or rhyme for babes. Curse it, Jeren…”

      He brought his hand up, tilting her head back so he could kiss her. In spite of her fears and the nightmare such a kiss had become last night, Jeren knew all would be well so long as he could kiss her. She melted beneath his touch, indulging in the sensations while they lasted. His soft lips were both gentle and demanding, insistent…yes, that was the word. She returned the kiss, her hands closing on his shoulders.

      A movement behind them brought Shan to his feet, sliding his sword from the scabbard. Jeren twisted around to face this new threat, her body poised to attack.

      “Shan’ith Al-Fallion,” said a voice from amid the rocks and the scrub above them, “you’ve become slow in your time with humans.” A laugh punctuated the words. “Or maybe you’re just distracted.”

      A Fey’na warrior rose from his hiding place. His braided white hair was longer than Shan’s and, though broader across the chest, he stood a little shorter. But he wore the same grey hand-stitched leathers, and in his features Jeren could see many similarities. There was a ghost of Shan’s smile, the way the skin crinkled around the silvery eyes.

      “Indarin.” Shan sheathed both sword and knife and stepped forward to embrace his fellow warrior. “Jeren, this is my brother, Indarin. And this is Jeren of River Holt.”

      Abruptly the easy grin dropped from Indarin’s face. “River Holt? She’s True Blood?” He jerked away from Shan with a snarl. “She is, isn’t she? She’s his blood kin. What are you doing with a Scion of Jern, Shan? Have you lost all reason?”

      Swallowing her pride, Jeren got to her feet. How did one formally address a Sh’istra’Phail warrior? She had no idea. There was nothing formal in her relationship with Shan. She would just have to try to do her best. “Indarin, I realise my brother did a terrible thing to—”

      “Oh you do, do you?” Indarin interrupted. “He’s a murderer, a defiler, a rapist…he’s a curse.”

      She stood firm, facing him squarely. “And worse,” she continued. “Much worse. You cannot possibly imagine.”

      Indarin’s expression did not change though he fell silent. He studied her a moment longer and then turned to Shan. “Why do you bring her here?”

      The moment dragged on too long and she lowered her gaze to hide her dismay. What had she hoped for? Born with stolen magic flowing with the blood in their veins, the True Blood were either exalted or accursed depending on who spoke of them. When the magic ran wild, as it did in her brother Gilliad, it brought madness and destruction. The True Blood could be a danger to all.

      But Shan’s words, when they came, startled her beyond expectations.

      “I love her,” Shan said.

      Indarin sucked in a breath. “You’re mad. Bad enough choose a human, a Holter, but a True Blood? A Scion of Jern?”

      Shan shook his head and a short, bitter laugh burst from him. “When it comes to love, Indarin, I no longer believe in choice.”

      And Jeren wasn’t sure whether that made it better or worse.

       

      ***

       

      In theory, Jeren of River Holt knew more about the Fey’na, whom her people called the Fair Ones, than any other human alive. But that didn’t help her much as she struggled along the mountain path behind the Fey’na brothers, cursing under her breath. The gown she wore was still too heavy and formal for walking at speed, even though she had shed the underskirts and slashed the material for ease of movement.

      They had not dared stop in a Holtlands settlement to try to trade for other clothes. Not that they had anything they could easily trade, even if they had.

      The narrow path, its edges eaten away by gorse and heather, wound down into a valley greener than she imagined possible after travelling so long through the snow. Though still north of River Holt, they were finally on lower ground and nearer to the sea, she guessed. Or perhaps spring was finally on its way. Or maybe it was because of the people living here—as all the world knew, the Fey’na were the first children of the gods and blessed for that.

      In the valley below she could just pick out the small settlement, a gathering of round hide tents, patches of leather amid the green. The breeze carried the scents and the sounds of a small village, the distinctive smell of a forge and the unmistakable sound of metal hammering against metal. Elsewhere two lithe figures sparred with long blades, their movements quick and dangerous, sunlight gleaming off the weapons and the long white-blond braids of their hair.

      Indarin paused on the ridge and gave a cry, a long deep-throated “Ho” calling for attention. Below them, everything stopped. Other Fey’na emerged from shelter, stepped out into view so they could see what the scout had brought.

      The two sparring warriors turned as well. One was a woman, and even at this distance Jeren could see her heart-stopping beauty. The Sh’istra’Phail’s eyes widened at first with surprise and then warmed with joy as she beheld Shan. Something cold stirred in the pit of Jeren’s stomach.

      “A bright hour brings you home, Shan,” the warrior woman called up to them, a rich and mellow voice full of pleasure and promise. “Come down to us and tell of…” Her voice faded as Jeren stepped into view. The pleasure in those silver eyes faded to confusion. And something worse, far worse.

      “Come, little one.” Shan wrapped the warmth of his hand around Jeren’s suddenly frozen fingers. “It is time for us to tell all.”

       

      Shan knew hostility intimately. Whenever he travelled to other lands he encountered it. Humans had no time for the Fey’na, the monsters of many a childhood tale. But he had never thought to see it so naked on the faces of his own people before. He wished they would direct it at him rather than at Jeren. That would have been easier to bear by far. She had not asked to come here. They’d had no choice. Neither had she asked to be born the sister of a madman. Why was it no one here recalled her father when he had lived among them? There were many old enough, for the Fey’na did not age as a human aged. No, they only recalled Gilliad, his flouting of their laws and friendship, his betrayal of their most sacred ways—and the murder.

      Gilliad had killed his sister, his sister, for the Lady’s sake. If he could put his need for vengeance behind him, why could no one else?

      Shan knew Jeren sensed it too. Her hand trembled in his, her grip tightening, but to her credit she didn’t hold back or stop. He had never doubted her courage.

      “There’s a ritual of welcome first,” he murmured so only she would hear. “I’m going to start it, and it will give you a few moments before they start asking questions. It will be all for the good, little one, I swear it.”

      “If you’re sure,” she replied stoutly.

      Ah, he loved her bravery, the inner strength she didn’t appear to realise she possessed.

      But before he could speak, Ylandra bustled her way through the gathered Sh’istra’Phail. In one hand she was still holding her sword from sparring practice. In the other nestled a white-hilted knife, almost identical to his sect knife but for the colour—the Sect Knife. It was Shan’s turn to stare in disbelief.

      Indarin came to a halt beside him. “Yes, there’s that too.” His brother sighed.

      Shan shot him a glare and then returned his attention to Ylandra and her knife. Its presence alone spoke of great changes in his sect.

      “Greetings to you, Sect Mother.” He acknowledged her rise in station with a curt bow of his head.

      “Do you eschew our ritual tongue now as well as your people?” Her eyes flashed. “There are traditions to observe, Shan.”

      Traditions that had been put aside for some years, traditions the previous Sect Mother had felt were unnecessary. But Vala was Sect Mother no more. Had age finally caught up with her? He’d have to quiz Indarin and none too kindly, for this should have been the first bit of information imparted. So Ylandra had become Sect Mother in his absence, and she was enforcing the old form of ritual greeting. And what else, he wondered.

      Shan bowed his head and released Jeren, spreading his hands out wide in supplication. He couldn’t say it didn’t grate. Sh’istra’Phail were proud and free. They bowed to no one but the leader of all the Fey’na, Ariah herself. The problem was, he couldn’t afford to offend Ylandra, for Jeren’s sake. So now, he bowed.

      “Ghen’is, M’Rashina,” he said in the lyric tongue of the gods, the high and holy language reserved for only the most formal of occasions. “Will you welcome home your returning son?”

      The whole camp fell silent around them. It felt like a thread pulled tight, waiting to snap.

      Then Ylandra inclined her head in formal acceptance. “Ghen’is, M’Roi. And who is this you bring with you?”

      Shan kept his eyes trained on the ground, picking his words carefully. “A human of River Holt who seeks that which we have sworn always to give to her line: shelter, guidance and friendship. Her name is Jeren, Scion of Jern.”

      He looked up just in time to see Ylandra’s eyes flare wide, but to her credit she didn’t voice her surprise. She waited until the outcry around her subsided.

      “I fear the Scions of Jern have forsaken our friendship.” Her voice was like a river of ice. “So why does this one suddenly have need of us?”

      “Nonetheless, Jeren asks it.”

      Ylandra folded her arms across her chest and looked Jeren up and down appraisingly.

      A surge of sudden anger rocked through Jeren’s body—Shan saw it flush her skin, harden her eyes to knife points—driving out the fear and apprehension that had frozen her so far. Ylandra looked on her like a piece of dirt. Jeren held herself still and calmly met Ylandra’s gaze when it returned to her eyes. She was a Lady of River Holt, a descendent of heroes. Her pride would not permit her to be faced down in this manner. And he loved her for it.

      “She gave the call.” Shan interrupted their standoff, afraid they would hear the desperation in his voice. “She gave the cry of the Sh’istra’Phail soul. You cannot refuse.”

      Ylandra cast him only the briefest glance to remind him that as Sect Mother she could refuse and no one would gainsay her.

      “Can she not ask for herself?” Ylandra asked finally, her eyes boring into Jeren’s.

      Blood beat a rhythmic tattoo at the base of Shan’s throat but he could do nothing, not if Jeren was to be accepted here. If he stood up for her now, they would see her as weak. Jeren’s temper coloured her cheeks even more, but she reined it in and bowed gracefully. Not a curtsey. She was facing a warrior. Her ancestor Felan had argued his way into a sect. Perhaps she could do the same. Shan hoped so.

      “Sect Mother, forgive me that I do not know your high words to ask. I humbly petition the Sh’istra’Phail of this sect, and the people of the Fey’na for shelter, safety and guidance. I am Jeren, Scion of Jern, and I am True Blood. My kin have turned traitor, my brother seeks to imprison me and has taken a Fey’na’s life.”

      The hum rose in the surrounding onlookers but Shan kept his eyes fixed on the two women, unable to tear them away.

      “I have nowhere else to go. My forefather Felan counted himself most fortunate to number amongst your warriors.” Jeren spread her hands wide before her in perfect mimicry of Shan’s supplication. Several of his people softened their hardened expressions and Shan’s heart leaped. “I have read and cherished every word, Sect Mother. I pray you give me sanctuary here.”

      She moved them, he could tell. His own heart twisted at the sound of her voice. And among the crowd he could hear whispers. “Just a child, really—we know Gilliad is a dangerous—what did he try to do to her?—if Shan, of all people trusts her—but she isn’t one of us, she’s one of them…”

      But the doubt was still there, always there when it came to a Holter. She might win some of them, given time. Once they got to know her, he had no doubt they would love her, care for her as one of their own. Not all of them, though.

      Shan had no choice. Some things were private and others could not remain so. Though he wanted to give her time, what time would they have if Ylandra refused to let Jeren stay? And she would. He could see it in her eyes, hear it in her voice. Ylandra hated the Holters. And she hated Jeren. Hated her even more than another Holter. But why?

      If he declared her his mate, here and now…even if the Sect Mother did not approve, she could hardly stand against Jeren then…

      Shan drew in a deep breath and something tightened to a stranglehold at the base of his throat. He was taking the choice away from Jeren. He only hoped she would understand. If Ylandra wanted the high tongue of the gods, then he would give it to her.

      “Estera cara’mae,” he declared boldly.

      Silence slammed over the gathering. Jeren looked at him, confused, unable to understand what he had just said. But Ylandra did. Colour drained from her face, bleaching her skin as if she were snow-touched. Her lips moved, trembled and her eyes glistened in the moment before they turned to granite.

      “You cannot mean this.” Ylandra’s hands closing to fists at her side. “She’s True Blood, serpent-born. Her brother murdered your sister!”

      Jeren flinched back at the words.

      “Whatever it takes, whatever the cost, Jeren must stay here,” he argued. “She’s his heir and his powers will pass to her should he die. She needs our protection.”

      “Then she’ll swear the oath of obedience. If she’s willing to be Sh’istra’Phail, she will swear to abide by my will as Sect Mother.”

      “I will,” Jeren cut in before Shan could intervene. “I swear it. I will obey the Sect Mother.”

      That mollified the Sect Mother, and a bitter chill of foreboding ran down Shan’s spine.

      “Whatever it takes,” Ylandra echoed. A hint of malevolence stained her eyes. “Very well, I agree, if you will in turn agree to my terms.”

      “Terms?” Indarin’s voice rang out across the silent crowd, the last person Shan expected to come to his aid. “I might agree he’s gone insane, Ylandra, but what’s this talk of terms when it comes to a man and his mate? You can’t impose terms.”

      The word mate made Jeren’s gaze snap onto him.

      Later
    
    , he tried to tell her with his look. I will explain everything. I will make it up to you and hold you to nothing you do not want. Please trust me now, my love. Please, just this little while.

      “Really?” asked Ylandra. “I invoke the duty of Service on Shan’ith Al-Fallion. I bind him as blood warrior and guardian of both this sect and the Sect Mother until such time as the threat is past. As such he must give up all other ties and devote himself solely to the protection of his people.”

      As if the world had dropped from beneath his feet, Shan’s stomach lurched in panic and dismay. How he remained still, he could not tell. She couldn’t! But his voice fell still as stone in his throat.

      “No!” another voice yelled, a woman outraged, but not Jeren.

      Poor Jeren didn’t know of the duty of Service, didn’t have a clue what this meant. She struggled to his side and her fingertips brushed his arm. Without a thought, Shan swept her into his arms. It might be the last time. He held her, the horror crawling up inside him undimmed by her presence.

      “Shan?” she gasped at his tight grip. “Shan, what is it? What’s happening?”

      But he couldn’t answer. How could he find an answer?

      “Ylandra,” a Fey’na woman shouted, pushing her way to the fore. Lara, little Lara, grown to womanhood now, moving like the fluid warrior she was rather than the awkward child he remembered. “Even you can’t be so cruel!”

      “What is it?” Jeren whispered frantically, drawing Shan’s attention back to her and to her alone. “What has she done?”

      “Jeren, I…” Words failed him. He just pulled her against him and buried his face in her hair. Its sweet fragrance engulfed him and he breathed it deep, hoping to keep it with him somehow, to keep her with him.

      She went on asking what was happening, but he put her voice from his mind. He had to.

      “You can appeal this,” Indarin was saying. Shan barely heard him over the uproar of arguing voices. “Springmoot is not long and Ariah is coming. The Seers too. Ariah can overrule—”

      “Take care of Jeren,” Shan told his brother and allowed his arms to drop from her so Indarin could pull her back.

      Jeren didn’t resist, though he saw panic in her eyes, confusion and pain. She didn’t understand. May the gods help her, she didn’t even know what this meant. How could she? And he couldn’t explain it now. There wasn’t time, not to tell her everything.

      He cursed himself. “On your life, brother, keep her safe and train her well. Explain. Be kind.” He tore himself free from his heart’s desire, walked to Ylandra and knelt at her feet.

      Jeren gave a single bewildered sob, but he didn’t dare turn around, not even for an instant.

      “Very well, Sect Mother.” Venom poisoned his words. “I am yours. Bind me.”
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      Chapter Three

      Lost and suddenly very much alone in the midst of the divided Fair Ones, Jeren swayed on her feet. The world rocked around her, pitching her about like a fair-day juggler’s balls. The raised voices and angry gestures swelled around her with the thunder of the waterfall at home. And Shan knelt before the Sect Mother and pledged himself to her. Quiet words, said with bitter resentment, wrenched out of his mouth and he kept his eyes locked on the ground.

      Ylandra waited patiently, only once deigning to glance towards Jeren. In the Sect Mother’s gaze, she saw…what? Triumph?

      Indarin’s hand tightened on her arm, his fingers digging into her skin uncomfortably, but she didn’t flinch or squirm. Whatever was happening, it was wrong. It was so wrong. “Bind me,” Shan had said. What did he mean and why were they all outraged?

      Shan’s voice fell silent and Ylandra took a collar of knotted thong from her belt, where it had hung by the knife-sheath. Woven with beads that glinted in the sunlight, the collar might have been a pretty thing in other circumstances, but now it made the block of stone inside Jeren’s body harden even more, weighing down inside her, crushing her spirit. The warriors murmured uneasily as Ylandra tied it around Shan’s neck and his head drooped to his chest.

      “Come,” Ylandra commanded and, like some kind of tame dog, her wolf-warrior followed.

      Inside Jeren’s body the weight tore open a great and endless pit and she was falling, falling down…

      A firm hand caught her elbow as her legs started to give. Indarin jerked her upright and forced her to stand. “Can you walk, True Blood?” he asked brusquely.

      Whatever shreds of dignity remained to her were all she had now. Jeren nodded stiffly.

      “Good. They’re looking for weakness, to see you crack so they can report it to Ylandra. There are some here who would run to her gleefully. Do you want that?” Indarin kept his voice so low that even among the heightened senses of the Fair Ones, only Jeren could hear him. He led her away, each step carefully measured—not too quick, not too slow.

      The thought of Ylandra gloating over the hysteria of a weak Holtwoman made Jeren’s blood leap like fire. It was even worse than being torn away from Shan. No. She’d never give Ylandra the satisfaction. Jeren wasn’t sure how the Sect Mother had done it, but whatever duty she had placed on Shan had forced him away. She had made him her servant. No, worse. Her slave.

      Indarin must have sensed Jeren’s iron will reasserting its control for he released her. She didn’t miss the fact that he wiped his hand down on his hip as he strode ahead of her. Like Shan had been once. Disgusted. But still with her. Just like Shan.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “To find you a billet. Or would you rather leave?”

      “Not without Shan.”

      There was a moment of silence. Indarin’s step didn’t pause, but his breath hitched for a moment. “And if that is not possible?”

      That hadn’t occurred to her. That very fact made her feel strong once more.

      “I’ll find a way to make it possible.” She glanced over her shoulder. They were far enough away by now, weren’t they? Darting out her hand she tried to pull Indarin into the lee of one of the tents.

      He didn’t budge, just looked down at her hand and then back to her face, his eyes hard as polished river stones. She released him and stepped back into the shelter. After a moment Indarin followed her.

      “He called me his mate, didn’t he?”

      “Yes. In a formal way. Those words would ordinarily have bound you both together for life. Shan must have been desperate. He would not have voiced them lightly.”

      Jeren’s stomach clenched and heaved. Desperate. Is that what he thought? Shan wouldn’t have said it if he weren’t desperate? For a moment she just wanted to slap Shan’s brother in the face. But it would have been like hitting stone. Desperate indeed.

      “What did Ylandra say? What is the duty of Service?”

      “Ah.” Indarin looked away, over his shoulder, back towards the centre of the village. “The only thing that can break the bonds of mate to mate. He’s tied to protect the Sect and the Sect Mother. In times of war, one of the warriors may be selected. Legends say they gave up mates, family, everything, but in practice…well, it hasn’t been necessary since I was a boy and then, those chosen had not yet mated, had nothing to lose and so embraced the honour.”

      “Are you at war?” Jeren asked hesitantly, half afraid of the answer. They had reason to war against River Holt, after all. Her brother had killed one of their own, on their sacred land. And now Shan was back with news of what had almost happened to him and what had happened to their fellow warrior, Ha’ledren…

      More deaths. More torture. More blood on Gilliad’s hands.

      Indarin’s upper lip rose in a snarl.

      “You met the Fell’na in the mountains, True Blood. They are encroaching on our tribal lands, more so this season than ever before.” He sighed, and suddenly his eyes looked so like Shan’s that tears stung Jeren’s own. “We are always at war with them.”

      “And she took Shan because of me?” she asked, uncomfortably aware of the tightness in her throat.

      “She took him,” came a new voice, the woman who had shouted from the crowd, “because she’s a selfish, vindictive bitch who has coveted Shan since first she came here.”

      The Fey’na woman stepped towards them, slipping around the edge of the tent on silent feet, and Indarin rolled his eyes to the heavens before he turned to face the newcomer.

      “Lara, this is neither the time or the place—”

      “Really? That didn’t unsettle you? That she took your own brother despite his having claimed a mate? She’s destroying everything this sect is meant to be, Indarin. She’s doing the Fell’na’s job for them. I am not alone in thinking this.” Her silver eyes flashed and she swept her long braids back from her sculpted face with a hand that only slightly betrayed her with a tremble.

      “Then it must be raised at Springmoot,” he replied firmly. “Not gossiped and bandied about in camp. If it discomforts you, try another sect.”

      Lara’s hands balled into fists at her sides. No trace of a tremble now. “This is my sect as it was my father’s, Indarin. As much as it is hers now.” She nodded at Jeren. “And her mate’s—your brother, Ylandra’s slave.”

      “Lara…”

      The female warrior folded her arms. “Our Sect Mother just made Jeren swear to obey her with one breath and stole her mate with the next, once she knew there was nothing else to stop her.”

      Jeren seized the silence that followed. “Shan’s not my…not my mate…” Gods, even as she said it, she wanted to take it back. She loved him. That was what it meant, but they had made no formal declaration, no handfasting or ceremony of binding. And “mate” sounded so…primal, so… Something melted inside her. It sounded so like something Shan would say.

      Lara and Indarin cast her scathing glances.

      “He claimed you as such,” Indarin replied at last. “He did so in front of us all. Do you mean to tell me that he never discussed it with you first?”

      Her face heated and she studied the ground. Indarin made a noise somewhere between a snort and a growl.

      “Ever rash, my little brother. His quest for vengeance, his life decisions, his choice of a mate and the time he chose to tell Ylandra…”

      “He knew how she felt?” Jeren whispered. That was worse, far worse. But he couldn’t have guessed what she would do, could he?

      Lara’s hand brushed against her shoulder, a gesture of comfort, or an attempt at such. “He wanted to make sure you were safe, no matter what the cost.”

      Jeren just nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Lara backed off again, though she didn’t leave. Her bright eyes watched Jeren and Indarin without a blink.

      Indarin relented at last. “Well, we must find you a bed and some suitable clothing.”

      Jeren glanced down at her ragged gown. Once it had been worth more than most people would see in their lifetime. Now she’d be lucky if someone gave her a copper penny for the remains.

      “There’s room in my tent,” Lara offered.

      “I’m to stay?”

      “You’re Sh’istra’Phail, in training at least. And born with innate magic, so your training will fall to me,” Indarin told her firmly. Jeren thanked the Lady he didn’t say serpent-born, the phrase they normally used to describe those like her, cursed with magic in their blood. “It was his last request.”

      Jeren shuddered. They made it sound like he was dead. “And Shan?” Hope buoyed with her words, but Indarin’s answer sent her heart crashing down again.

      “Don’t expect to see him again, Jeren. Any moments together will be stolen and such a theft severely punished. He belongs to the sect. He belongs to Ylandra.”

      “Until Springmoot,” Lara said. “That’s any day now. Once she arrives, Ariah will put a stop to this. You’ll see.”

      Indarin sighed. “Unless Ariah rules in Ylandra’s favour. No Ariah has ever ruled against a Sect Mother in all the long years. Why would she? To do so would undermine her own authority. No. Don’t count on that. It’s a thin hope. Now, you should rest. Tomorrow we will begin your training.”

       

      ***

       

      Jeren’s owl found Shan at sunset. It watched him with a sullen glare while he cleaned his sword, repacked his belongings and spread out the cloak made from the wolf’s pelt on the floor of his solitary tent. He would be alone now, forever, and it was Ylandra’s fault. He wanted to be angry about it. No, he was angry. He wanted to express that anger. He wanted to defy her and march into the main camp, to seize Jeren in his arms. But duty demanded his obedience, not Ylandra. His duty. So he stayed.

      Jeren’s jewellery glittered in the moonlight. He’d have to find some way to get the sapphire necklace and gold bracelets back to her. It was only fair. Would she accept them as his goodbye, he wondered? Could he safely leave them outside wherever Indarin had billeted her? Or perhaps he should give them to his brother for her?

      As he wrapped them up in the length of material that had once been a petticoat, his heart began that dreadful ache again. He knew it too well. He’d felt its kindred pain for all such losses. But this was worse. His sister and the wolf were dead. That Jeren was still alive ought to make it easier to bear, but somehow it didn’t.

      Shan held the wrapped treasures to his chest and closed his eyes, trying to force his emotions under tighter control. He had no idea how long he knelt there, but a voice broke his meditation, not the voice he prayed to hear.

      “There you are,” said Ylandra lightly. “I wondered where you’d got to. You missed the evening meal, but there might be some left, the most wonderful rabbit dish with rosemary and—”

      “I wasn’t hungry.” He kept his eyes closed, gripped the necklace tighter. “I thought it better that I rest.”

      “Probably wise,” she replied, unfazed. “We will start early in the morning.”

      “Start what?”

      “Northeast. One of the settlements reported movements of Fell’na nearby. The Red Fox Sect took the duty of guarding them but I have heard nothing else in seven days.”

      He frowned. Normally runners travelled from sect to sect with news regularly. To hear nothing from the Red Fox for more than a week when they were close by was more than odd. It was suspicious. “The Fell’na we encountered in the mountains were overly bold.”

      “They are overly bold everywhere these days. I want to find out where they have holed up and why they are invading our territory, particularly here and now, so close to Springmoot. They’re arrogant indeed to think we’d allow it.”

      Arrogance
    
    . She was a fine one to speak of arrogance, but Shan kept his peace and held himself perfectly still. She would see no reaction from him. Nothing more than duty owed.

      “You’re the finest warrior of our sect, Shan.” When he didn’t reply, she touched his shoulder, her fingers trembling ever so slightly. “One day you will understand, I had to pick you.”

      “She’s my mate.” Three words. That was all. The only words he could manage to bite out while controlling the surge of rage and betrayal. Was she asking for forgiveness? After what she had done?

      “She’s a True Blood, serpent-born, a Holter. She’s everything you hate!” Ylandra blurted.

      Black and red threatened the edges of his vision, blurring the darkness, staining it with blood, with the need to draw blood. He clenched his teeth together and forced his breathing to calm, but barely. Ylandra’s hand retreated as if she sensed the rage. He was a killer by training, by inclination, by fate. Why did so many people forget that? Why did they think—?

      “You have another destiny, Shan’ith,” she told him, her voice firm once more. “And I will not allow you to cast that aside for a—a woman. What you saw at the Vision Rock—”

      He twisted, rising at the same time, his body surging towards her. Amid the blur of his fury he saw Ylandra’s face pale, her eyes widen. She took a step back and it gave him a single point of satisfaction.

      “I should never have shared what I saw with you,” he snarled.

      Ylandra swallowed hard, her own anger surging to the fore now, her pride wounded by her own reaction. “But you did. And I am going to help you fulfil that fate whether you will it or not, do you understand? She can have no part in it. Battle with the Fell’na is the duty of the Sh’istra’Phail since first the gods created us, and you, Shan, you will be the greatest of—”

      “The gods didn’t create us, Ylandra. Don’t deceive yourself. We’re killers, no more, no less. Even our own people would disown us if they didn’t need us. They hate us. Despise us because of the blood on our hands. But I never realised we ever betrayed our own. Not before today.”

      Ylandra sucked in a breath and the air between them chilled. The moments passed slowly before she spoke again. “You should move your tent nearer mine if you are to be my bodyguard. I will need to keep you near. Now, if you please.”

      And with that she left, moving slowly, gracefully, but Shan was not deceived. Her hands curled at her side, ready to grasp a weapon, ready to defend herself if needs be. That she believed he might attack her both revolted him and gave him hope.

      Petty, vindictive Ylandra—how was she chosen as a mother to them all? And yet he knew how. She was loyal, a devoted friend, a caring heart in times of pain. She was devoted to the sect. To many of the younger ones, she had been seen as a paragon, an ideal. That was the Ylandra he remembered.

      That was before he left, when Vala was still Sect Mother. He wondered how many thought that now?

      Having just finished pitching his tent, Shan began the tedious task of dismantling it to move some twenty feet nearer to Ylandra’s. There was no point in arguing. There was logic to her stated reasons, though they were not her only reasons, and few could argue against her when it came to logic, or the security of the Sect. No one defied her. She had become accustomed to that.

      Shan rolled the wolf skin cloak up, with the necklace inside it. He was by nature law-abiding and dutiful.

      It was time for a little defiance.
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      Chapter Four

      Jeren dozed fitfully. Across the tent Lara’s breathing was deep and even now. Jeren wished sleep would claim her so easily, but the only person she had ever slept alongside was Shan and so every breath she heard just reminded her of his absence. She did her best to at least silence the sobs that came in the darkness, but she could do nothing about the tears. Her eyes had swollen, her throat felt raw. Shan was gone. Nothing mattered anymore.

      From outside she heard a wolf howl in the distance, lovelorn and lonely. Something jarred within her. She knew that sound, knew it like the beating of her own heart.

      Anala.

      Quick as thought, Jeren scrambled out from under the blanket and pulled on the tunic Lara had given her. It was too long and a little too snug, but she didn’t care.

      The wolf called again.

      The night air made her skin tingle and stung her martyred eyes, but she pushed her way outside, hunting for that sound and its source. On deft feet she followed it out of the Sh’istra’Phail camp and into the trees. But it wasn’t a wolf that called her. Or at least no natural wolf.

      Shan stood in a small hollow out of sight of the camp and its patrols. In the moonlight he might have been a statue, so pale and finely sculpted did he appear. Jeren’s throat made a small whimper and she ran, tearing across the space between them in a mad dash.

      Shan opened his arms and enveloped her in a lover’s embrace. When she buried her face in his broad chest, his face sank into her hair, his breath warm and uneven against her scalp. His scent encircled her, the deep musk that only he carried, the scent she knew and loved.

      “What are we going to do?” she asked.

      His heart beat even harder. “We’ll find a way, little one. I love you. I will not be parted from you like this.”

      “Indarin and Lara said when Ariah comes—”

      Shan shushed her gently, cupping her face in his hand. His long fingers curled against her cheek, ghosting against her skin. She tilted her face up to him and met his kiss.

      His mouth teased hers, dwelling on her lips until she parted them, his tongue exploring with great care and determination. And then she realised what he was doing. He was kissing her in such a way as to impress the sensations in his memory forever. He was kissing her goodbye.

      “No,” she gasped when she could breathe again, squirming closer.

      “Jeren.” His voice was a low growl. “I will not be parted from you. But you need to learn what Indarin can teach you. He’s more than half a seer. He’s the Shaman. You need to learn not just about the sword, but also how to control your powers. And I have a duty to my people, a responsibility. You understand that, don’t you?” He played with the sensitive strands of hair around her temples, threading the silken lengths through his long fingers.

      Duty, yes, she understood duty. And responsibility. She had forsaken both for him, hadn’t she? She tried to keep that flare of anger from her face, but it betrayed her.

      Shan sighed and pulled her close again. “What choice did you have but to escape, Jeren? Would you have stayed there and wed him? Would you have let him bed you?”

      This time her anger turned incandescent. It savaged its way through her and she shoved him back.

      “No,” she said in a voice of finest steel. “I would have found a way to fight him. I would have been there to protect my people. Instead I ran. With you.”

      “You’re safe here. Indarin will see to that.”

      “I’d be safe with you. That’s why I left. Come with me now. Let’s go somewhere else. There has to be another—”

      “No.” The word was final, absolute.

      Shock and betrayal sliced deep into her heart. What? She could leave her people, but he could not leave his? She could run and hide, but not him? A wave of cold washed through her and she struggled back from him, her mouth open, her eyes stinging. He was going. He was leaving her.

      He stepped after her, his arms reaching for her. “I’m sworn here. Until the threat of the Fell’na is gone or Ylandra releases me.”

      “But she won’t do that. She wants you! She wants you for herself.”

      Realisation flooded his face. Gods! Had he not realised that? Or was his horror at the fact that it was so obvious to her? Or worse—the thought made her stomach twist—did he reciprocate Ylandra’s feelings? Why not? She was his own kind, a Sect Mother, and a beautiful, fearsome warrior.

      Jeren flinched back from that thought, even as she recognised it as the truth. They were suited—Ylandra and Shan—a perfect match. Two beautiful, perfect beings, akin in strength and skill. And what was she? A freak, an outcast, strange even among her own kind, serpent-born, cursed.

      True Blood.

      “You’re my mate,” Shan told her in muted tones. A ripple of danger undercut his voice, and an icy determination. He stepped towards her again and this time Jeren didn’t pull back. She faced him, matching the iron she saw in him. “My wife, if you’ll have me. Nothing can change that. No matter what Ylandra wants, or what you think she has power to do.”

      Shaking, she gazed into his eyes, into the silver she loved so well. His lips pursed together, parted, and closed again. Nerves? He was nervous?

      “She’s very beautiful, Shan.”

      He chuckled bitterly. “Not so beautiful as you. She wouldn’t attempt half the things you’ve done for me. I’ve sworn myself to you as well, Jeren. If Ylandra thinks she can alter that, then she does not know me at all. And it seems, neither do you.”

      Jeren closed her eyes as he touched her, melted against him, the only warmth in the world. She looked up and with a shaking hand touched the woven band of leather around his neck. Small beads dotted the front, smooth and cold to the touch. She hated it. Truly hated it, a web of leather thongs and decorations. Tears stung her eyes but she blinked them back. She couldn’t ask him to leave, no more than she could ask him to cut off his own braids and succumb to the madness that had taken Ha’ledren.

      No, madness hadn’t simply taken Ha’ledren. Gilliad had driven Shan’s sect brother insane, had tried to do the same to Shan. Her own shame rose up again. And her gratitude, that she and Shan had escaped. That they were free.

      My wife, if you’ll have me.

      She smiled up at him, forcing the tears away. Who wouldn’t have him? And he wanted her. Just her. She could see it in his eyes, hear it in his voice, and feel it. Most of all, she could feel it in her heart. They belonged together, no matter what, and no woven band placed on him by other duties and honour would change that. She believed it. She had to.

      “I am your wife,” she told him. “I always will be. If you forget all else, my love, remember that.”

      A smile drifted across his pale lips. “I could no more forget that than my name, or my mother’s face. You’re my light, little one. My guiding light to bring me home.”

       

      ***

       

      Lara rolled out of her bunk, bright and alert. “Are you ready?” she asked Jeren. “He’ll be waiting.”

      For a moment all Jeren could do was stare at her companion. Did she mean Shan? The spark of hope died as she remembered his kiss goodbye, the way she sensed his early departure, the silent tears she had wept into the bedroll. “Indarin?” she asked warily, as she pulled her clothes on.

      “Yes. He likes to start training early. You’ll like him. You’ll see. He’s special. A bit like you, I guess. He should have been a Seer. That’s what they say anyway. He’s our Shaman, though he dislikes drawing attention to the role. He prefers to pretend he doesn’t have magic at all. To fit in, I guess.” She shrugged. “That’s all most of us want, isn’t it?” She pushed back the flap and led the way outside. The morning was crisp and bright.

      “And why are you here?” Jeren followed her into the open air. “You don’t seem enraged or bitter or…”

      Lara rolled back her shoulders, stretching out her neck and back, tilting her face up to the sun, catlike and beautiful. “Not now perhaps, but my father was Sh’istra’Phail. And…” She let out her breath in a long rush. “And when he vanished, I knew…” Pursing her lips, she fixed Jeren with a meaningful glare. “I knew what happened to him, even before you arrived to tell us.”

      The bottom fell from Jeren’s world again. She stared, with her mouth hanging open, at the daughter of the Fey’na her brother had driven insane and killed, the event which had led her to first flee River Holt. She couldn’t find words. Her heart felt like it was cracking all over again.

      “Come,” said Lara softly, as if she knew, as if she understood. “We don’t want you to be late.”

      On the far side of the camp, where some of the younger Sh’istra’Phail were already sparring, exchanging good-humoured insults alongside the clash of fists or weapons, Indarin stood alone, an ominous figure in a dark grey cloak like a storm cloud. He was already glaring at her. As she came to a halt before him, her stomach growled ominously.

      “Are you ready?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she lied.

      Indarin gazed at her for a long moment, studying her. Then he shrugged and led her away, back across the camp and into the trees, to the same copse of trees where she had met Shan the previous night, the same hollow, the same spot. Indarin stood before her and her cheeks turned scarlet.

      “The two of you are playing with fire,” he said, his voice like the breeze through the trees. “Ylandra will cast you out if you meet him like that again.”

      She opened her mouth to protest, but what was the point. He knew. There was no denying it, even if she wanted to. Instead, she bowed her head. She had been raised to obey, she had once told Shan. Now it seemed she would have to fall back into that habit, even if her new-born spirit resisted.

      “What do you want me to do?” she asked in subdued tones.

      “I want you to leave, Jeren.”

      She started, her head jerking up. “You…you what?”

      He stepped back and his staff moved in a blur, sweeping right at her head. Jeren dropped and rolled, coming up just in time to see the butt stabbing towards her midsection. She jumped back, narrowly avoiding it. The training Shan had given her came naturally now. Part of her wondered if Indarin was really trying, his movements seemed so graceful, so leisurely, and yet another part knew that was a lie. The staff swept by her face, and the wind it stirred up blasted her hair back. If she had moved a moment later it would have struck and struck hard. She tried to back away and the next thing she knew her feet tangled around the staff and she went down heavily, the air dashed from her lungs. She looked up as the staff came hammering down at her.

      And stopped an inch from her forehead.

      Indarin gazed down the length at her, his face entirely calm. “Your instincts are good, and your reflexes well honed. He’s been teaching you?”

      She didn’t dare voice her reply, only nodded.

      Indarin walked around her, studying her in silence. “Why are you here?”

      “To…to learn.”

      He snorted briefly, and then tucked the end of his staff under her chin, not entirely gentle, nor rough, lifting her face to look at her. “Perhaps.”

      “I had no choice.”

      “Another Holt would have taken you in.”

      “To be a political pawn. To be used against my brother. Or perhaps to sell me back to him. No, that wasn’t possible.”

      Indarin’s lips thinned. “You reason well too.”

      “Thank you.”

      “And your magic…”

      She lifted herself back to her feet, moving slowly so as not to antagonise him again. Indarin just watched her, his eyes like ice. She couldn’t read him, couldn’t tell what he was thinking. It unnerved her. “I have to learn how to control it. Gilliad is…” She swallowed hard, curling her hands into fists at her side. “If you thought he was bad when he was here, that was before the curse took him.”

      “And?”

      Her breath fled. He wanted her to say it? Out loud?

      To say her brother was insane didn’t begin to cover it. Dark magic had consumed his mind, had led him to do unspeakable things. Not least to Lara’s father, to Shan, and the things he had planned to do to her. It was hard to look at her brother as anything other than a demon now. Easier, actually, than admit the truth.

      “And if anything happens to him, that could be me!” She advanced on him, step by step, and Indarin retreated, watching her like he would a wild animal. “I need to learn to control it rather than let it control me. I know a little. But it’s not enough.”

      “You really want to know?” Indarin asked, his face as placid as ever. “Very well. Let me see what you can do.”

      “What?” Bewilderment deflated her rage.

      “Show me your magic.”

      “I heal. There’s nothing here to heal.”

      “And what happens when you heal another?”

      “I…” She inhaled, trying to stop her anger rising again. What did happen? “I see the light inside them—their soul, their innate magic perhaps, and their memories, the world as they see it.”

      “I said show me. Not tell me.”

      “I can’t!”

      “Try.”

      Jeren glared at him but kept her peace. Try? Too right she’d try. If he’d just for once believe she could do anything of worth. Then she thought of Shan and her indignation punctured once more.

      “Very well,” she replied, a little more calmly. “If you explain why you didn’t become a Seer.”

      Indarin narrowed his eyes to slivers of light. Annoyance perhaps? Well, he deserved it. But much to her surprise he nodded. “Very well.”

      He settled opposite her and closed his eyes. Jeren followed suit, still now, attentive, waiting for his voice.

      “I had a choice when my sister, Fa’linar, died. I could remain a Seer or become Sh’istra’Phail. I am one of the few ever given that choice, for normally a Seer is a Seer and will not shed blood with their hands. But the blood our family needed…” He sighed and she wondered if he was watching her again, if that spectre of hatred was back. She didn’t dare look. “I suspect you know more of that than you think. I was allowed to become Sh’istra’Phail on the condition that I trained anyone with innate magic, that I test each warrior and if needs be show them how to control it. I also show those who do not realise they have magic in their blood what is truly there.”

      He fell silent, only the sound of his even breaths betraying he was still there.

      “All Fey’na are born with magic,” he told her.

      Jeren’s jaw dropped open and she couldn’t help but look at him. Indarin hung his head, unwilling or unable to meet her shocked gaze. The Fey’na hated and despised magic. How was that even possible if they carried that spark inside them?

      “It’s true.” He lifted his gaze to meet hers. “The Seers use it daily. The rest of the Fey’na not at all. But you know enough of magic, little True Blood Scion, to know that it will not be denied. So we learn to channel it, and shun the brothers and sisters who are chosen to wield it instead. Just as the rest of our people shun the Sh’istra’Phail who wield weapons and death. A divided race, you see? But each balances the other.”

      “How do you channel it?”

      “Through our bodies. We filter it out to every last pore of our skin, every follicle, every breath. And because the magic must have purpose, it makes us stronger, faster, increases our hearing and our sight. We exist in every part of our bodies, aware at all times of exactly what we are and our place in this world. The braids are bound for ritual purposes. They are bound to keep a part of us that is so easily stolen close and safe. And if they are taken, as your brother took Ha’ledren’s and tried to take Shan’s, it’s like losing a part of one’s soul, one’s mind and one’s heart all together.”

      “Then…if one of you is wounded?”

      “We lose a part of ourselves, unless the Seer can restore it.”

      “And if I heal one of you?”

      A smile lifted the corners of his mouth, not a pleasant smile. Bitter and marred by a certain cruelty she did not expect. “That would not be a thing acceptable to us. To any of us.”

      She froze, trying to drag another breath in. “To Shan?”

      “You healed Shan, I know. And in doing so gave of yourself to him. You are part of him now. It explains an awful lot, Jeren.” He looked away and it seemed as if he had finished. But after a moment’s pause, he continued, the words dragged out with reluctance, “And yet I cannot wish that you had not. I would not lose another member of my family. Now, close your eyes, seal that mouth of yours and let me teach you. That is why we are here. Not to discuss Shan.”

      She did as instructed, chafing under his instructions.

      “Release your magic, and think of your owl.”

      The owl
    
    . Jeren frowned, wondering where the owl had gone. She hadn’t seen her since their arrival in Sheninglas.

      “I didn’t say think about her,” said Indarin. “I said think of her. Seek her out with your mind. She’s your totem, is she not? Find her, become her.”

      As usual the magic flowed through her, a blissful touch which filled the world around her with light, with the awareness of light. She could sense Indarin and the light that flowed like a river within him. He was angry, sullen, and still somewhat dismissive of her abilities.

      Jeren ground her teeth and pressed on. Beyond him she sensed the encampment, and the Sh’istra’Phail, columns of fires, moving, dancing, fighting, laughing. Yes, they laughed, they loved, they lived, these cold and austere beings. She marvelled at the range of emotions that coloured their inner light.

      High overhead Jeren heard a cry and her attention shot upward, to the owl circling overhead, calling out to her. A smile lifted her lips and before she knew what was happening, her mind leaped into the air, breaking free of the bonds of earth effortlessly.

      The wind took her, feathers humming as they held her aloft, her eyes keen and determined, her body rolling and looping with the airwaves for the sheer joy of it. She spiralled above the camp. Jeren and the owl cried out, swooping over Indarin, circling her own still and pale form. She barely recognised herself anymore. Her body looked lean and hard, her face thinner than she had ever seen in her looking glass at home. The old Jeren had been whittled away to reveal something of a warrior.

      She circled again, swooping down on Indarin in the vain hope that she might startle him before climbing as high as possible. He never moved, but she thought she saw a smile curve his lips out of the corner of her eyes. Indarin, smile? Impossible.

      She climbed higher and higher, casting out across the undulating valleys, bulleting through the air until she reached the foothills of the mountains.

      Drifting on the air, she found the figures of Shan and Ylandra, already miles from home. She longed to linger, to follow him and make sure he saw her, that he knew she was with him. As if in answer to her thoughts, he looked up, scanning the sky, following her path with his beautiful eyes. She cried out, the hoot sounding plaintive and lost as it echoed through the mountains. Shan…her Shan, her mate, her love.

      Ylandra stopped at his side and said something, a sharp tone which made him stiffen and start forward again.

      Jeren would have followed again, but something tugged at her chest. Something deep inside her, like a wire. She banked south and sped back over the foothills, over the camp. A light twinkling in the distance drew her on, something approaching across the mountain’s pass, coming from the Holtlands, something bright, terribly bright.

      “Come back,” Indarin whispered, his voice no more than a ripple on the breeze which held her aloft.

      Jeren jolted back into her own body and released her breath in a gasp. “I was…I was flying…”

      An unexpected laugh rippled through his voice. “Yes, it can feel like that. Especially if your owl was trying to be of help. There’s more to you than Sh’istra’Phail, Jeren. Perhaps you should be with the Seers after all. At the very least there is something of a Shaman about you. But we were not meant to be exploring afar, but within, remember?”

      “Yes, but—Indarin, there are people coming. Coming across the mountains.”

      “People?”

      She swallowed hard on a suddenly aching throat. “Holters.”
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      Chapter Five

      The owl moved like a spirit, a blur of light in the morning’s sky. Shan came to a halt and followed her with his gaze. So beautiful, so elegant in every movement, so like Jeren. His heart tugged deep in his chest, longing to return to her. His guiding light.

      “Are you going to stand there all day staring?” Ylandra snapped.

      Her irritation had been growing all day like a barb in his side, and yet by not responding he deliberately made it worse. It was both petty and beneath him, but somehow he couldn’t bring himself to care. The sooner they got this over with, the sooner he could get back to the sect, and Jeren.

      They found the settlement deserted. Shan waited by the central fire-pit while Ylandra checked hut after hut. Nothing. He knew it already. There was a stillness to the air, as if the world was in mourning for the Fey’na who had lived here. All gone, and the Sh’istra’Phail who should have guarded them vanished too. The whole place had been stripped of life.

      “No sign of struggle though,” Ylandra said. “Just gone.”

      Shan nodded but didn’t answer. There was nothing to say.

      They started northeast again and he spotted the trail when they cleared the next rise. The grass had been trampled down, a long line which snaked towards the northern mountains. With his heart thundering, he followed it, aware of Ylandra in tow, but ignoring her.

      “There,” she said sharply, and he followed her pointing hand eastwards. A rocky gully dropped away from them. Carrion birds circled overhead and Shan muttered under his breath. It was inevitable. Still, he wished with all his heart that it could be otherwise.

      The dead had been pitched down there, mostly Sh’istra’Phail, but some of their more peaceable brothers and sisters lay alongside them, for despite all protestations, who would not fight when a child was threatened? Fey’na children were rare and precious, a gift from the gods to be protected and treasured. But there were no children in the gully. Some of the broken figures were ancient, but none were young. All were torn and tortured, ripped apart or beaten to a pulp. Their blank eyes stared skywards at the black birds and the clouds.

      Ylandra staggered back, turned and dropped to her knees to vomit.

      Shan just waited, studying the area, trying to draw every clue out of the landscape. Finally, the Sect Mother got to her feet once more, wiping her pale face and trying desperately to look like it had never happened.

      “They took the survivors that way.” He nodded northeast, to the bleak hills shrouded in black clouds. “No more than fifty.”

      “And the Fell?”

      “Twice that. We should fetch reinforcements.”

      She stared into the distance, her jaw firming, her brow furrowing. “We could lose them,” she said at last. “There isn’t time.”

      “Ylandra, if a hundred walk with their captives now, there will be more waiting at the end of the march.”

      “There isn’t time.” Her voice was suddenly very cold. “My decision is made, Shan.”

      “So two of us will attack a full swarm of Fell and rescue their captives.” He kept his tone as even and unruffled as possible. This was madness. More than madness. Did she think to prove something by this mission? Or to get them both killed?

      No. That was unfair. She was a Sect Mother and she had to protect her people. That was her solemn vow, her duty. She was a formidable warrior, tracker and leader. She had to know how dangerous this was. But time was indeed against them. Time and the nature of their enemies. She knew what she was doing and full accepted the risk. The role of Sect Mother was to protect her people.

      And his duty was to protect her. Even now. Even as she walked away from him into an impossible situation. They could get help, he knew that. But it would take a day to get there, raise the alarm, and get back. Even if the trail had not gone cold, how many of them would have died? Peaceable Fey’na, men, women, children. How many would the Fell’na have used, sacrificed, drained, slaughtered…

      Given the option, could he honestly say he would act in any other manner himself?

      When Ylandra strode forward, following the trail of devastation, Shan steeled himself for what lay ahead and followed her.

      By midafternoon the ground had become rocky and the trail died away. Even Ylandra’s tracking abilities failed them. As they moved up the rugged incline, Shan caught an unexpected smell drifting on the air. He signalled Ylandra who slowed the pace, her eyes studying the rocks and undergrowth, watching for the inconsistent shadow that might betray a Fell’na in hiding, but there was nothing.

      Two small figures cowered in the rocks above them when Ylandra passed beneath. With the mood she was in, Shan thought it better not to draw attention to human children hidden nearby, especially as she did not appear to have seen them at all.

      Then again, their guardians could not be far away.

      “Ylandra,” he called, intending to tell her quietly and she turned, scowling.

      With a howl, a blur of limbs hurled itself towards them, a stout branch flying at his head. Shan dodged the blow with ease and his attacker swung on, overbalancing. Shan stepped aside as the human boy fell, sprawling at his feet. But no sooner was he down than he was up again, the branch held out before him, its whole length trembling, conveying the anger and fear of the one wielding it.

      “Jerryl, Pern, run!” the boy shouted, his eyes never wavering from Shan’s bemused face.

      Instead, small rocks rained down on them, ill-thrown and ineffective.

      “No, I said run.”

      Cursing, Ylandra seized the youth by the scruff of the neck and kicked his feet from under him. He dropped, the branch falling from his startled hands, and the next minute she had a knife at his throat. Not the Sect Knife. That would be too great an honour, or so she would see it. A knife, Shan thought, was still a knife.

      “Tell them to stop,” she growled.

      “Jerryl, Pern,” the boy called, his voice shaking. “Run!”

      Another rock shot towards them, this time on target for Ylandra’s head. Shan snapped out his hand and caught it, but not before another struck her hand and the knife went flying. But she didn’t let go of their attacker.

      In a voice which betrayed more rage than annoyance, she called out again. “I don’t need a blade to snap his neck, little ones. Show yourselves.”

      “No!” The boy redoubled his struggles, but there was no escaping Ylandra. She held him like a rat in a trap.

      “Shan, go and get them.”

      He looked up to the rocky outcrop. “No need. They’ll come down. Let the boy go.”

      “What?”

      “Let him go. You’re frightening them, hurting their friend.”

      With a muttered curse, she dropped the boy. Barely fourteen summers, if Shan was any judge. Just a boy on the cusp of manhood, pushed over the edge too soon. He scrambled up and faced Shan, terrified, but angry and determined. Like a kitten spitting and hissing his anger, yet still a warrior defending his own. Shan studied his face, the firm jaw, the calculation in his hard eyes. There was pain and rage, and the need to lash out, to fight, to kill.

      Jeren had once screamed it to the heavens “I wanted to kill him. I needed to kill him.” The very words Shan had used standing over his sister’s broken body. This boy only had to give the same cry and he would be Sh’istra’Phail too. The truth of it was already apparent in his all-too-human features. Just like Jeren.

      “I’ll do it myself,” Ylandra hissed.

      “No,” the boy snapped. “They’re just children.”

      “And so are you,” said Shan, not quite finished with his assessment. “We mean you no harm. Will you ask them to come down?”

      “Why? So you can drag them back to their torment with your shadowy brethren? I don’t think so.”

      Shan’s eyelids narrowed. “You think us Fell’na?”

      “Is he blind?” Ylandra asked.

      “Fair, Fell, you’re all the same. You’ll kill us all, given half a chance, and burn the Holts too.”

      A Holter. Shan shook his head. What was a Holter—no, a Holter’s child doing here?

      “Your friends aren’t running. They won’t leave you. We are not Fell’na. I swear it. We will not harm you.”

      The boy rubbed his neck and glared at Ylandra.

      “You attacked us first,” she said.

      “I believe your people call this a parlay.” Shan gave a curt bow, a gesture of respect which he hoped might win a little trust and ease the tension. “I am Shan’ith Al-Fallion. What is your name?”

      The boy shifted from one foot to the other and glanced up at the rocky outcrop. “Devyn Roh, of River Holt,” he said eventually. “And they are my brother and sister, Pern and Jerryl.” Two children emerged, too young for Shan to be able to tell their age for sure. Seven, eight? He couldn’t tell with Holters. They scrambled down to Devyn’s side and he pulled them close, his arms wrapping about their tiny bodies.

      “Rohs?” He remembered Jeren’s love for Mina, her guardian and only friend. Also a Roh. “Are you kin to Mina Roh?”

      “She was my mother’s sister.” Devyn’s eyes shifted warily. “She…she’s dead. She died when Jeren of River Holt… You’re him, aren’t you? Her Fair One?” Hope exploded in his eyes. “Is she here? Is Lady Jeren here?”

      “No, but she’s near.”

      “Take us to her.” His voice shook, but his eyes blazed.

      “Impossible,” said Ylandra. “We have our own mission. And Shan is forbidden to be with her. You will have to make your own way.”

      “Ylandra, they are children.”

      “And the children of our own people, Fey’na children, are in mortal danger. Would you have me leave them to their fate for three humans? Three Holters? You’d choose her kind over your own even in this?”

      “The Fell have your children, it’s true,” Devyn interrupted, heedless of her rage. He didn’t know it. How could he know that such spite and vengeance was something to be feared above all else? “But they also have my whole family, every generation.”

      “What?” Shan exclaimed. “How is that possible?”

      Devyn’s face darkened and took on that stony look. His rage and pain were great indeed. Shan knew the expression and the tone too well, had borne both many times. “Gilliad of River Holt. That’s how.”

      “But your line are his servants. Jeren told me—”

      “No more. He blamed us, said we helped her, and would betray him with the intention of putting her on the throne. So he made a pact with the Fell and they came and took us away. Here. Into the darkness.”

      One of the little ones sobbed and Devyn pressed both closer against him.

      “And how did you escape?” Ylandra asked bitterly. “Why you and not my people?”

      “Your people?” Devyn scowled at her again. “Your people didn’t even try. They sat in the dark and bemoaned their lot. Two of my uncles and my older sister gave their lives that the three of us might get out. Your people did nothing.”

      Nor would they, Shan realised. Not if the Sh’istra’Phail were all dead. The Fey’na didn’t know how to fight, for theirs was a way of peace. But his respect for the Holters just grew even greater.

      Not so with Ylandra, who was gazing at three innocent children as if they were animals.

      “It was a great feat, to escape the hives of the Fell,” Shan said, keeping his voice even and calm. “And your family died nobly to aid you.” Respect had to be given when due, didn’t his Sect Mother understand even that much?

      Slightly mollified, Devyn kept his attention fixed on Shan. Their hierarchy was different. He didn’t even realise that Ylandra was in charge and that was making her even angrier.

      “Where is the hive?” she asked. “How do we get inside?”

      Devyn turned to face her. “Are you mad?”

      “Our mission is to find it, free the captives and kill the Fell’na.”

      “Two of you?” His flat tone spoke of disbelief.

      Shan gave a mirthless laugh which had the boy swivelling his head back at once. “Did your family never tell you Felan’s tales?”

      “Yes, but they’re…he was…it’s just stories.”

      “Aren’t children supposed to believe in stories?” Ylandra asked, pacing now, impatient.

      “I believe,” the smallest one piped up. Jerryl. “Mama told me. She told me every night. I want her to tell me again, Devyn.”

      “I’ll show you the way,” Devyn said suddenly. “I’ll show you the way inside myself and everything, but you have to take us to Jeren.”

      “Afterwards,” Ylandra interrupted. “You can hide. Or we’ll tell you which way to go. But we are running out of time.”

      Shan didn’t like it, but what could he do to argue? Devyn agreed to Ylandra’s foolhardy plan and that was that. Though they tried not to show it, the three children were terrified at the prospect of going anywhere near the Fell’na hive. And yet they went.

      “You are the one she left with, aren’t you?” Devyn asked tentatively as they walked. He kept his voice low and calm. The other two never said a word, just gazed up at Shan with those bright blue eyes. When he didn’t answer, Devyn blushed. “Lady Jeren, I mean. They said you found her in the snow fields and saved her. You…you spirited her away from River Holt.”

      Shan raised an eyebrow. “Spirited her? No. She helped me escape. I was a prisoner there. My reward for saving her.” Not entirely true perhaps. Jeren was his reward. But he wondered what these Holters had told their children.

      “Mina tried to get her out and they killed her,” Devyn replied flatly. “But you were able to do it.”

      “Perhaps we did it together. Don’t underestimate Jeren.”

      “No.” Devyn looked away again and his voice calmed, a hint of pride edging back in. “No, you’re right. She’s True Blood, a Scion of Jern.”

      “What did Gilliad say?”

      “That she was a traitor. That we were all traitors. Then the shadows came and we tried to run but…” His voice died in his throat and he reached out for the smaller pair, pulling them closer again. “He said you took her and murdered people in your escape. There was talk of a wolf, a magical wolf, and Lady Jeren defying her brother, but that was just the guards. And any of them he caught running their mouths off…well, the stories didn’t last long.”

      “When did the Fell’na take you?”

      “Three weeks ago.”

      Only days after he and Jeren had fled. The Fell’na could travel through the shadows, pass between here and there in an instant. Given an Enchassa of enough power, such as the one he had already encountered, they could carry off the clan of Roh easily. Shan knew of a number of ceremonies which would summon them, but how could Gilliad have discovered them? Unless he had sworn himself to the same Dark God. But he wouldn’t, surely. And yet Shan couldn’t dismiss the idea that, yes, given the opportunity for power and vengeance, Gilliad would do anything, anything at all, especially if it meant hurting Jeren. And destroying the family of her beloved friend…that would break her heart. Shan couldn’t tear his eyes off the three children. Filthy and malnourished, they were, yes, but to have survived that long in a hive, to have escaped…

      “They hid us,” said Jerryl suddenly, reminding him too keenly of Jeren with her narrow face and brown hair. “Our family. Kept us near the back, made sure we ate and tried to keep us safe. I don’t know how many they took instead of us.” They would have wanted the young first, of course. Better sacrifices, better feeding. Her cheeks were hollow, and her eyes huge. When she swallowed, her whole body moved with the effort. “If they see us…”

      Shan stopped abruptly and they fell still, watching him, one defiant knot of Holters, as determined as the rocks around them. Shan wondered what Ariah would make of them, or if Jeren would recognise them as the people from her home. It would break her heart to know what Gilliad had done, the pact Shan suspected he had made with the Fell’na. She loved her people. And he loved her. Hunkering down, he stretched his hands out to Jerryl’s. Her fingers were tiny but firm as they encircled his.

      “If they see us, if they come, you will run and you will hide. All three of you. No matter what happens. When all is quiet again, you will go southwest and you’ll find Jeren in a Sh’istra’Phail encampment. You won’t come back. You won’t try to help us. You will run and hide, and I will never let them near you. Understand?”

      She swallowed again, the same great effort of movement, and then nodded her head.

      He gave her hand the gentlest squeeze and caught Devyn’s eye. The boy seemed less a boy again. There was a light in those eyes, determined and all too adult. He would do exactly what Shan said, and protect the little ones, no matter what. For that Shan was grateful.

      “What is the hold up?” Ylandra called back from the bottom of the next incline.

      Shan straightened up. “Small legs need to rest occasionally, Sect Mother.”

      Devyn grumbled something behind him. For the sake of Ylandra’s honour, Shan pretended not to hear the exact words.

      “Is she always like that?” Devyn asked. “She treats you like a servant.”

      Shan smiled, but there was no joy in it. “Sadly, Devyn, I’m even less than that.”

      The next hour passed in agonising slowness as they struggled up the mountainside. The world fell still but for the scrape of foot on stone, the labouring of their breath. The sky overhead was empty of birds, and there was no sign of life amid the rocks and dust. Unease crept over Shan, but he kept going, following Ylandra and Devyn, trying to keep the children safe. Like little mountain goats, however, they didn’t seem to need him. But their pace slowed too. Not from tiredness or strain. From fear.

      Finally they crested a ridge and Devyn pointed into a hollow in the rockface. Hidden in the shadows, a fissure opened up, and along its side Shan could just make out a narrow tunnel leading down into the darkness.

      “How far down?” Shan whispered. No one raised their voice here. In this valley of shadow the world seemed to hold its breath for fear of being heard.

      But Devyn shook his head. They didn’t know. Shan stared at the opening. They must have been terrified when they fled this place, desperate, forcing themselves onwards.

      “We shouldn’t be here,” hissed Pern, wrapping his arms around his chest, shifting from one foot to the other. “We should go. You should come with us.”

      Ylandra glared at him and he fell silent, shrinking back behind Devyn.

      Whatever she had been about to say never made it past her lips. A sound broke through the silence, the rasp of skin on stone, followed by the faint scraping of something that sounded like metal. But it wasn’t. Shan froze, listening intently. Ten, fifteen…more. Very many more.

      The noise came from the fissure. Advancing forces, the Fell’na. And outside it, above him.

      “Run!” he yelled at the children, grabbing Devyn and throwing him back towards the other two. Ylandra’s weapons slid to her hands with a soft chink.

      “They’re above us!” she yelled, circling back.

      “They’re everywhere,” Shan snarled, knife and sword bare now. “Devyn, remember what I said.”

      The three children bolted. Shan couldn’t watch, couldn’t take his eyes off the approaching horde.

      Back to back with Ylandra, they faced their ancient foe, a sea of shadowy bodies, wave upon wave of malevolence. Creatures swarmed up from the hive and down from the mountainside, their eyes bright as stars, claws and talons sharp as blades.

      Shan muttered a prayer to the Bright God and his Lady, a prayer for three brave children that they would find safety. He couldn’t help them now, but maybe he could hold off the Fell’na for a little while.

      All he could do was pray. Pray and fight.
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      Chapter Six

      A forced march meant something with Indarin in charge. If Jeren thought Shan had ever set a punishing pace, her impression was rudely shattered now. She stumbled along behind five other senior warriors. But it was Indarin who strode ahead, marching through the long grass as if to battle.

      Lara had insisted on accompanying her and for that at least Jeren was grateful. The Fey’na girl was the nearest thing she had to a friend now, and at least Lara tried to measure her pace to meet Jeren’s. Or if not meet it, to at least ease the strain for her.

      It didn’t work. If they fell too far behind, Indarin would start commenting again about how a Holter could never match a Fey’na, or what else could they expect from a pampered girl. The others didn’t laugh, but it was there in their eyes, the mockery. It was mortifying.

      Jeren pushed on, out of breath, her body aching and the scar tissue on her side emitting a pain which soon turned sharp and strained. It was one of the things Shan had told her to watch for as they travelled, as they trained. A warning sign that she was doing too much, that she was risking injury. But she couldn’t say anything.

      By late afternoon, she began to stumble over her own feet, her legs numb with agony.

      “Here.” Lara grabbed her arm, hauling her up as she almost tripped. “You can’t carry on like this. Let me call for a halt.”

      “No.” Jeren gritted her teeth and pushed forward again. “They’re going to confront my people, people I might have brought here in the first place. I need to be there.”

      “You’re hurting.”

      “So?” Indarin and the others were almost out of sight, farther down the hill. At least they couldn’t hear her. That was one single blessed relief. “Do you think they care? We have to catch up, Lara.”

      “I understand. But not so much that it will injure you. If you will but slow down, I will take the blame.”

      There was no choice, she knew that. Other than make a total fool out of herself.

      Lara released her and Jeren took a deep, calming breath. The wind lifted her hair and she felt her own heart beating, hard and fast against her ribs, and high above, she saw the owl, circling overhead.

      “No,” she sighed. “It’s my responsibility. Just give me a—”

      Indarin appeared again, anger clouding his face. “What is the delay? Are you holding us up again, Holter?”

      Jeren’s cheeks burned and her eyes started to sting. Stabbing pain lanced through her side and she tried to subdue it, tried to push it away so she could face him. But Lara answered first.

      “Jeren’s totem has found her, Indarin. Look!” She pointed up at the owl. “Perhaps it has a message for her?”

      He breathed in, slowly, as if fighting to control a temper. He looked at the owl as if in accusation. “Her name?” he asked Jeren.

      “I…I don’t know yet.”

      Was it disappointment in his face? She couldn’t tell for sure and he turned away from them before she could look more closely. “Then you aren’t ready for any message she might have. At least have the courtesy to name her first. Come quickly. The Holters are encamped just beyond the next rise and they’ve raised a flag of parlay. They are asking for you.”

      Fear washed cold and bitter through her body, despite the pain and exhaustion. She didn’t want to go down there, to face people from her home, for them to see her like this. Her hair was knotted with a band of leather at the back of her neck. She wore a simple tunic and trousers, all in pale grey and tan. How could a Lady of River Holt look like this? How could she face them and see their expressions?

      And yet how could she turn back? She smoothed her hand over her hair, pushing the errant strands back from her face. Indarin studied her, so she pulled her spine in straighter and lifted her chin. “Who leads them?”

      “A man of Grey Holt.”

      Grey Holt? Surprise made her eyes wide. “Not River Holt?”

      “The colours they fly are grey, not blue. I warrant this is a good thing.”

      “Let’s hope so.” But still. Image was everything with Holters, especially when the meeting was between Holts. “I need a little time. To prepare.”

      “Time?”

      “It’s a matter of honour, Indarin,” said Lara. “Can’t you see that?”

      He stiffened and then nodded. “Holt law, Holt traditions…do what you need to do. I will make sure you get that time, but do not take too long.”

      “My thanks.” Jeren inclined her head. Indarin backed off but she waited until he was gone again to breathe a sigh of relief. “Did he believe that?”

      Lara laughed softly. “It was most impressive, my Lady Holter.”

      “Good. Let’s hope we can fool my people too. I need to be a Lady Holter, Lara. Strong, in control of my situation, and beautiful. Dazzlingly beautiful.”

      “But you are beautiful.”

      Jeren smothered a laugh. “More so.”

      “Beautiful?” Her lips twisted. Only someone as hauntingly attractive as Lara could question the need for it. “Why?”

      “It’s what they expect. It’s another form of honour, concerning the message I convey to them by my presence alone, the image I project from the moment they see me. I have a couple of things in my pack. Will you help?”

      Bewildered, Lara just nodded. “But…can they not see you for who you are?”

      Unbidden laughter bubbled up inside Jeren’s body. “Gods, that’s the last thing we would want.”

       

      Lara fussed over her in a manner more becoming a lady-in-waiting than a warrior. Golden bracelets hugged Jeren’s wrists like a prisoner’s cuffs. Her necklace and the cloak made of Anala’s fur—even though she had sworn never to wear them again—made for a pretty impressive if somewhat savage appearance, with the sapphires gleaming in the sunlight and the soft silver of the pelt on her shoulders. And she felt like herself for the first time in days, as if, by wearing it again, Anala was with her, guiding and protecting her as the wolf had done before.

      Jeren closed her eyes and inhaled deeply.

      “Ready?” Indarin’s voice was hushed, almost…reverent? She jerked her head back as she opened her eyes and took in his solemn face. “You do not have to do this, Jeren.”

      “But if I don’t, they can still accuse your people of kidnapping me or some such foolery and the next thing it’ll be all-out war.”

      All-out war
    
    . There, she had said it, the worry that had been grating on her mind since she had heard of Holters coming this way, of the Grey Holt banner they bore. She had once expected to marry Vertigern, though he was but a cousin of the Scion of Tyr. That had been her duty. And even though her brother had dissolved the engagement, Grey Holt could still feel a responsibility towards her. If River Holt would not come to her aid, poor captured Jeren, lost in the wilds with the wild things, then Grey Holt would. It was exactly the sort of reckless adventure a young minor lordling like Vertigern—so minor a relative of the Scion as to be removed from the duties and responsibilities of the court in Grey Holt—would jump at. Just the kind of melodramatic mission the Scions of Tyr would celebrate in song and verse. She recalled Gilliad’s disdain when her father first mentioned him.

      “He’s True Blood, but only just, his blood is so watered down. And the Scions of Tyr have ever been witless wonders, good only for tournaments in peacetime and to man the front line in war.”

      Tyr had been the warrior among the original True Blood. And his descendents carried on that tradition above all others. Every single one of them. War.

      She might even see it now. Just as the Fell Enchassa had said. Blood in Sheninglas. Spilled at her behest.

      No, there was no other way.

      “I’m ready. We’ll hold this parlay, let them see I am safe and happy, and then send them on their way home.”

      Indarin just nodded and turned away. What he thought of her show of strength she couldn’t say, but she hoped that somewhere he finally felt she was not a complete lackwit.

      Of course, if Shan had not brought her here, the Holters would never have followed.

       

      A cluster of pavilions squatted in the valley below, pale spots of colour amid the brilliant green of the grass dotted with jewel-coloured flowers. The central one, all grey and silver, was twice the size of the others and the Fey’na warriors stood outside, facing a surly bunch of Holt guards. The uniform the guards wore boasted the silver epaulettes of Grey Holt. As Jeren approached, they stiffened, eyeing her curiously—a bizarre cross between Fey’na, wilder and who knew what, she must have appeared to them—but when she stopped before them, glaring in her haughtiest manner, they bowed low.

      Beside her for just a moment, Indarin smirked. She only saw it from the corner of her eye, but she was sure.

      From inside she heard a voice. “I don’t like it, that’s all. No sign of their Sect Mother, nor of their queen. Nothing but warriors and those things in the mountains…”

      Indarin pulled back the gap in the canvas with undue noise and the voice stopped suddenly. Jeren nodded to him and he stepped inside like a bodyguard. She followed, head held high, Lady of River Holt.

      Vertigern surged to his feet, almost knocking over the low table before him in his haste. “Lady Jeren!”

      Maps and papers spilled over the rugs laid on the pavilion’s floor and his servants scurried to catch them, but Vertigern paid no attention at all. He was taller than she remembered, broader in the shoulders too, a man who had grown from the skinny boy she had only met a handful of times. His black hair hung to his shoulders, framing a strong and handsome face.

      A woman hovered nearby, clad in mail, with plain features that seemed to exaggerate his beauty. She kept her head bowed, her blonde hair falling over her face.

      “You look…” Vertigern began, stepping forward with his arms wide. When she didn’t move into his embrace he stopped, somewhat awkwardly, and let his arms fall to his side. “You look well.” Too late she recalled that she should have. He was to have been her husband. In fact, as far as he was concerned, he still expected to be.

      “So do you. What brings you to Sheninglas?” she asked as politely as she could. She knew the answer, of course, but preferred to hear it from his lips.

      “You do, of course.” He laughed, or at least began to. Nerves quickly stifled the sound. “But I see that our fears were unfounded. Gilliad claimed you were taken and brought here against your will.”

      “Rescued might be a more accurate word.”

      He almost flinched and his gaze slid to Indarin, standing to her right. “Is this…?”

      “No. Indarin is Shan’s brother. Shan is on a mission with the Sect Mother at the moment. Indarin is teaching me the ways of the Sh’istra’Phail. I suppose Gilliad has spread some wild tales.”

      “Some, indeed. Will you sit and talk?” He gestured towards the two chairs. “I came to help you, but it seems I am to bring news instead. River Holt needs you, Jeren. If I am not mistaken, all the Holts do. Elayne, will you fetch the papers? And perhaps request some refreshments for our guests.”

      The armoured woman nodded and moved away, surprisingly graceful for her frame and attire. But Jeren caught a hostile glare directed right at her before the woman vanished.

      When she had left the pavilion Jeren was surprised to see Vertigern smile.

      “Most people find her…somewhat unusual,” he said at last. “But I think she envies you your place with the Fey’na.”

      She did? Jeren was pretty sure she wouldn’t if she knew the reality of it. And the hostility had seemed sharper, far more personal. “Who is she?”

      “Elayne of Erendos. She’s my finest bodyguard.”

      Jeren raised her eyebrows. “Don’t your peers have anything to say about you being protected by a mere woman?”

      Vertigern laughed, a deep-throated and pleasant sound which reminded her too sharply of Shan. His laugh, when it came, made her heart tremble with unexpected familiarity.

      “Not twice, anyway.”

      And suddenly she found herself laughing too, as if some shell of tension which had built up around her cracked and fell to pieces.

      Before she could say another word, however, noise of a scuffle outside had their heads turning towards the door. A man pushed his way inside, another warrior born, bred and trained, his eyes blazing emerald in the dim light, deftly avoiding those guards who tried to stop him.

      Jeren surged to her feet, reaching to her waist for a knife, but Indarin was already there. Fluid as a shadow, he stepped between her and this attacker, his sect knife gleaming in his hands.

      The tent erupted in chaos—Vertigern yelling orders, the guards rushing forward, the Fey’na warriors armed and silent in her defence. But it was Lara who barrelled into the intruder, bringing him down in a tangle. She rose above him, swift and deadly, one hand pinning his to the ground, the other pinched on his throat. He choked out a cry. No knife, no weapon at all. Other than Lara herself.

      “Jeren, it’s me. Please.”

      She knew the voice at once.

      Torvin? Torvin Roh? How was this possible?

      “Let him go,” she gasped, pushing past Indarin’s guard. Lara looked up suspiciously, but released him. She stood slowly, never taking her eyes off him as he rose, brushing down his clothes and trying to regain some semblance of dignity.

      Jeren stared, her mouth hanging open. Torvin Roh, Mina’s nephew, the closest thing Jeren had to a childhood friend. They’d spent summers together—Jeren, Gilliad and Torvin—under Mina’s watchful eye.

      In a second she didn’t care about decorum or appearances, she didn’t give a damn what anyone thought—not the Holters nor the Sh’istra’Phail. She threw herself into Torvin’s arms and he held her close.

      “What are you doing here? What on earth are you doing here?” she babbled.

      “I signed with Vertigern when he announced he was coming here. But I’ve been in Grey Holt’s company for three years now. Aunt Mina didn’t tell you?”

      She might have. Jeren’s mind was too numb with shock to recall, but Mina’s name sent a shudder through her. “Torvin, about your aunt…”

      His face fell. Not into sorrow, but into a calmer, more sombre understanding of what she was trying to say. “I know. News reached us. But it’s worse than that, Jeren. Much worse.”

      “Worse? How?” She pulled herself free and faced Vertigern. “What has been going on?”

      The young lord lowered his gaze. Elayne was back at his side holding a roll of parchment tied with blue ribbon. An official River Holt decree. Vertigern took it without a glance to the bearer, though he hesitated as he pulled it from her hand. “My thanks, Elayne,” he murmured, before offering it to Jeren. His eyes did meet hers then. They were angry.

      Jeren took the scroll and unrolled it. An official decree all right and signed by her brother. It declared every member of the Roh clan traitors, outlawed them and bade his loyal subjects kill them on sight. Every member of the bloodline, it stipulated. He wanted to wipe them out.

      “This is monstrous.”

      “Yes. And he did it too.” Torvin’s voice sounded hollow, broken. He gazed into the distance as if that was the only way to keep his emotions in check. Jeren handed the scroll to Indarin. The Sh’istra’Phail studied it briefly, his features like a rock.

      “Did what?”

      “Killed them. The ones remaining in the Holt. Rounded them up, into the main square—men, women, even the children. And then he unleashed…something. I don’t know what it was. Like a shadow, or a swarm of shadows. It tore through them. Not a single one remained. As if they had been chalk wiped off a slate. Only the members of my line outside the Holt, those posted elsewhere or able to flee in time remain. And he has ordered that we be hunted down like dogs.”

      Her brother. The weight of shame sat like a rock in the pit of her stomach. Her brother had done this. The man she had stopped Shan killing, the man she had been too afraid to slay. “How many?” The words grated on her throat.

      Torvin didn’t answer. His grief stole his voice, though he would not bend beneath that.

      Vertigern replied, his own voice hoarse. “We can’t say for sure. Hundreds. All ages. Regardless of their circumstances. The first refugees reached us a week ago with the news. The official announcement is…as you see it. That came just before I set out here. Torvin asked to come as their representative.”

      “Madness,” she whispered. “Sheer madness.”

      Behind her, Indarin cleared his throat. The Fey’na wanted the Holters gone. Especially since Ariah was on the way. But what could she say to those who had come in search of her, who were even now asking for her help? She was a Scion of Jern, after all. She had not taken the vow to protect her people as Gilliad had—standing in the Great Hall of River Holt while the Alviron Falls thundered away beneath him, as countless others of their line had done—but she felt its bindings nonetheless. Her father had always maintained that honour could not be shirked, that duty was all. They were her people, the people she came from, those who had cared for her and her family, who supported them, fed them, clothed them, and the same people who in return it was her duty to serve. The Scions of Jern protected the people of River Holt with their actions, from the diplomatic to the martial. The simplest of exchanges really, with the trappings of nobility, pomp and ceremony stripped away. She owed them.

      She believed that. Just as Shan did.

      But leave now and she might never see Shan again.

      And if she did leave, she would have to do the one thing she dreaded—stand against her brother. To stop him.

      The only way to stop him was to kill him. And if she killed him she might as well accept that she would become him, because the same magic which had driven him beyond sanity would seize her and potentially make her even worse. It had happened before. So many of her ancestors had been deemed insane.

      But the shadow, the thing Gilliad had unleashed…it sounded like one of the Fell. She turned her back on the Holters and gazed directly at her teacher. She could see the same knowledge in his eyes, the same grief and shame.

      “We have to help,” she said and slowly, so slowly, Indarin nodded.

      “It is a matter of duty, I agree. But Ariah will be with us in a matter of days. We cannot leave until then. And with her blessings we will be stronger.”

      “You cannot speak for the people, Indarin,” one of the warriors interrupted.

      “I can, in Ylandra’s absence, and I will. But Ariah will decide. If Gilliad is in alliance with the Fell’na—”

      “We must discuss this.”

      Glaring, Indarin nodded. “Then, if you will, Jeren, invite your guests to move their camp within our lands. They may come with us and rest near the Sh’istra’Phail encampment until Ariah arrives and the moot is called.”

      Vertigern’s mouth opened a little wider than was politic—it showed his surprise. Not a politician, her former betrothed. But canny enough to realise what he was being afforded by Fey’na standards. And wise enough to accept.

      “You do us great honour, Indarin,” he said with a deep bow.

      Indarin just nodded and swept outside. Jeren followed, surprised to see him waiting for her. “You want them near?” she asked in a low voice.

      “For all our sakes. We are juggling hot coals here, Jeren. The Holters do not love us, nor we them, and the prospect of war has not departed. If anything happens to them in our land, or if they commit any action deemed…inappropriate, that prospect will become a reality all too quickly.”
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      Chapter Seven

      Shan awoke to pain throughout his body, riddling him like woodworm in a tree. There were no wounds. Nothing to cause this, but nonetheless, he burned with pain.

      He shuddered in the darkness and tried to pull himself up from the floor, only to find himself bound there. His heart sped as he tried to wriggle free but to no avail. Leather bonds bit into his wrists and ankles. He was trapped.

      “Shan?” Ylandra’s voice sounded out of the darkness, very faint, and afraid, not too far to his right.

      “Where are we?”

      “Below. In the nest.” Yes, her voice definitely trembled. She was afraid. Terribly afraid. “They dragged us down here when they swarmed. Are you…are you hurt?”

      Part of him wanted to ask why she cared. She had brought this upon them. She had led him here, through her own pride and arrogance, right into the Enchassa’s trap. “No, but I’m tied down. Can you free me?”

      She shuffled out of the shadows, her face very pale beneath the smeared mud. But that wasn’t the shock. Her braids had been untied, every single one. Her silvery hair spilled about her face like the fibres of an exotic plant, iridescent in the near darkness. She must have seen his expression for she stopped and tried to push it back from her face, her fingers knotting in the unfamiliar strands.

      Eyes wide with terror, her body trembled. Her clothes were shredded and scratches covered her body, some caked with dried blood.

      “How long?” he asked. “How long have we been here?”

      “I…I don’t know. It seems like days. Like forever. It was a trap.” Tears welled up in her red-rimmed eyes, glittering before they fell onto his face, little cold splashes on his cheek. “I think…it was all a trap, Shan…I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. It’s all my fault.”

      Sorry 
    
    didn’t cover it, an inner voice growled. And what place did a Sh’istra’Phail have sobbing out apologies, let alone a Sect Mother? His anger flared, hot and bitter.

      She’s nothing but a fool, a vindictive, selfish treacherous fool
    
    , the voice in his mind purred. He heard it clearly now. Not his voice, nor Ylandra’s. Someone…or something…else.

      Shan closed his eyes, trying to still himself. “Untie me,” he told the Sect Mother in his most calm and confident voice. “I’ll get us out of here.”

      “We can’t get out. We can’t leave. The children… They’ve still got the children.”

      “Devyn? The others?”

      She scowled and her voice turned vicious. “No. Our children. Fey’na children. Those Holt-whelps fled the moment the Fell’na appeared. They probably brought us to them, probably made a deal.”

      No. They’d merely done what he’d asked them to. But there was no point in telling Ylandra that. Hatred consumed her. So much hatred. Had he sounded like this? And not so long ago, before he met Jeren, had he spoken of Holters the same way? Part of him feared he had. Knew he had. And he hated the thought and the sound of the venom in such words now.

      “Listen to yourself, Ylandra.”

      “They’re everywhere, all around us.” She leaned in close, her lips only a hair’s breadth away from his. “They’re watching us even now. And when we aren’t expecting it, they pounce. They take what they want, Shan, whatever they want. They…they fed on me…their lips, dry and rasping, their hands… They poured inside me, through me, and dragged out part of me…”

      “Ylandra,” he repeated, keeping his voice low, “untie me. Let me go.”

      She shook from head to toe, her battered body curling in on itself. But then, quick as a cat, she began to tug at the leather bands securing him to the floor. She’d already freed his hands and he’d started to rise to help with his legs when something black smashed her to one side, lifting her bodily as it did so, and bore her into the darkness.

      Ylandra screamed and the sound was suddenly muffled. It faded to whimpers. Then…nothing.

      Shan snatched his sect knife from his side and sliced through the ropes at his feet. His body protested as he rolled upright and crouched there, waiting in the darkness.

      “So pretty a show of defiance,” a familiar voice hissed at him. “And so pointless. I told you I would have you, Shan’ith Al-Fallion. And here you are. Ready to be mine.”

      Light flowed up from the cave floor, the wavering, unnatural light of magic, and the Enchassa stepped from its midst, beautiful and terrible. Too late he recognised her, the same one from the mountains, the jagged line of the wound Jeren had given her marring the skin of her arm. He’d thought she had gone, fool that he was. He’d thought Jeren had driven her off.

      Jeren…

      At the thought of her, his heart beat a little more firmly. They had been after Jeren. He needed to escape this place and get to her side. No matter what else happened now, that was where he belonged. Especially now, knowing that this same Enchassa had not fled.

      Shifting his stance, Shan faced her. She maintained her own face this time, the need for illusions past. Beautiful didn’t do her justice, though that beauty was a shadowy reflection of the high bones and tilted eyes of the Fey’na women.

      And yet lacking. For him, at least.

      “I will never be yours,” he snarled.

      The Enchassa tipped her head to one side, her lips curving to a smile. “So determined. I warned you about blood, didn’t I? About the blood to come? You should have given in there and then. It all would have been so much easier.”

      “Never.”

      “And now you will be mine anyway, and so will she… Aye, and all the others.” Her voice was a song, lilting and sighing, captivating. “Don’t believe me?”

      She snapped her fingers and three of the Fell’na dragged a struggling figure into the pool of wavering light surrounding them. A boy, a human boy, his face white with terror, his eyes huge, but he fought them every step of the way, his body beaten and bloody. Yet still he tried to tear himself free. And from the other side of the chamber, another pair pulled the narrow form of a Fey’na woman. She sobbed, her body limp between their grasping claw-like hands. She didn’t fight. She didn’t know how to fight.

      “I will give you a choice, a favour, as it were. Because I can be a kindly mistress.”

      “You are not my mistress!”

      Shadows burst from the ground around him, coiling about his limbs like vines. They tore his feet from under him and slammed him to the ground. Breath burst from his chest and the knife skittered across the wet stones. Lost. Just as he was lost. Lost across the wet stones.

      No, not just wet. Blood-slicked.

      “Choose between them.”

      “You cannot ask this. I will not…” He gazed from one to the other. How could he condemn one? How could he…

      Another voice rang out. Terrible with determination. “I will choose!”

      “Ylandra! No!”

      But she didn’t listen. From the darkness, from the fatal embrace of the Fell, she scrambled free and pulled the Fey’na woman away from her captors.

      “I choose her. I choose my people, even if he will not. I will always choose my own people!”

      The woman fell to her knees, weeping silently, her shoulders shaking as she huddled on the floor at Ylandra’s feet.

      “Always?” The Enchassa’s smile broadened even further, the danger lurking beneath it even more apparent. “Prove it to me, Sect Mother. I will give you them all, if you but prove it to me.”

      “How?” Ylandra cradled the woman against her, stroking her silvery hair. “What would you have of me?”

      “Give me Jeren, Scion of Jern. Bring her to us.”

      “She won’t come with me.”

      “But she will.” The Enchassa laughed and knelt at Shan’s side, running her icy fingertips up the side of his face. Reaching out, she flexed her fingers and the knife flew to her hand. His own knife. And the Enchassa offered it to Ylandra.

      “Ylandra, don’t do this,” Shan begged, heedless of his pride or his dignity. “Ylandra, Sect Mother, don’t do this!”

      Grabbing the blade, she tucked it into her belt, her hands so deft, so fast. Her silver hair tumbled over her face and when she pushed it back, she trailed smears of blood through it.

      “I must, Shan. For our people. Please forgive me, but the Fey’na must always come first.” She moved like a shadow herself, swift and fluid, like one of the Fell’na. One brief glance back at him and she was gone on her mission of betrayal.

      “Let her pass,” called the Enchassa. “Let her go. She is mine and will be for the rest of her days now. She is our way.”

      The Fell’na holding their captive released her and the Fey’na woman rose to her feet, all tears gone now. To Shan’s horror, the illusion dissolved. The Fell’na had offered only others of their own kind.

      And they laughed.

      The Enchassa bent over him, studying him, the glint of amusement in her eyes mocking him. Her dark tresses trailed against his cheeks, the scent of death lingering after them. Everything reeked of death.

      “Now where were we?” Her lips descended, brushing against him, light as butterfly’s wings, but demanding in their dark sensuality. “Submit to me, Shan. There’s nothing else to be done now. I will feed. And if you fight me, it will hurt.”

      He couldn’t help himself. Shan fought.

       

      ***

       

      “There, look. He moved.”

      A man’s voice reached him. Shan groaned, his body and mind dull with agony. He’d passed out at some point amid the torture of the Enchassa’s kiss.

      “Stay back from him,” said a second. “He’s one of them, pale as he is. You can see it. Just…don’t get too close.

      Shan opened his eyes to darkness, and even that hurt. It felt like something vital had been wrenched out of him, torn by taloned hands and an enchantress’s lips.

      “We should kill him. It’s some kind of trick.” A woman’s voice this time, quietly ferocious.

      “No. Do you want to be as bad as them?”

      “Nothing can be as bad as them.” Shan’s voice grated against his throat. He had screamed, hadn’t he? At some point. And he had kept on screaming.

      Four faces stared at him, like ghosts in the shadows, human faces, thin with dread. Only humans.

      “Just—just stay away from us,” another man stammered, though his eyes were hard. Stubborn, determined, Holters. River Holters. Just like Jeren.

      Shan struggled up from the cell floor. His weapons were gone and he felt like some kind of ancient elder, frail and broken, dried up and devoid of energy. His head swam as he got to his feet and he braced himself, terrified he would fall. How would the Holters take that?

      “I mean you no harm. I’m but a prisoner, like yourselves.” He groaned, trying to keep his dismay to himself. His head pounded as if something inside was trying to mine a way out. He looked from one terrified, hostile face to the other. “You are River Holters, are you not?”

      The first man stiffened, pulling himself a little further erect, his head rising in pride, albeit a shaken pride. “We are. I am Leithen Roh, Body Servant of the Scions of Jern.”

      The girl, however, snorted. “Who have turned on us and sent us to our deaths.”

      “One has, Doria,” Leithen snapped. “Only one, only Gilliad. His father was the soul of honour and Jeren…”

      “Jeren abandoned us to our fate,” Doria replied, her hands on her hips, her thin elbows thrusting out.

      “Jeren had no choice,” Shan cut in, no longer surprised at the innate need he felt to defend her. “Gilliad’s plans for her were unspeakable.”

      “You’re the one,” said one of the other men, his eyes rounding in shock. “You’re the one she left with.”

      Shan sketched a bow, with only a trace of irony. “Shan’ith Al-Fallion, and yes. Jeren left with me.”

      Leithen moved in a blur, his body transforming with anger, with rage. He charged, bull-like at Shan, but all the Sh’istra’Phail had to do was sidestep him, quick and deftly neat, avoiding him. Leithen swung back at him, ready to attack again, but Doria stepped between them, her hands raised.

      “Get a hold of yourself, you fool,” she snapped. When Leithen stopped—his chest and shoulders heaving as he drew in angry breaths—Doria turned around to face Shan, her mouth a thin hard line. “Where is she? What have you done with her?”

      Shan spread his hands out on either side. “Safe. She is with my people, training as Felan trained.”

      “And why are you here instead of with her?”

      Ah, that was the question, wasn’t it? His hesitation and embarrassment must have shown. He shifted and flushed as a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. Women of River Holt were trouble. That was for sure.

      “I had a duty to my people. I failed.” His head swam again and the image of the Enchassa rose in his minds eye. Her lips closed on his, devouring, her hands on him, her mind inside him tearing at his soul. He couldn’t suppress a shudder as he remembered his own screams, the pain, his helplessness. And even now, Ylandra was going back, ready to deceive and betray Jeren, to bring here to suffer a fate far worse than death. “We have to get out of here.”

      “There’s no way,” Leithen replied, his voice somewhat quieter now. The others murmured in agreement.

      “But the children managed it.”

      “Children?” Doria gasped. “You’ve seen Devyn and the little ones? Are they safe? Are they whole?”

      “I sent them to Jeren. It was all I could do.”

      Doria shook where she stood. Then a sob rippled up through her body, breaking out at the same second as the tears burst from her eyes. She buried her face in her hands and wept. “My babies. Oh, sweet Bright Lord, my babies are alive.”

      Leithen swept her into his strong arms, holding her close. “I told you. I told you, my love. They’re going to be fine. Devyn will take care of them, take them to Jeren. They’ll be safe.” He murmured to her, over and over, until she calmed once more.

      Shan waited, watching them, watching the others uncoil in relief and even laugh a little. Their children were safe. That was all that mattered.

      He studied their surroundings covertly. The cavern that formed the cells was not as vast as that occupied by the Enchassa, but it was large enough to hold four separate cells, with wooden bars separating them. All but this one were empty. There were no Fey’na here, none but him. As he had feared.

      “They’re all gone,” Doria said, her voice still trembling. “There were just a few Fair Ones here when we were imprisoned. But the Fell…took them away. One by one. Even the…the young. Especially the young. That’s why we knew we had to get our children out.”

      Shan nodded absently. “I came in vain,” he muttered. “Or perhaps it was indeed a trap all along. We were led here. Like lambs to the slaughter.” His head throbbed and he swayed where he stood.

      Doria caught his arm and helped him sit. “When they feed, they draw something vital from your spirit. You need to rest.” He wanted to shake her off, to deny the rest that his body needed to recuperate, but she was right.

      “Very well,” he conceded, “but if they come…” He shook his head. The fog of exhaustion already threatened his consciousness, even as he lay down. “Though I sleep only lightly, if they come and I do not rouse, wake me as soon as you hear them.”

      It was all he could do. That, and trust that the Holters would not decide to do away with him while he slept.

       

      ***

       

      Warm fur, damp with melted snow, brushed against him and Anala made a little whine deep in her throat. She licked his face, her breath washing over him, stirring him to a wakefulness that was not true wakefulness. How could it be? He knew she was dead. And yet she stood before him, her eyes studying him, her tongue lolling to one side, as if she grinned at him, as if she laughed.

      He reached out and his fingers touched fur. Beneath his touch, her heart beat. He pulled himself to her and buried his face in her warmth.

      “Get up,” said a voice deep inside his head. “Get up, Shan. She needs you. You would not leave your mate in jeopardy, would you, young wolf?” Her cold nose nudged his face and shoulder, pushing him away. “There is treachery in more places than one. There is danger. Go to Jeren now. Get up!”

      He tried. He struggled against the darkness which suddenly clung to him with talon-like nails, the darkness which kissed his lips and drank down his spirit, robbing him of all strength like a black leech.

      The Enchassa laughed and her voice rang through his body. He convulsed, his body and mind straining for escape, for salvation, but her grip on him was strong, so impossibly strong. Even as he slept, she drained him, as if a line of darkness tethered his soul to her, as if he would feed her constantly until he was nothing but a lifeless husk.

      “Get up, Shan!”

      Doria! It was Doria’s voice, her hands shaking him, her terror ringing in his ears.

      “They’re here!”

      He jarred into wakefulness, just in time to see the Fell’na warriors slide like ghosts from the shadows and open the cell. They moved so quickly that even as he lurched upright, they seized the remaining Holters.

      Doria screamed, striking out at them as they laid hands on her. Shan didn’t think. He didn’t have time. He moved as fluidly as his enemies. While they held their prey, they could not turn to shadows. His fist smacked into the face of the nearest, the one holding Doria, and felt a surge of satisfaction at the crunch of bone and the flow of black blood. Staggering back, the creature’s hold on Doria relaxed and Shan pulled her free, throwing her behind him.

      Two Fell’na dragged Leithen towards the door, the bull of a man struggling valiantly but in vain. Shan sprinted towards him, his own body the only weapon he had. He leaped, his feet hammering into the side of the Fell’na nearest. It dropped beneath him and he launched himself off it, hammering its face into the stone floor. At the same moment, Leithen shook himself free of the other and Shan slammed into it, rolling across the slick stone as he grappled with it. Teeth and claws tore into his skin but he wrapped his fingers around its throat and began to squeeze. As it weakened, he smashed its head back against the stone with a sickening crack and it fell still.

      Doria seized him, pulling him up. Leithen brandished a length of wood ripped from the enclosing wooden pens, and the remaining Fell’na chattered and withdrew, turning to wisps of smoke and shadows. The others were gone, with them the Holters. Two more souls, helpless and damned.

      “Are you all right?” Doria blurted out, her hands rubbing his shoulders and arms as if in an effort to assure herself he was indeed still real. “Did they hurt you? Are you injured?”

      He was bleeding, and he felt ragged, a torn and shredded spirit in a torn and shredded body, but it didn’t matter. He was alive. They were alive and one of their enemy was dead. Just one. And the other Holters were gone. The moment of elation wavered and failed, crashing down around him.

      “We have to get out of here,” she said. “Get after them. We have to save them.” She tugged on his arms, but they hung like lead, no longer under his control.

      “Let him go, lass,” said Leithen. “He did what he could.”

      “But the others…”

      Leithen shook his head, silencing her with that movement alone. “Let him be. There’s nothing we can do for them now. Be thankful they didn’t take us too as intended.”

      “No!” she shouted. “No! I won’t just give up like that, Leithen!” And then she did, sinking to the floor in a puddle of skirts and misery where she buried her face in her hands and sobbed.

      Shan closed his eyes and forced his breath to be calm. Despair was an enemy too, and in some ways far more damaging than the Fell’na. It could steal even the will to fight, and that was all they had left to them now.

      “Don’t,” he told her, pulling her hands away from her face, smoothing his thumbs over the palms of her hands. “Don’t, please. We will find a way out. And if I can, I will help them, before it’s too late. Don’t give up now. Not you. You have the heart of a wolf, the spirit that will not bow. Please. You of all people must not give up.”

      And then they heard another voice, small and desperate but insistent.

      “Shan? Shan’ith Al-Fallion, is that you?”

      It came from a crack in the wall.

      Leaving the stunned Doria and Leithen, Shan approached the gap and peered into it. The crack led to a tunnel so narrow only a child could crawl through it.

      A face gazed back, eyes impossibly bright in the darkness, and a grin dangerous in its recklessness. “Shan? Are they all right? Are my family there?”

      Before he could answer, Doria shrieked and threw herself towards the gap. “Devyn? What are you doing here? We told you to run, to get away! Devyn!”
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      Chapter Eight

      It was still dark when Lara shook Jeren awake.

      “She’s here,” her friend said in reverent tones. “She came early. The Seers too.”

      Jeren pushed her hair out of her face and struggled to grasp what Lara was saying. “Who came?”

      But Lara just glared at her. “Ariah, of course. We have to hurry. She and Indarin have been talking for an hour already. She wants to see you.”

      “I…oh…” A hundred things flocked to the fore of her mind all at once—things she needed to say, what she should wear, how she should present herself. But she only asked one question—the first and the last, the all-important one. “Is Shan back?”

      “No. And Ylandra’s absence has not gone down well. The Seers are most annoyed, I think, as they supported her election as Sect Mother and this could be taken as a grave insult.”

      At one time, Jeren might have felt a small thrill of triumph, but the thought of Shan not having yet returned with Ylandra quelled that. Without him, this just seemed all the more difficult. But he would want her to do it, wouldn’t he? He was her mate. She felt it with all her heart and soul. If there was the slightest chance that Ariah could release him, return him to her, she had to seize it with both hands.

      “I need to change,” Jeren said, her mind already reeling through all the diplomatic scenarios that might help her plan her strategy.

      “As simple as possible is best with Ariah. Be as you are, and speak plainly. The truth, Jeren. That is the key.”

      Jeren pulled on the silvery-grey tunic and trousers of suede-like material that the Sh’istra’Phail favoured and wrapped the wolf skin trimmed in River Holt blue around her shoulders in defence against the chilly predawn. The necklace which she had used to decorate it she left behind, hidden beneath her bedroll. It had no place on her today.

      From the edge of the encampment she could see the Holters emerging from their own tents, alerted by the simmering excitement of the Sh’istra’Phail camp. Vertigern stood watching her, Elayne his constant shadow, but it was Torvin who jogged after her, concern turning his features stark. Jeren didn’t pause or slow her gait but he still fell into step beside her.

      “Who arrived with that party, Jeren? What’s going on?” He sounded like a child, overeager, excited.

      She didn’t have time for this. “Go back to the others, Torvin. We can talk later.”

      “But my place is with you. I’m a Roh, a sworn Body Servant to your line.”

      Another claw from the past to pull at her, to draw her down an unwanted path. To accept the service of a Roh would be as good as admitting she saw herself as Lady of River Holt. There were only two ways to do that—at Gilliad’s side or over his dead body. She might as well take up the sword and call for all-out war.

      “Go back, Torvin,” she growled, fixing her gaze ahead. Lara fidgeted nervously beside her as if wishing for a weapon. “This is not a Holt matter.”

      “If it involves you, Jeren,” he protested, but then corrected himself, “Lady Jeren, please—look, I…I brought something for you.”

      Something in his voice gave her pause and sent chills down her spine. “Now is not the time.”

      “Later then. Please, meet me later.”

      Jeren rolled her eyes. No getting out of this, it seemed. No escape. “All right then, later. Now go back to the Grey Holt camp before one of the Sh’istra’Phail decides you’re planning to attack Ariah.”

      He started and blood drained from his face.

      Jeren muttered a curse to herself. She hadn’t meant to mention Ariah at all. Now it would be all over the Holters’ camp as soon as he got back there. But what else could she do. “Go!”

      At long last he obeyed her. Jeren gritted her teeth and watched him go. Every time she turned around, someone wanted something from her. Shan alone had never made such demands. Thinking of him brought other memories—his touch, his kiss—and tears stung her eyes.

      I will do this
    
    , she promised herself. I will make Ariah understand. No matter what she had to do, promise or even if she had to beg. No matter what.

      As Jeren approached the central fire, four robed figures appeared from the edges where the shadows still clung.

      “Seers,” Lara whispered.

      Jeren sensed her fear. Magic users, serpent-born, ostracised by the other Fey’na, just as the Sh’istra’Phail were. She had imagined it might make them more understanding of each other, but all she saw now was naked hostility on both sides.

      “Hold, Jeren of River Holt,” said the foremost Seer, his voice flowing like molten silver. “A word, if you will.”

      “She has been summoned to Ariah, Fethan,” Lara cut in sharply.

      If the interruption upset or angered him there was no sign on Fethan’s impenetrable expression. His silvery eyes flicked briefly over Lara and then, dismissing her, returned to Jeren.

      “The Seers have read in the ether how great a font of magic lies within you, Lady Jeren, and with what ease you tap into it. Your actions with it have been to the greater good. I want, on behalf of your brethren, to offer you an alternative path. Come with us, be one of us, and those things you fear need never come to pass.”

      All too clearly she heard her heart beating while he spoke. It echoed through her head as Fethan’s silky voice wrapped itself around her. Words fell through her mind—Shan’s words of love and trust, Gilliad’s words of hate and possession—but Fethan’s words threatened to drown them all out. She gazed into his eyes, his handsome, placid face, and caught a brief glimpse of another future, filled with calm restraint and the wonders of magic.

      A future life entirely loveless. A life without any prospect of Shan. Her life if she failed to sway Ariah. No matter what path she chose.

      She flinched back. “I am Sh’istra’Phail.”

      “Not yet.” He smiled, unruffled.

      “I am Shan’s wife.”

      “And yet he is not here. I am told he has been bound to Ylandra by the duty of Service.”

      “That’s what we’re here to discern,” said another voice. It was young and ancient at the same time. It floated on the breeze like the first glimmer of dawn, and when Jeren heard it, her heart filled to overflowing with almost forgotten hope.

      From the fireside rose a figure no bigger than her, small and slight, dressed in a gown of white. Silver-blonde hair tumbled down her back, past her waist, glimmering like moonlight on water. Ariah seemed to glide or dance on the air as she walked. When she smiled, her features were childlike, yet she radiated power and experience. More than that, she radiated love.

      “Fethan feels you should not be here.” Ariah reached out for Jeren’s trembling hands. “Many of the Seers do. And yet Indarin says you have the capacity to be not just a Sh’istra’Phail, but a Shaman too—a rare mix of warrior and mage. Your own people have travelled unbidden into our lands to win you back, and Shan’ith Al-Fallion tied himself to Ylandra in order that you might stay here.”

      Ariah closed her eyes, her hands still gently enfolding Jeren’s. She breathed in once, twice, and Jeren sensed the air around them shimmer with energy. She reached for it with her mind, and her own innate magic responded, trying to categorise it.

      Ariah laughed softly. “Not the reaction of a warrior, Jeren. And yet…perhaps, the right one. For you at least. What do you want?”

      “I only want Shan back.”

      “And if that is denied?”

      Jeren shook inside. This was her chance, her one chance. The idea that she might truly lose him was impossible to take. It made her want to scream, to howl, to attack. But she locked the panic inside, deep inside, and took control.

      “I want nothing,” she replied at last, though her voice shook. “There would be nothing left for me.”

      Life without Shan would be no life at all. She knew that now, recognised and accepted it. She would endure, survive because he would not wish her dead, and one day—one day in the far distant, bleak future—she might even find it in her to smile again, but it would not be a life.

      Ariah said nothing, just opened her eyes, gazed into her face and held her hands. It seemed like an eternity before she smiled thinly and turned to Indarin. He had risen from the fireside, watching the two of them intently.

      “I see what you mean, my friend. Your brother’s heart was probably lost from the moment he first laid eyes on her.”

      Jeren’s numb hands slipped from Ariah’s and she stood helpless, her prayers jumbling together in her mind. She stood there, like one of the statues surrounding the Burgeoning Well at home, coldly beautiful façades of stone without a heart or breath. Her future, if she lost him. Gods help her, she couldn’t lose him. She couldn’t!

      Lara’s hand on her arm jarred her back into reality.

      “Then you’ll release him?” Indarin asked.

      “I must also speak to Ylandra. I cannot release him unless he is here. Have they been located?”

      Indarin shook his head and Jeren’s heart fell like a stone.

      Lara spoke. “Ylandra is…” For a moment Jeren expected another outburst, but this time, faced with Ariah herself, she reigned in her personal feelings. “She is blinded in this matter.” Nonetheless, Ariah’s gaze silenced her.

      “You hate her very much, Lara. Why is that?”

      “It was because of her my father was lost.” Lara lifted her chin to take the brunt of the question.

      “And because of that, you came here? What other path would you have taken, child? A craftswoman, perhaps?” Ariah smiled. “Blame plays tricks, Lara, and revenge requires two graves.”

      Undaunted, Lara did not back down. “With all due respect, Ariah, this is not about me. Ylandra has no place being Sect Mother. She’s proven it through her jealousy and self-centred actions.”

      “Hush, Lara,” said Indarin. “I have already made this case.”

      “Yes,” Ariah replied, her voice still calm. “And with less wild passion. I must hear her side of things too, Lara. Desire aside, if she felt the need for a bound guardian, there is no warrior to match Shan. In the cold light of logic, she picked the prime candidate.” Then Ariah met Jeren’s eyes again and her voice softened. “But I will grant you that cold logic is not always the best way to make decisions. Jeren, I must meditate and pray on all this. Ylandra and Shan must be found and must speak. And you and I…”

      Fethan coughed impatiently and Ariah’s lips hardened, almost imperceptibly. Only Jeren stood close enough to see that.

      “All the world wants to make a claim on you, Lady Jeren. Or so it seems. We will have to divine the path for which you are fittest. This evening you will accompany me. You will stand before the Vision Rock and then we’ll see. It’s the only way. Go now, you may want to prepare yourself. Indarin will help you.”

      Jeren nodded and Ariah returned the gesture, her nod perhaps an attempt at encouragement. She turned away and Jeren bowed her head, dismayed, shaken, and yet somehow still hopeful. Ariah’s voice jerked her alert once more. Jeren looked up to find the pale woman’s eyes gazing intently at her once again.

      “The Vision Rock has a way of changing people, no matter who they are. Worse, if they do not respect it. Coming here by himself, without due care and preparation, drove your brother so deeply into insanity that he could no longer function among us and I was forced to send him away. When I did, his retaliation was…”

      They knew he was mad? Of course they did. He slaughtered Fa’linar. And they still sent him back. Gods, they still sent him back to his home without a word of warning.

      Jeren sucked in a breath and Ariah’s voice fell still for a moment. Tears welled in her eyes, glittering with the first light of the growing dawn, and the outrage that had been welling inside Jeren bled away. Ariah still grieved.

      “I am sorry, Jeren. You should prepare yourself. The Vision Rock reaches deep inside each of us and sometimes pulls out those things which are better left hidden. You should think over what you are, and what you want, your needs and desires. The things that make you human. You should prepare.”

       

      ***

       

      Torvin was waiting for her outside Vertigern’s pavilion. Jeren pursed her lips as she noticed them standing there expectantly, watching her approach.

      “You don’t have to go,” said Lara. “I mean, you’re about to face the Vision Rock. Surely—”

      “No. Better to get it over with. It’s something else about home and it’s better I know before I go with Ariah, don’t you think? Elayne and Vertigern are there too.”

      “Well, I’m coming with you. I don’t trust him any further than I could throw his scrawny body.”

      “Vertigern?”

      “No. Vertigern seems the soul of honour. The other one. Torvin. He makes my skin crawl.”

      Jeren blinked at her. “Really?”

      “Oh, yes,” said the Fey’na girl. “Really. He’s up to something. He wants you to go with them even more than the others.”

      Ridiculous. Jeren had known Torvin all her life. He was no more “up to something” than she was. And yet Lara was so convinced. Jeren shook her head.

      “Come with me then. Whatever they want, they don’t mean me harm. But I think they fear my brother and his power. They are right to.”

      And people who were afraid sometimes took steps too far to protect themselves.

      Inside the pavilion the atmosphere was no better. Vertigern stood by the door, with Elayne still right by his side. The interior was identical to the previous encampment, a home away from his home. Jeren wondered if his personal chambers in Grey Holt were decorated thus. So grand for what was, in essence, a tent just like the one she had shared with Shan, or the one she now shared with Lara. What did it say about the two ways of life, that the Fey’na were content to see something as it was, while the Holters felt the need to dress it in finery and pretend a sheet of canvas was a palace?

      Lara fidgeted at her side, and then Jeren saw the reason. Torvin stood behind the desk, a silk-wrapped length in his hands. He held it out to her and bowed his head.

      “What is it?” Jeren asked, with an uneasy feeling that she already knew.

      “I brought it for you. It’s your birthright, Jeren.”

      Reverently, he laid it on the desk. Despite the wrappings, it gave a metallic clunk and Jeren’s heart lurched within her. Only one thing had ever made her feel so uneasy, so…cold. She watched with horrid fascination as Torvin unwrapped it.

      Sunlight filtered through the canvas, glinting off the metal blade. Jeren swallowed hard. Outside, the sounds of the camp faded, dimmed. Her gaze ran up its length to the hilt, a masterpiece of craftsmanship. It was shaped like a hand, reaching out for her, a hand which would take the person seeking to use the sword, and if they were weak, to use them instead.

      Jeren knew it well, too well. Felan’s sword, blade of her family line, forged by the Fair Ones for her ancestor to help him contain his magic and stem the tide of madness, her father’s sword, her brother’s sword.

      She stepped back and dragged her horrified gaze back up to Torvin’s expectant face.

      “What—what do you think you’re doing, bringing that here?”

      “Gilliad cast it aside. It should be yours, Lady Jeren. So should River Holt.”

      “You’re speaking treason!”

      Elayne stiffened and Vertigern looked away, unwilling to meet Jeren’s furious glare. But Torvin didn’t flinch from her.

      He laughed, actually laughed. “Gilliad accused my family of treason. And you’ve committed it too, according to your brother. My Lady—”

      “Stop calling me that! You’re suggesting I take his place, that I should…what? Murder my brother? Take River Holt by force?”

      Vertigern cleared his throat at that moment and Jeren turned on him. He at least had the good grace to look guilty now that he finally faced her. “Jeren, it isn’t what you think.”

      “And you’re a party to this madness? Have you thought this through? Any of you?”

      Elayne’s fingers flexed beside her sword hilt. Beside Jeren, Lara stiffened, ready to attack. A Sh’istra’Phail at her back, albeit one as untried as herself, was a comfort. Strangely, she wasn’t worried about the two men, but Elayne…well, Elayne was another matter. There was no doubting the dislike radiating from the armour-clad woman. It was palpable.

      Jeren struggled to calm her outraged breath. “So I am expected to lead an attack on my own home—”

      “The intention isn’t for you to lead an attack,” Vertigern interrupted.

      That
    
     was like a slap in the face with a wet cloth.

      “Oh? So you’ll lead an attack on my home? That’s even better. Grey Holt attacks River Holt in my name, because that is how it will be seen, Vertigern. And, finding themselves under attack by another Holt, my people will rally around Gilliad. Perhaps he’ll call on allies of his own. Mountain Holt maybe. And then Grey Holt calls on North Holt and Mountain Holt calls on South Holt and so it goes, on and on, until war has engulfed all the Holtlands. Is that truly what you want? Any of you?”

      Vertigern didn’t move as her voice rose, didn’t flinch as she yelled the final words. “River Holt has few alliances left, Jeren,” he said. “Gilliad is unstable, dangerous, and no one wants another insane Scion of Jern loose on the world.”

      Ah yes, her insane forebears—monsters like Biran, murderers all. They always came up. No one wanted another one of them rampaging through the Holtlands.

      “They were my ancestors too.” She stepped towards him, but as she did Elayne’s sword slid free with a chilling ring of steel.

      The two men forgotten, Jeren focused entirely on Elayne, the steel in her hand and in her eyes. Jeren’s own rage faded away to the cool calm of potential combat. From behind her, an answering sound cut through the still air as Lara also drew a blade.

      Apprehension tightened in the room but Jeren didn’t flinch. “This is how it begins, you see? I won’t be party to that sort of madness. I won’t be an excuse or a tool to bring about this bloodshed!”

      “This is still yours,” said Torvin, his voice unfazed by her anger and her words. “Your destiny, your duty.”

      After weeks of training with Shan, her natural instincts took over. He had called it the Dance, that moment in battle when the world around her slowed, when she could move faster and more accurately than any opponent—well, any opponent but Shan anyway. She twisted away from Vertigern and Elayne, pushing Torvin back with one hand while the other seized the sword, the last thing she wanted to touch. So sharp it seemed to cut the air, it sang as she thrust it forward, right at Torvin. Stopping a hair’s breadth from his throat.

      His eyes widened in fear and he sucked in a breath. Yes, fear. He knew it now, understood it, and saw perhaps what a Scion of Jern could be. Sweat beaded on his brow, glistening like the tip of the Fey’na forged blade.

      Shivers ran up Jeren’s arm as the sword battled with her innate magic. For a moment, everything in her screamed that she should kill him. Or drop the sword and run away. But her hand seemed locked around the hilt, or else the hilt itself had closed its grip on her. Instead, her own magic flared inside her and flooded her body. For a moment all she could do was stand there, staring into Torvin’s terrified face, and then sanity returned. More than sanity. Clarity. Healing.

      She lowered the sword and Torvin heaved in a breath. His shoulders slumped.

      “I am a Scion of Jern, Torvin. That will never change. My bloodline may have contained traitors, but it also contains heroes. Heroes like Felan. And that is who I will emulate. He would never have even listened to this sort of thing. And neither will I. Understand? Don’t ever mention it to me again!”

      Jeren swept from the tent, too enraged by the thought of what she might have done, of what they wanted her to do. The cold grip of the sword still filled her hand. She couldn’t let go of it, now she had it. It wouldn’t let her go. Striding to the edge of the camp, she kept going, out into the forest, to the place where she and Shan had last met. This couldn’t be happening. She couldn’t let it happen. Every time she turned around, the past was trying to drag her back. Because some of what they said was true.

      Nobody wanted another insane Scion of Jern loose on the world. To pillage their way across the Holtlands, to burn the temples and spill blood across the fertile soil of her home. And they feared that in Gilliad, such a monster was rising again.

      So did she.

      But worse, far worse, was the fear that if she did what they wanted, if she helped them defeat her own brother, he would be killed.

      And then she’d be the monster.

      Even Shan had forsaken the spectre of revenge to spare her that.

      Shan. She needed him. She wanted him so much it felt like her heart was breaking all over again. Shan understood her, loved her, helped her. Gods, he had done nothing but help her and still duty had taken him away from her. Just as her duty wanted to drag her away from him.

      Duty. Why did it feel like a curse now? Duty. A chore. A weight.

      The ground rose up beneath her. Or maybe she fell. Her knees slammed into the earth and she cried out.

      Arms encircled her, strong and yet gentle. For a moment her heart leaped in wild and unbounded joy as she was wrapped in an embrace. But it wasn’t Shan.

      “Do not fear, Jeren,” said Indarin. “You are one of us. Nothing will change that. Not a sword, nor a Sect Mother.”

      He held her while she sobbed, but when she looked in his face she saw nothing of the pity or disgust that she expected. For the first time, Indarin looked more like his brother than he would ever admit.

      “He is coming back,” he murmured. “For you. He is coming back for you.”

      It took time before Jeren could find her voice beneath her sobs. Mortified and yet comforted by Indarin’s presence, she wasn’t aware that Lara was back until her voice sounded out through the trees.

      “How is she?”

      “She’ll be fine,” said Indarin softly, like a man handling a spooked colt. “You were right to fetch me.”

      “You should have seen her in there, Indarin.” The girl’s voice glowed with pride. “She was amazing. The way she moved, the way she spoke.”

      “What did they offer?” he asked, ignoring Lara’s passionate description.

      Jeren lifted her face, wiped her eyes furiously. “This.” She let the sword fall from her hand, clattering onto the rocks. “And war. And death. Death upon death. They want to use me as a reason to attack River Holt, to kill Gilliad. They don’t understand. They don’t have a clue. They’re just…fools.”

      “Well…” Indarin helped her to her feet. “Some would say we all are.” He picked up the sword, turned it over in his hands and then offered it back to her. Jeren hesitated before taking it and her teacher gave her a thin smile. “Yes, an uncomfortable thing to carry, isn’t it?”

      “Makes my skin crawl. And the magic within me revolts.” She wrapped her hand around the hilt and took it back.

      “It was designed to control magic, to focus it, and to offer Felan a way to drain off the power that would drive him insane. When I was young our Shaman trained your ancestors how to do it, to use it rather than be used. That’s the secret of things, isn’t it? Not just magic but people, politics, perhaps even families.”

      Jeren met his eyes and saw both amusement and insight there. “And he taught you?”

      “Yes. Our days are longer than your kind’s, Jeren. Much longer. He died soon after your brother left. His only failure, he said. I sometimes think it broke his heart.” For a moment she saw pain in Indarin’s eyes as well. “I feel you’re already most of the way towards mastery of the sword, Jeren. It responds to you as heir, but it doesn’t try to dominate you. Any thoughts as to why?”

      Giving a small shake of her head, she stared at the Shaman, waiting for him to continue. Indarin rolled his eyes.

      “My magic is healing,” she said at last. “I felt it, when I took the sword. First I was so angry…so insanely angry, and then my magic responded, defending itself I suppose, and it was like a fire inside me, burning away the anger, cauterising the pain.”

      “When you answer my questions, you answer your own as well. You can use this sword, Jeren, perhaps better than many of your ancestors. Your magic isn’t rooted in violence. I think only Felan’s was as close.”

      “Felan’s magic?”

      “Yes. He could make things grow.”

      Jeren laughed. She couldn’t help herself. Felan, the warrior, Felan the consort of the Goddess Incarnate who had fought a thousand enemies, Felan who had won back River Holt from their foes and ruled it with a just, wise and firm hand until his death, the greatest warrior her line had ever produced, the paragon held up before every Scion of Jern since… Felan made things grow.

      “Yes,” Indarin agreed, smiling now. “One doesn’t expect someone with the soul of a gardener to be a warrior. Nor one with the soul of a healer. Yet here you are, about to go to the Vision Rock and see what will become of you.”

      That killed her mirth. “I’m not ready,” she whispered.

      Indarin took her hand, wrapping it more firmly about the hilt. The healing magic began to flood through her again, like warm honey, golden light flowing beneath her skin. “You are, you know. The key to facing the vision is to know who you are, and what you want. And now all that is clear to you.”

      And he was right. She knew it. Knew it in her soul. What she was, and all she wanted.

      “I am Jeren, Scion of Jern, and I am the mate of Shan’ith Al-Fallion. And I want him back.”
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      Chapter Nine

      As they climbed the mountain to the sacred pools at Aran’Mor, the Sh’istra’Phail started singing. Their voices blended in a high and intricate harmony. It was the most beautiful thing Jeren had ever heard. It stirred her soul, made tears sting her eyes, and yet she had to listen.

      “What song is it?” asked Elayne. Jeren hadn’t heard the warrior woman come up beside her. Her face looked bemused, as if she had never heard music before. “What are they singing about?”

      “Home,” said Jeren, and the word caught in her throat. “This is their temple, their holy of holies, their home.”

      “I…I had no idea. I thought they were warriors, killers.”

      “They are.” Then she corrected herself. “We are. We’re all the same. Or at least not so different. Are you sorry you came?”

      “I came with him, with Lord Vertigern.” Elayne glanced back to where her Lord walked behind them, deep in conversation with Torvin. And there it was, in her voice, in that glance.

      “You love him, don’t you?”

      A smile ghosted across her lips. “It doesn’t matter. I’m his bodyguard, nothing more. And why would someone like him ever look at me?”

      Jeren winced inwardly. She had been his betrothed. But more than that, she’d been the thing to which he had aspired, possibly still did. Elayne stood on a lower social level, but she too aspired. How could that be wrong? Why was it accepted for Vertigern to want her, but not for Elayne to want him?

      “Then he needs to look more carefully, Elayne. He is missing what is right beneath his nose.”

      Vertigern’s bodyguard flushed, made a feeble excuse and slowed her pace to fall back to where her Lord and Torvin walked behind them.

      Jeren shook her head, alone once more. Why Vertigern had insisted that they come along at all, she didn’t know. They were neither wanted nor needed.

      And yet some small part of her, a part she was desperately trying to quell, felt undeniably grateful for the company. After a lifetime of loneliness, even though she was never alone, her time with Shan had been a haven of companionship and love. She had not realised how much she had come to depend on the company of Lara, and even Indarin, over such a short time. When Vertigern had requested and received an audience with Ariah, Jeren had thought little of it. But once there he had insisted that he would come with them to Aran’Mor, along with Elayne and Torvin of course, and bear witness for the Holtlands. Jeren was a child of the Holts after all, a mortal, and a member of the nobility. He was too, and once upon a time, she would have become his wife.

      Apparently his arguments were compelling, because the next thing Jeren knew, they were coming as well. More disturbing to her was the news that Indarin and Lara would stay behind. She could only have so many witnesses, she knew that. Gods, but she had hoped one of them would be Shan.

      As evening fell, they made camp on the edge of the sacred ground. The atmosphere was quiet, almost peaceful now. As the moon rose over the summit of Sheninglas, she drifted away from the main part of the company. Standing on the side of the mountain, on the edge of the world given to the Fey’na by the Bright God Himself, Jeren breathed in deeply of that sharp, fresh air and a sense of peace enveloped her. He was coming back, Indarin said. How did he know?

      It would be time to go all too soon. She was about to turn away from the edge, to return to the fires and try to get a brief touch of comfort and warmth before she and Ariah started the cold and lonely trek into the canyon which contained the Vision Rock, when her eyes caught a flash of moonlight off a weapon.

      Jeren ducked the blade by instinct, pitching herself to the ground only to roll upright again.

      Ylandra bore down on her, pale hair streaming behind her, unbound. Her eyes blazed with a wild rage. She moved in total silence, the blades in her hands cutting the air with the faintest whistle.

      A cry went up from the camp as someone noticed the fight but Jeren didn’t dare look away. If anything distracted her, she would be dead.

      “Ylandra? Where’s Shan?” she gasped and had to retreat as the Sect Mother came at her again.

      “They have him,” Ylandra hissed, her teeth clenching over the words. “All because of you. And they’ll keep him unless I give you up. You belong with them, serpent-born bitch!”

      Jeren darted to the left as Ylandra struck, sliding past the knife. She twisted, grabbed Ylandra’s arm, and slammed it against the rock face. Ylandra’s fingers convulsed but the blade didn’t drop. But the blade was visible for just an instant before its sister sliced into Jeren’s upper arm and Ylandra twisted out of the way.

      Shan’s knife. Ylandra had Shan’s sect knife.

      “Where did you get that?” Jeren growled through the pain. Staggering back, she pulled the sword from its sheath across her back. Knives to a sword made for an unbalanced match, but Ylandra was both quicker and stronger, and better trained. And what else could she do? Continue this unarmed and she was dead.

      “It’s your fault!” Ylandra circled her, crouching low, waiting for an opening, and Jeren matched her pace, both hands on the hilt of Felan’s sword. There was no unease now. The sword knew its purpose and so did her magic. They were working together.

      The clash of metal rang out as they joined again, and the evening’s stillness fell beneath them.

      Noise erupted behind Jeren, voices, outrage.

      “Ylandra, what are you doing?” Indarin called out, angry and dismayed.

      “Someone help Jeren!” Vertigern shouted. “Someone has to stop this.”

      Too dangerous
    
    , Jeren wanted to tell him, wondering why he didn’t see it, or try himself. If he did, she prayed someone would restrain him before he got them both killed. Ylandra danced on the edge of the drop off the side of the mountain. And so did she.

      The attack came with such fury it drove Jeren back towards the higher rocks, past the camp to the canyon mouth. The Sect Mother sorely outmatched her. Blood already slicked Jeren’s arm, threatening her grip.

      Sh’istra’Phail moved like ghosts around them, recognising the danger of interference. Jeren saw the truth of it. Distract Ylandra, and they might be able to save her life. Distract her and Ylandra would be on her in seconds and she would die.

      Jeren ducked, parried and dodged the silver blurs made by the two knives. They moved too quickly for her to follow, or for her clumsy blows to get past. All she could hope for was to parry. Parry and pray. She couldn’t avoid such fluid and deadly grace for long and Ylandra knew it too. Jeren saw it in the smile that curved the corner of her mouth, the triumph in waiting.

      “The Enchassa that took Shan said she’d have you too,” Ylandra sneered. “Said she had told you as much.”

      Jeren’s heart spasmed, as if it had just stopped beating. It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be true. The Enchassa had Shan! Just as she had promised when she laid down her curse.

      Jeren stumbled and Ylandra’s surprise kick caught her knee, felling her in a heap of pain and humiliation.

      “Ylandra!” Ariah cried out in a voice that should have shaken the mountain. “Stop this, Sect Mother. Jeren is here to see her destiny and embrace the life of Sh’istra’Phail.”

      Ylandra’s upper lip drew back, baring her sharp white teeth. “You? Sh’istra’Phail? You don’t deserve the honour, filthy True Blood. You don’t deserve to be one of us, you serpent-born bitch. You don’t deserve him.”

      A slender figure clad in shining armour slammed into Ylandra’s side. Elayne caught the Sect Mother completely by surprise and before Jeren knew what was happening had grappled her to the ground. Torvin and Vertigern grabbed Jeren, pulling her back from the fray and then Indarin was there too, trying to help restrain the furious Ylandra. Like a woman having a fit, she twisted and convulsed, determined to tear herself free, even if she had to rip off her own limbs.

      “Let me go!” Ylandra screamed. “They want her. Just her. Let them have her. She’s nothing but a True Blood whore. She isn’t his mate or Sh’istra’Phail, just a mortal with stolen magic and a curse. She beguiled him, bewitched him. It’s her fault the Enchassa took Shan. It’s her fault he’s nothing but food for the Fell’na now!”

      “You left him there?” Jeren exclaimed, incredulous. “You left Shan there as a prisoner?”

      A hush fell over them all as Ylandra stilled, her eyes blazing silver fire at Jeren. Pure hatred spilled from them and behind it Jeren saw the shadows of self-loathing. Ylandra knew what she had done.

      “You left him there,” Jeren whispered. It was no longer a question.

      The calm words ignited Ylandra’s rage again and those holding her were caught by surprise. Ylandra tore herself free, knocking Indarin back. Only Elayne clung on grimly, still trying to bring the maddened warrior down. Ylandra snarled and thrust Shan’s knife through a chink in the bodyguard’s armour. Elayne stiffened, shock painting itself over her face.

      With a heartless grin, Ylandra twisted the blade, digging it even deeper, and Elayne dropped like a stone, gasping. Without pause, Ylandra drove straight at Jeren.

      The sword felt cold in her hands. The world slowed around her as a million thoughts rushed through her head. Thoughts of Shan, enslaved by the Fell, of Elayne’s face, and Vertigern’s as he tore across the space between them, stricken, bloodless, just like Shan’s had been at the moment of Anala’s death, a mirror of the event.

      Even with all the people gathered around her, all of them were far too slow to hope to save her. A presence touched her mind, a brief moment of contact, of kinship. Jeren opened her mouth and screamed a single word.

      “Kiah!”

      Her owl plummeted from above, talons tearing through the Sect Mother’s face even as Ylandra threw up her arms to protect herself. She slashed at the bird with her remaining knife, but the owl was unrelenting, as enraged as the woman it battled. It drove down on her until the other Sh’istra’Phail could finally secure her ragged and bloody form.

      The white-hilted Sect Knife lay on the grass between them. Kiah, the snowy owl, took wing again, circling the group as if to ensure that danger was past before flying back to Jeren and landing on the rocks beside her head, a bristling ball of feathers and fury, far from placated.

      Warily, Jeren held out her arm, hoping her sleeve would be thick enough to act like a falconer’s glove. But the owl perched there gently enough, the great talons never harming her.

      Ariah, still clad in her white gown, stepped between them, bent and retrieved the Sect Knife, the symbol of Ylandra’s responsibility and authority. She turned it over in her hands. Jeren’s blood smeared her pale fingers.

      “Ylandra, you have attacked one of our own and spilled blood on holy ground. What is the meaning of this?” It was the way she said it that chilled the most, without a trace of anger in her voice, but only confused disappointment.

      Tears stung Jeren’s eyes. Indarin took her other arm, steadying her. It as only then she realised she was swaying on her feet. Her teacher studied her with the same wary gaze as the owl.

      “Jeren of River Holt isn’t one of us,” Ylandra was sobbing now. “She doesn’t deserve to be.”

      “But she is,” Ariah continued, patient as the mountain they stood on. “And she is most deserving, both of being Sh’istra’Phail and of being Shan’s mate. You cannot force a change in what must be, Ylandra.”

      “No.” Ylandra wept, broken and empty. “She isn’t, she doesn’t deserve to be. She isn’t,” she repeated. “She doesn’t deserve to be.” On and on, her voice went, sinking into incoherence.

      “Take her back to the camp,” Ariah commanded, her brow furrowed with concern. “I’ll see what I can do for her in a moment.” Her guards obeyed, Seer and Sh’istra’Phail edging warily around the raving captive. Ariah turned her back on Ylandra now and her demeanour softened when she beheld Jeren. “Are you hurt?” When Jeren shook her head, Ariah smiled in genuine relief. “But your arm…”

      “It’s just a scratch.”

      “A little more than that,” Indarin said gruffly. “It needs attention.”

      But another voice broke through the air. Shaken and afraid, Vertigern’s voice lost the veneer of cultured eloquence Jeren had grown to expect.

      “Please, you have to help her. Please!” He cradled Elayne against him, his handsome features gaunt as he stared into her pale face. Her armoured side glistened red over the polished metal.

      Jeren lifted her arm and Kiah took wing, crying out reproachfully. She hurried to them, her own aches and pains forgotten.

      “Call a Seer,” Ariah said.

      But Fethan was already by her side. He folded his arms before him. “The Seers are trying to help Ylandra. Besides, we do not heal Holters.”

      Jeren’s jaw sagged and she snapped her gaze around to Ariah in disbelief.

      “Is this your final word?” Ariah’s voice was thin as a blade and just as dangerous.

      Fethan narrowed his eyes in defiance. “Unless Ariah will command me to break my sacred vow to heal my people.”

      “But not to the exclusion of others, Fethan.”

      His cold gaze passed over the Holters. “I see no one here in need of my aid.”

      “I shall not forget this, Seer,” Ariah replied in her dangerously calm voice. “None of this. She was your choice as Sect Mother, wasn’t she?”

      They were going to do nothing, Jeren realised. Nothing to help Elayne, because she was a human, a Holter and not worthy of the help of a Seer. Something shook deep inside her. The castes of the Fey’na operated autonomously, and all Ariah could offer was guidance.

      But this was wrong. Worse. This was evil.

      “Please,” Vertigern whispered, smoothing his hand over Elayne’s brow, trying to hold her with him by force of will alone. But the chance was slipping away, and so was Elayne.

      “Oh gods, get out of my way,” Jeren snapped and pushed through to them. She dropped to her knees. “How do I get this metal shell off? I need to see the damage.”

      Indarin helped her, his hands gentle. Where Torvin had got to Jeren had no idea and Vertigern was beside himself with grief, next to useless.

      “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” Indarin asked warily.

      “I know healing. It’s one thing I am good at.”

      “I mean you’re about to put on a display of magic that few Sh’istra’Phail will be able to accept. You’re as good as announcing yourself as a Seer.”

      “A Seer?” She looked up towards the nonchalant Fethan and scowled. Had he hoped for something like this? Something to put her in just such a position? “I wouldn’t be a Seer if it was my only hope for survival. And maybe I’m not meant to be a Sh’istra’Phail after all. Not if it costs anyone’s life.”

      They managed to loosen the piece of plate above the wound, enough to give Jeren access. When her finger brushed the ragged flesh, Elayne cried out.

      “Shh,” Jeren murmured, focusing her power within her mind. “It’ll be fine, Elayne. He’s here with you, holding you. Can’t you feel him? Think of that, only of that.” And then she spoke directly to Vertigern, her voice firm with command. “You hold her tight, because this is going to hurt her a lot. Indarin, you may have to help him. She’s strong. And that means she’s going to recover. Believe that, Vertigern and then make up for all this lost time.”

      Jeren closed her eyes, and bent her will to the injured woman. Light filled Elayne, light fired by love and made all the brighter by lying in the arms of the man she loved, who loved her in return. It would help, more than help. It would do most of the work for her. Steeling herself for the painful backlash that would surely follow, Jeren released her magic into Elayne.

      To tell the truth, Jeren had healed far worse wounds, but now, on top of everything that had happened and knowing Shan might be lost forever—No, don’t think that! Don’t ever think that!—when she opened her eyes to see Vertigern’s lips brush Elayne’s, to see the warrior woman’s eyelashes flutter against the top of her cheeks and her skin flush, it seemed like the hardest thing she had ever done in her life. And one of the best.

      Her side ached from the ghost of Elayne’s wound, as if her own wound had returned to haunt her. Her head swam and the world blurred in and out of focus.

      “Here,” Indarin told her. “This will help.”

      Her hands closed around her sword. Her sword. Gods, how strange that sounded. She hated the thing, yet she would never let it go. Her breath calmed as she touched it and the pain faded, an advantage of the way it drained off her magic.

      “Thank you,” she murmured.

      To her surprise, Indarin ruffled her hair and then helped her to her feet. “I don’t believe we are wanted here at this moment.” He smiled down at Vertigern and Elayne, who perhaps could no longer see anyone but each other.

      “I don’t think anyone is,” Jeren agreed. “Not right now.”

      As they walked back to the small encampment, Jeren couldn’t resist a glance back. The couple still nestled against each other, talking quietly now.

      “Now I know why she disliked me, I suppose.”

      “I believe so.”

      “I wonder how long she has loved Vertigern?”

      “You have done a good thing today, Jeren. A brave and mighty thing. They will marry now?”

      Jeren rolled her stiff shoulders and felt her stomach sink at the question. “I don’t know. Vertigern is supposed to marry as his Holt requires. I was to be his match. Now… I think they will select another noble for him.”

      “Not Elayne?” Indarin seemed confused. The inner workings of Holtlands politics were alien to him. Shan had understood. It marked a difference in the brothers she had not realised before.

      “Sadly, no. Her family…” It felt like such and awful thing to say. The woman had saved her life, had almost died for her. “Her family are minor nobles at best, like faithful servants to Grey Holt. The Scions of Tyr would never allow it. Vertigern must marry well for his family’s sake.”

      She didn’t look back again. The thought of seeing the two of them steal even a brief moment of freedom was too much. She had dreamed of such freedom. Freedom to do as she would, to love as she would. Now Shan was a prisoner, at best. There was every chance that he was no more than a thrall.

      The thought jabbed deep into her mind. No, it couldn’t be. But if the Enchassa had him captive, how long could he resist?

      Or maybe…maybe he was already dead?

      And all of a sudden Jeren’s resolve turned adamant. She would go to the Vision Rock and have this finished one way or another. And then she would go in search of Shan. No matter what it took.

       

      ***

       

      Ylandra, bound and gagged, still managed to hiss and spit like an angry cat when Jeren appeared. The Seers surrounding her managed to keep her subdued, but still Jeren gave them all a wide berth. She didn’t want to see Fethan ever again.

      “You look angry.” Ariah’s liquid voice made her start.

      “I…I’d like to finish this, Ariah, to go to the Vision Rock. To get it over and done with.”

      Ariah raised an eyebrow. Not what she had hoped to hear perhaps. No deference, no recognition of a sacred space. She still held the Sect Knife in her long fingers, turning it over thoughtfully, like it reminded her of something, something she would rather not remember. “Though it may not show you what you want?”

      Indarin hovered at Jeren’s side, an attentive teacher, a concerned friend.

      “Is she ready, Indarin?” Ariah asked.

      “Yes.”

      Nothing more than that. Jeren hesitated. Yes. Just one word. It meant more than anything else he could have said.

      “Where did you find Ylandra, Shaman?”

      “She ran into the Spring Camp raving and calling for Jeren. We welcomed her and she wept to see us, embraced us, seemed herself. I brought her here, Ariah. This is my fault.”

      Ariah chuckled, a sound that made her sound ancient and knowing. “Nonsense, Indarin. Ylandra brought this on herself.” Then she paused. “But you cared for her all these years, my friend.”

      He stiffened. His secret, Jeren realised. How long had he kept it?

      “It doesn’t matter now,” he replied, though the tightness in his voice gave his words the lie. “Though I was Shaman, she never saw me. Her ambition blinded her. I was a tool for her use. Nothing more. I will watch her now, if you will, see what I can discover. Then, Jeren and I will leave at first light. Your time to conduct her vision grows short, my Lady.”

      “We’ll leave?” Jeren gasped. “Where?”

      “North, and then we’ll follow any landmarks or directions I can glean from Ylandra. You and I are going in search of Shan, Jeren. And we will get him back.”

       

      ***

       

      The tunnel narrowed again. Leithen groaned and forced his way through. Stone scraped against Shan’s shoulders as he pushed onwards. The light ahead was a tantalising gleam, hanging there, just out of reach.

      “It’s not far now.” Devyn’s head popped up again, blocking out some of the light.

      “You can do it,” said Doria, still hugging Pern and Jerryl to her side. “Keep going.”

      Leithen snorted something like a laugh from behind Shan. “I guess a couple of weeks of starvation has some advantages then.”

      “It is good to look on the brighter side of things,” Shan agreed and struggled on.

      Devyn had led them out of the Fell caverns, through the narrow tunnels he had followed to find them. That he had done so still grated on Shan’s sense of protection. His instructions had been clear enough. The way the boy had ignored them to come back reminded Shan more of Jeren than he would like to say. It was the type of thing she would do. Especially for those she loved. Devyn wanted his family.

      Shan pushed himself through the final gap, his clothes and skin tearing against the rocks, and fell at the Holters’ feet.

      The children, the small ones, helped him up. He could feel them trembling even as they did so, afraid to touch him, afraid of their shadows. And rightly so. Doria and Devyn were at the opening, trying to aid Leithen, his larger frame hampering his progress.

      They weren’t going to manage it, not like that. “Doria, let me help.”

      She backed away, letting him take hold of her husband’s hand. Devyn strained to pull harder. “As one, Devyn. Leithen, can you brace yourself against the sides, give yourself something to push off. Ready?” Leithen nodded, his face a pale blob in the darkness, his grip tightening on Shan’s hand. Devyn watched Shan, waiting. “One, two…three.” On three they both pulled, bracing themselves against the rockface, and Leithen grunted, a sound which stretched out in pain and effort as he scraped through the last section.

      And then he was free. All three of them tumbled onto the rocky ground.

      “We have no time,” Shan told them, picking himself up. “I’m unarmed and I must reach Jeren before Ylandra. I fear I may already be too late.”

      “Then what are we waiting for?” Leithen replied, picking himself off and dusting off his ragged clothes. When he saw Shan’s surprise, he actually laughed. “We’re Rohs, Shan. All of us, even the little ones. We serve the children of Jern, and Jeren is our Lady since her brother cast us aside. We must protect her. It is in our blood.” Murmured agreements came from his family, even to Jerryl, the littlest of them.

      There was no argument to be made. Shan knew that. Jeren was stubborn, and determined. He’d said it himself to her on more than one occasion. It was a known River Holt trait. Though he would never admit it, it was one of the things he admired most in her. In them. Yes, in them all.

      “Very well,” he agreed. Perhaps they expected more of an argument, but they took his acceptance well enough. “But we need to move now. And the pace will not be slow. Cannot be slow.”

      Doria gathered the younger children in her arms in apprehension. Did she think he’d suggest leaving them behind? He had gone part of the way to convincing them that his people were not monsters like the Fell’na, but not all, it seemed.

      “If you will.” He held his hands out to Pern. The boy went to him warily, and then squealed with unexpected delight as Shan swung him up onto his back.

      Leithen laughed again. Damn, but that sound was infectious. It gladdened Shan’s spirits by its nature and its significance. Hope, he decided. It sounded like hope. Jerryl bounded into Leithen’s arms and was soon up in the same position as her brother.

      “Come then,” Shan said. “We must hurry.”

       

      ***

       

      It took far longer than he might have hoped. By the time they reached the Spring Camp it was evening and the cookfires were already burning bright. Bright but few. Shan lowered Pern to the ground and called out a greeting.

      Lara ran out to meet him. “Shan?” she gasped. Her eyes were red and swollen, her face flushed, but when she saw him her mouth hung open and all colour drained away. “By the Bright God and his Lady, Shan? You’re alive?”

      “Of course I’m alive.”

      But they were all staring at him, all his people.

      No, not all. Indarin wasn’t there. And most importantly, neither was Jeren.

      Lara gaped at him. “But…but she said…”

      A wave of cold passed through him, the icy fingers of terror. “Who said?”

      “Ylandra. She came back no more than an hour past, said the Fell’na ambushed you and you were captured. She had to leave you there and feared they would kill you. She and Indarin went to break the news to Jeren.”

      No
    
    . She intended to use Indarin to trap Jeren, to break his beloved’s heart before betraying her to the Enchassa. His head reeled with the thought. Not just the treachery, but the cruelty, and for no reason. No reason but her own twisted hate.

      “Ylandra is a traitor to all of us. She intends to give Jeren to the Fell’na. Where are they, Lara? Where is Indarin taking her?”

      “She went with Ariah. To the Vision Rock. What do you mean, ‘give Jeren to the Fell’na’?”

      He turned away, gathering his bearings once more, but Lara started after him.

      “Shan? What happened? What’s going on?”

      “You heard me. She’s…she’s damaged. The Enchassa did something to her, made a deal with her, for me. But more than that, I think hate has eaten away at her mind.” He shook his head, like a wolf shaking off an irritation, wishing it was that easy to rid himself of this dreadful sense of doom. “They did something to her, to us both, but to her most of all. Something terrible. I haven’t time for this, Lara. All I need is a weapon, and I need it now.”

      One of his brethren passed him a sword, but even as Shan started forward, his body betrayed him and he stumbled.

      Lara’s hands saved him the humiliation of falling. “You’re exhausted, Shan.”

      He waved back at the Holters huddled together in their strange surroundings. “Take care of them, please. They are my friends. Without them I would be lost.”

      “Holters?”

      “Yes. River Holters, Rohs.”

      “Well, then.” Lara gave a brief smile for the exhausted Holters. “Their own people can care for them. I’m coming with you.”

      “Their own…? What?” Shan’s head swan with it all. The need to find Jeren, to protect her, was greater than he could articulate, but here he was, discussing the impossible.

      “There are Holters here, came for Jeren. And one of them’s a Roh too. Torvin Roh. He went with Jeren and the others, as witnesses.”

      “What?” Leithen interrupted before Shan could say a word. “Shan, Torvin Roh is Gilliad’s man through and through. He turned most of those not arrested in the first swoop. He’s the one who caught Doria, the children and I. If he’s with Jeren, she is in mortal danger.”
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      Chapter Ten

      Their approach through the narrow canyon was not the moment of high ceremony a Holt would have made of such an event. Ariah walked in silence and Jeren followed her, wishing they could move faster. The leader of the Fey’na people still carried the white-handled Sect Knife, cradling it against her now as if it were a child found lost or abandoned.

      The canyon narrowed and curved, hiding their destination from sight. The full moon lit the way, making the rocks and the small stream by which they walked seem more like silver than stone or water. Just when Jeren was beginning to wonder would they ever reach the sacred place, the canyon opened up and she caught her breath in surprise. A pool spread out before her, a wide expanse of water which reflected the moonlight onto a standing stone. Whorls and spirals covered the surface of the stone, intricate carvings as old as time itself. Buried in the granite, slivers of mica sparkled and danced with the reflection from the water. The effect was magnificent, and hypnotic. It took a moment before Jeren remembered to breathe once more.

      “Kneel,” said Ariah. “And look into the pool. The visions will come quickly and it will feel real. Frighteningly real. Nothing can hurt you here so let it flow over you and through you. Be with your visions and learn all you can. Afterwards we will talk and work them out. But remember, Jeren, no matter what you see, I am with you and you are safe. You are always safe, little one.”

      As Jeren knelt, Ariah’s hand rested on her hair, hair still matted and sweaty from the struggle with Ylandra. The bandage on her arm ought to be changed soon, and the wound beneath stung painfully. Ironic really, that she could heal others but never turn that power on herself.

      The water captured her eyes, the reflection of the stone broken as a light breeze played across the surface. The moon and the mica glittered like the tears of the Goddess. And beyond those moments of blessed light, darkness rose up from the depths to seize her conscious mind and snatch it away.

      River Holt was a jewel in sunlight, perched on the very edge of the waterfall. Jeren flew towards the Citadel on Kiah’s wings, spiralling over the Greeting Square and the many streams and canals that cut the city glittered in the sunlight, reflecting light up onto the polished marble and gilded decorations.

      So beautiful. Her home was so beautiful. She had forgotten since the shadows had fallen on it with her father’s death. River Holt had started life as Jern’s dream, a dream he made a reality through sheer force of will and determination. And his children had only made it more wonderful.

      The Great Hall of the Citadel thronged with life, with joy. Her people, decked out in all the colours of the rainbow, all their finery—and when given an opportunity, River Holters could give peacocks a run for their money. Disembodied, like a ghost, Jeren slipped between them, walking over the highly polished marble floor that reflected those around her but didn’t return her own image.

      Everyone turned, facing the throne on its raised dais. With a flurry of activity servants scurried around, opening the door to the private chambers beyond. A fanfare rang out, the music that heralded the arrival of the Scion of Jern himself. So many times Jeren had proceeded her father on such an occasion, stepping out with a smile, the perfect daughter. Gilliad would follow her, then her mother. And finally her father, the Scion of Jern, ruler of River Holt. Not a king, but as good as such. A True Blood Lord with Felan’s Sword at his side.

      But this wasn’t the procession she saw now. A woman came first, one she didn’t know, though she looked like a Roh from her features and colouring. She was followed by a man, broad-shouldered like a bull, his face bearing the hardened expression of a warrior and scarred lines of suffering. Behind him came Elayne, still dressed in her armour, though a cloak of the softest grey gentled the effect and her golden hair hung long down her back. She looked strangely vulnerable. And behind her…

      Jeren’s heart lodged in her throat, pounding away impotently. There was only one reason for Vertigern to be here, to be coming from the private Chambers. Only one reason in the world. Yet he was. Handsome as any fairytale lord decked in the finest cloth. He stopped at the edge of the dais and held out his hand to the final person to enter. A woman, beautiful and regal, gowned as only a True Blood Lady could be. Light glowed from her skin, from her eyes, from her long chestnut hair. She wore a golden diadem, and Jeren knew her. The Lady of River Holt. How could she fail to recognise this image? Jeren stared at this version of herself in wonder and horror combined.

      Felan’s sword weighed heavily on her back, dragging her down towards the water. All around her people were kneeling, but when a nursemaid appeared with a wailing bundle, they cheered. The other Jeren took the child in her arms, cradling it so tenderly and soothing its cries until they hushed. Only a mother could do that, Jeren thought.

      “No,” she whispered, and the other Jeren looked up as if able to see her past self. She smiled. There was tragedy in that smile.

      “How did this happen?”

      The image dissolved in answer to her question and another scene resolved itself. Night time in River Holt and Gilliad’s body slumped at her feet, his face twisted in agony, frozen in death. Blood spread in a wide pool across the marble and Jeren knelt over him, trembling, tears streaming down her face. Her magic recoiled inside her, seeking sanctuary, a hiding place against the assault to come. And come it did, the power of the Scion of Jern, like a flood of light. It tore through her, stripping away her defences, too strong and too powerful to resist. And glorious. Terrifying and glorious.

      Ours
    
    , chorused a host of voices inside her mind. “Heir and vessel. Ours!” She knew them, could hear Gilliad raging at her, her father and grandfather, all those voices of her ancestors married together inside her, shredding her resistance and her sanity, remaking her as the Scion of Jern. They were the voices her brother had spoken of, and now they had her as well.

      “Shan!” She cried out his name, even though she knew he was lost to her, now and in the future. “Shan, please, no!”

      Ariah released her and Jeren fell forwards, her hands sinking into the pool. Stones bit into her palms and her tears splashed before her, lost as they flowed into the waters.

      “Please,” she whispered, her voice hoarse, her throat aching. “Please no.”

      Ariah wrapped gentle arms around her shoulders. “I’m sorry, Jeren. I’m so sorry. Take a moment and see if there is more. If not then tell me what you saw. I may be able to help interpret it.”

      Jeren sobbed as she struggled to control her grief and failed. Shaking, chest heaving, she drew herself upright again. “There’s nothing to interpret.” She searched Ariah’s face for a sign that she might be wrong. “I killed my brother. I became Lady of River Holt and the power of my ancestor’s insanity gripped me. I…I had a child, a human child. And Vertigern stood by my throne.”

      “That is not the only path,” Ariah assured her. “Though to come first, it is the most likely. We can look again, see your options.”

      “What options are there for a traitor?” Torvin’s voice rang out over Aran’Mor. He stood, silhouetted on the edge of the canyon, a sword in his hands. “Gilliad was right. You intend to take his throne.”

      “Torvin?” Jeren struggled upright. “What…what are you saying?”

      “That you must die, before you can harm my True Blood Lord!” And he leaped at her, the sword flashing silver in the moonlight. Jeren rose to meet him. He looked like the spirit of death descending on her, and given what she had seen, part of her welcomed him.

       

      ***

       

      Shan sprinted through the gully leading to the Vision Rock, ignoring the pain stabbing through him, or the cramps in his side. All he could think of was Jeren, of her unknowingly walking with a traitor, if Ylandra didn’t get her first. All he could hope was that Indarin would be there, that his brother would save his mate.

      Jeren meant the world to him, as only a true mate could. He felt no hesitation now in admitting it, no fear, no regret. She was everything. His beloved. His wife.

      But she wasn’t a warrior, no matter what she thought. She was not a killer. He loved that about her almost more than anything else. Her soul was pure and untainted. Her magic was a force of life.

      Lara matched his pace and speed, never complaining, never faltering. So like her father, determined and true of heart. That she had befriended Jeren gave him hope that others would accept her too. But then, Lara was as open and giving a soul as his own sister had been.

      They stumbled into the encampment on the edge of the sacred land.

      “Shan!” Indarin shouted, his voice filled with unexpected joy and triumph. Before Shan knew what was happening, his older brother, his caustic and dismissive older brother who always regarded him as an overemotional reprobate, seized him in strong arms and embraced him. “You’re alive. Thank all the gods, you’re alive.”

      “Ylandra…” he panted.

      “She’s here, under guard. Ariah will help her and Jeren is fine. They went to the Vision Rock, hoping to speed things up so we could go to help you.”

      “But…the Roh… Torvin Roh…”

      “What of him?” Indarin looked around. “He was here. Vertigern and his woman are, anyway. Jeren healed her, saved her life. You chose well, Shan. She’s worthy of you, more than worthy. In fact, I wonder if you’re worthy of her.” He laughed.

      Shan could only stare at him. He couldn’t remember the last time Indarin had ever laughed.

      “Torvin Roh is a traitor,” Lara snapped, her mood less shaken. “The Holters Shan rescued told us. He serves Gilliad. He’s here only to kill her.”

      “She’s with Ariah, at the Vision Rock.”

      It was all the information Shan needed. He hated the place with a passion he could not articulate. Fa’linar had died there, helpless and alone. He would not allow the same fate to befall Jeren. But as he pushed past Indarin, another sight stopped him in his tracks.

      Ylandra.

      She sat, defeated, her arms tied behind her back, her ankles bound together, her mouth gagged. He stared and Indarin cleared his throat uncomfortably.

      “She wouldn’t stop shouting. Raving. She said the Fell’na had you.”

      Shan lifted his chin, unable to look away from the former Sect Mother. “They did. She left me there. They tricked her but she still…she made the decision.”

      Ylandra lifted her face and stared at Shan, her eyes like malignant slivers of steel. Tears welled up behind her lashes, glittering in the moonlight.

      “I’m sorry, Ylandra,” he murmured. “I truly am sorry.”

      She closed her eyes, flinching as if struck. And then her entire body convulsed. Teeth clenched, muscles spasming, she hit the ground hard, writhing against the stone. Indarin cried out her name, dropped to his knees to restrain her, but the fit continued, more violent than the human’s falling sickness. She thrashed from side to side and then stiffened all over, arching back in Indarin’s arms.

      “Help me, Shan,” gasped his brother. “What is it? What’s happening to her?”

      Abruptly she cried out, the sound muffled by the gag. Indarin tore it from her mouth, whispering her name, trying to smooth back the silver strands of her loose hair.

      An instinct trilled at the back of Shan’s brain, or perhaps just a sense of foreboding. “No. Indarin—”

      Ylandra screamed and shadows poured from her distended mouth. Shadow upon shadow, black as night, flowing like hot tar. Indarin froze in horror as the nearest coalesced into the form of a Fell’na and threw itself at him. It slammed into his solar plexus and he went down beneath it in a gasping heap.

      Shan and Lara shouted the alarm as they drew weapons, engaging the enemies which came pouring from her body. With each convulsive jerk, another tore its way out of her, smeared in her blood.

      Fighting the Fell’na, Shan slipped into the Dance, each attack anticipated a moment before it fell, each muscle in his body moving like liquid warmth, ready, willing, obedient. Black blood splattered his face but he spat it out and charged towards where Indarin lay, pinned by a host of shadow forms. He tore his brother free as the other Sh’istra’Phail arrived to take on their ancient foes.

      Indarin wilted as Shan pulled him free. Shan thrust him into Lara’s waiting arms and sliced through the fresh wave of Fell’na. They just kept coming, more and more of them, hidden like parasites inside Ylandra’s body. The Sh’istra’Phail could take care of the numbers so far but not if they kept coming. And that was their plan, sneak into the encampment hidden inside one of the Fey’na’s own, and then keep coming. There was only one way to end it. Only one thing he could do.

      He fought his way to her side, and Ylandra’s eyes opened, gazing up at him in pain and desperation.

      “I’m sorry,” he told her, and let his sword fall. But it didn’t hit her. The darkness swelled around her, lashed out, throwing him back to the ground. Ylandra rose, not as a physical body might rise, but like a puppet, a thrall, drawn up by another will.

      Her mouth opened and another voice emerged, ripping through her. “You’re sorry? Not yet, Shan,” said the Enchassa through Ylandra’s body. The former Sect Mother’s wide eyes screamed noiselessly, but the Enchassa laughed. “But you will be. You will be indeed. It doesn’t end here.”

      Lara fought her way to his side, black blood smearing her clothes and skin. Her sword was slick with Fell’na blood.

      “They’re giving ground,” she yelled. “What are you doing? Kill her. Cut off their pathway!”

      The Enchassa threw back Ylandra’s head and howled with laughter. “And let him ruin this wonderful new toy? No. You want revenge, little Sh’istra’Phail? How’s this?”

      The Fell’na flooded to Ylandra’s body, swarming around her in a maelstrom of nightmarish forms. Ylandra screamed, her own voice once more. “No! Please, no! Help me!”

      And then she, and they, were gone.

      The Sh’istra’Phail cheered as their enemies fled, letting out whoops of exaltation, celebrating a victory, but Shan couldn’t bring himself to voice triumph. Lara stood at his side, her arms limp, holding her sword like a millstone.

      “Gods,” she whispered, staring in horror. “They took her…” Shan reached out to comfort her, but Lara pulled away sharply. “I…I wanted…” She stared appalled at the empty space where Ylandra had been.

      “I know,” Shan told her. “But it wasn’t your doing. None of it.”

      She frowned and then started, as something else occurred to her. “Indarin!”

      His brother was slumped on the ground and Lara rushed to his side and held him, trying to rouse him.

      The Fell’na had gone, just like that. But why? Why not try to take more?

      A scream of pain rang out in the renewed stillness of the night. Not Jeren, not this time. It was Ariah.

       

      ***

       

      Torvin’s sword slashed so close to Jeren’s neck that she felt the wind created as it passed, but it didn’t cut her skin. His arm was jerked back by an unseen force and he twisted as the air around him turned to a paralysing force. Ariah stood a foot away, her hand outstretched, her brow furrowed in concentration. The air around her fizzed and crackled with magic, more pure magic than Jeren had ever encountered. Her own power was internal, but Ariah’s acted as a weapon, holding Torvin back, despite his struggles.

      “Torvin, what is the meaning of this?” Jeren asked, but he just snarled at her.

      “You’re a traitor to River Holt, to Gilliad and to your own kind. You would choose these creatures over us. You would attack your own home to gain his power. I see you for what you are now, Jeren. Just as he said I would. I should have known. He has never been wrong.”

      “My brother sent you? But why? I want nothing to do with River Holt. He knows that.”

      “He doesn’t believe you. And so I tested you. You took the sword, Jeren. And I followed you. I heard you.” His gaze darkened, his mouth twisting into a savage maw. “I heard you say it just now.”

      He moved so quickly that even Ariah couldn’t foresee it. In order to maintain her hold on him, she had to be close. But neither of them anticipated the rage his fervour lent him. Torvin ripped his way through the restraints of air, snatched the Sect Knife from Ariah’s other hand and plunged it deep into her stomach.

      Ariah cried out and the spell fell as she did. Jeren could feel the backlash snap through the air, recoiling like the breaking of a stretched wire. Ariah collapsed into the pool, the water splashing around her, staining red with her blood.

      “No,” Jeren whispered, and then it was all she could do to survive. Torvin was on her, a master swordsman, a warrior born and an assassin trained. She managed to get Felan’s sword into her hands, but it moved like a farming implement when she confronted him. He beat her down, his sword flashing moonlight, his blade so quick all she could do was counter it, protect herself, pray to survive.

      And why did she want to? A small voice in the back of her mind laughed. It sounded like the Enchassa. It sounded like Gilliad. Why survive when Shan was as good as dead? Why survive when Ariah, of all people, had died for her? Why did she even want to go on living any more?

      Because she was a Scion of Jern, that was why. Because if nothing else, her people needed her, now more than ever. Because…because she could not give up, even though she had lost everything for which she wanted to live.

      She kicked Torvin’s legs and was rewarded by a mis-stroke that otherwise would have taken her head. Rolling to her feet, she feinted to the left and struck. Torvin jerked back, pausing in his vicious attack to raise his hand to his cheek where a thin line of blood trickled from the cut she had landed. Only shallow, no more than a scratch. But a hit. He rubbed his fingers together, as if testing the blood to see if it was really his own and he smiled at her.

      “Better. But not good enough. You were not born to be a fighter, Jeren. You were born to breed noble children and embroider and grace a court with your beauty. Why couldn’t you be content with that and a husband like Vertigern? Most women would. Most women would consider that a dream.”

      She lashed out again, angry now, aware that her temper was slipping from her grasp and she hardly cared anymore. Even as it happened she knew it was a mistake, knew it could cost her life. The life she had only realised she still wanted. But it felt good to give in to that anger, to accept it as her own and to use it for once.

      Torvin’s blade fell in three strokes, so fast she couldn’t follow them. Felan’s sword was dashed from her hand, something slammed against the back of her head, making sparks burst before her eyes like fireworks, and she lay on the stones, staring up into his face, a face she hardly recognised anymore. He swam in and out of focus. Not her childhood friend. Her brother’s man. A killer to the core.

      “I serve River Holt,” Torvin said. “And the True Blood Scion of Jern. Make your peace with the gods, Jeren.”

      “Make your own peace,” said Shan, his voice low as a whisper.

      It was a dream. It had to be. The Enchassa had killed him and he was waiting for her. She was so close to death, she could see the dead.

      A slow smile spread over Torvin’s face and the light of a zealot entered his eyes. “Ah, I had hoped for this. Stay there, Jeren. I won’t be long.”

      Shan limped towards them, wounded, exhausted, but her Shan, her own beloved Shan. Her husband. Her mate. Struggling to push herself up, Jeren missed Torvin’s attack on Shan, the same blur of weapons and limbs that had brought her down, that had murdered Ariah.

      Shan
    
    ! Her mind cried out as she pushed herself up to her knees.

      Shan met the River Holt assassin in a brief economy of movement. No effort, no challenge. There was something other than anger in his face. She could have sworn it was irritation more than rage, though rage was there as well. Blade clashed against blade and light flashed on the steel. Shan twisted away from him. Even now, hurt and exhausted, to watch him fight was like watching poetry, like watching a myth given form, watching the Dance. His sword slid over the top of Torvin’s extended blade, even as his body turned aside to avoid it, and bit deep.

      The world stilled, the two men frozen in a tableau of death.

      “You may have hoped for it, but I have not the time to waste on such as you.” Shan pulled back, withdrawing his blade and its support. Torvin Roh fell, his eyes as lifeless as the stones on which he fell.

      Jeren threw herself at Shan, wrapping her arms around his neck and falling with him, even as her lips claimed his. They crashed to the rocky ground, the air knocked out of them both.

      But he was here, he was real. Shan. Her Shan.

      “I thought I’d lost you,” she told him breathlessly. “I thought you were gone…”

      “Not yet.” He smiled, a genuine smile, one of those rare and most beautiful of miracles. “It takes a bit more. Not much, but a bit more.”

      Her heart began to beat once more, the frozen shell around it shattering against the force of their love.

      Then she remembered.

      “Ariah!” she gasped, and struggled out of his arms.

      Together they pulled Ariah from the water as the other Sh’istra’Phail arrived. She was breathing, but only shallowly, and the front of her gown was scarlet around the hilt of the Sect Knife. “Lay her down, Shan. I can help.”

      But as he did so, Ariah coughed, blood spilling from the corner of her mouth. “Too late, little Sh’istra’Phail. Too late. Be at peace. He is yours. He is free and your mate. I saw this. Saw the blade…saw my end…so many years ago in this very place.”

      “Then why did you come with me? Why bring the knife that would kill you?” Jeren shouted, outraged.

      Ariah smiled weakly. “Sometimes what we see must come to pass. There’s nothing you can do, Jeren. Not even you. This is my end.”

      Jeren ignored her. “Hold her shoulders,” she told Shan. “I need to pull out the knife before I can…”

      Ariah began to cough and her body jerked beneath their hands. “Jeren,” she hissed, and the word coalesced into a light, a tiny ball of power hovering between them. “Find my heir…”

      Jeren opened her mouth to reply but before she could form words, the light shot inside her. Hands seized her shoulders, pulling her forcibly away, and Fethan took her place. He pulled Ariah’s still form into his arms, shaking her, trying to rouse the dead.

      “Ariah. Pass the essence to me! Ariah! I will choose wisely. I will choose a strong leader. Ariah!”

      But Ariah could not answer.

      Fethan relinquished her body to one of his brethren. He rose to his feet and advanced on Jeren, a looming figure in black.

      “The spark, you will give it to me,” he commanded. She swallowed hard, but said nothing. “You will give it to me so I can choose a new Ariah for my people.”

      “Like you chose our Sect Mother?” Shan asked evenly. “Is that the type of wisdom you want to apply to the selection of Ariah? Someone else you can manipulate, command? Someone else who will fail at a vital moment? Leave her be, Fethan. Ariah gave the choice to Jeren.”

      “She’s not even one of us.”

      “But she is. Ariah named her so. Sh’istra’Phail. So leave her be.”

      “She’s a Holter!” Fethan yelled. He would have seized her and throttled the spark from her. Jeren could see the intent in him, but the Sh’istra’Phail surrounded them now, vastly outnumbering the Seers, most of whom were attending Ariah’s corpse.

      Fethan backed away, seething with rage. Another enemy. Jeren sighed, wondering if this was some new skill that she had managed to pick up—the ability to attract adversaries wherever she went.

      “She is Sh’istra’Phail,” Shan insisted. “And my mate. Pay heed. I’ve been through a place as dark as the demon realm and come back. I will not have her denied now.”

      “Of course she is,” Indarin said. He limped towards them from the mouth of the canyon, leaning heavily on Lara. “And as the Shaman of the Sect I claim her as more than that. I claim her as my successor, to be trained, if she will undertake to do so, and eventually take my place. A Shaman is even rarer than a Seer, Fethan, so back away. If my brother’s patience is at an end, mine reached the limit when the woman I love became a carrier for the Fell’na. It’s Jeren’s choice. Ariah willed it.”

      Every eye turned to her once more. Jeren’s stomach trembled with the urge to fall to her knees and vomit, but she held firm. Nothing short of Shan’s death would induce her to show weakness now.

      “Choose then,” Fethan snarled, “and damn us all.”

      She stared at the faces before her, but only one face glowed. The face of a young woman who supported Indarin, her cheeks silvered with tears for her fallen leader, the woman she had worshipped. There was only one face Jeren could choose, the one filled with love and grief.

      “Lara,” she whispered.

      Light burst from within her, her own magic propelling it forward, sending it to her friend. It swept across the space between them and enveloped Lara in an incandescent glow. As abruptly as it had been born, it faded, dissolving into her, filling her.

      Lara swayed on her feet and cried for joy and sorrow. The pain in her eyes bled away to love. She looked on Jeren and smiled, Sh’istra’Phail in waiting no longer. She was Ariah now.

      The glow that had invaded Jeren’s perception dissipated in the air like morning mist with sunrise and with it went all her remaining strength. Strong arms swept around her, and this time…this time, they were the right arms. She wilted into Shan’s embrace and lifted her face so she could look at him.

      He smiled down at her. A genuine smile—relieved, exhausted, beautiful. It sparkled in his grey eyes and lifted his entire solemn face.

      All the hurt and tiredness, every aching muscle and stinging cut faded and she turned in to face him. He lifted her, cradling her in his arms, bent to kiss her and it was as if all the world was gone as well.

      “Tera cara’mae,” he murmured against her lips.

      “My husband,” she replied and returned the kiss.

      A giggle interrupted them and Jeren’s face heated, but it was only Lara, her friend. “I think Shan and his mate need some time apart from the rest of us. They have unfinished business, I believe.” She grinned openly at Indarin, who rolled his eyes to the heavens. “We’ll depart in the morning. For now, we should refresh ourselves and rest.”

      Shan’s lips pressed against the curve of Jeren’s neck and he chuckled, a deep sound of pleasure that rippled through her. “Some of us,” he said and her heartbeat sped up.

      The song of mourning for their dead Ariah filled the air and Shan carried Jeren away from their lamentation, the grief mixed with a curious joy. Though Ariah was gone, she was come again in the form of Lara, whose quick wit and deep emotion made her beloved by all.

      Jeren rested her head on Shan’s shoulder and her tears began to fall. She couldn’t help herself. They fell on his clothes, on his skin, on the collar Ylandra had tied around his throat. Jeren reached out, her fingers trembling, and his step faltered to a stop. With a growl in the base of her throat, she tore it from him and hurled it away.

      Shan gasped, a breath of both release and reprieve. Jeren’s body convulsed in a sob and he held her closer, calming her with his voice and touch.

      When he brought her into one of the Sh’istra’Phail’s tents, laying her down on blankets and stretching out alongside her, he wiped them away with the pad of his finger and smiled again.

      “Stay here,” he told her. “Don’t move. Not for anything. Promise me.”

      Bewildered, she pushed herself up on her elbows. “I promise.”

      And then he was gone, fleet as a wolf in the moonlight. Jeren waited, listening to her breathing, to the distant singing, to the night sounds beyond. In only minutes he was back, carrying a wide bowl full of water and a pile of soft cloths.

      Without words, he took her in his arms again and peeled back the layers of clothes that covered her. Her own hands took up the task on his behalf, unlacing his tunic and gradually exposing the marble-pale skin beneath. So beautiful to her, her husband, her love. She kissed where she could and protested when he pulled away from her.

      Warm water scented with herbs smoothed across her skin. Shan trailed the cloth across her clavicle so the water ran down between her breasts. He washed away the dirt and pain, the fear and humiliation. He tended her cuts and grazes, the bruises that purpled her, and then she did the same in return, tending and exploring. At last, naked together, their world was bounded by the reach of their arms.

      Shan kissed her again. It started so gently, a brushing of lips, which deepened until all Jeren could feel was that kiss, the way it infected her whole body with desire. He trailed his mouth down the line of her throat, and one hand slid around her waist while the other caressed her breasts until the nipples tightened into peaks. His wicked mouth caught them as well and when Jeren gasped out his name, she felt as well as heard the groan of need deep in his throat.

      His long fingers slipped between her thighs, seeking out the honeyed warmth that filled her and tormenting her most intimate places.

      “Please,” she whispered and the world around her trembled with her need for him.

      “My guiding light,” he murmured, as he rose above her, gazing down in wonder at her face. “My Jeren. Always.”

      The image came to her again, of all the horrors she had seen in the pool. It must have shown on her face, for his stilled in concern and he watched her, waiting.

      “Please,” she repeated, more solemnly now. “Shan, please, my love.”

      Perhaps this was all there could be for them, she thought, though it broke her heart to admit that, especially here and now. But that grief and worry was for another time. Here and now, he was hers and that was all that mattered. The whole world, she thought, running her hands up the taut muscles of his arms to his shoulders, wrapping her legs around his hips to pull him to her.

      “I might hurt you,” he warned, and for some reason she wanted to laugh. She was thinking about her vision, about the pain she saw in that future, the agony of separation from this wondrous man. And he was thinking of her.

      “You could never hurt me, Shan.”

      He relented and smiled as he bent to kiss her once more. His body pressed against hers. He filled her, moving slowly within her, and to her joy, proved her right for once. They moved together, caught in the moment of another dance, one as old as time itself.

      She opened her eyes and captured his, saw the studied concentration there. His smile brought her to ecstasy. Her soul took wing again, flying with Shan as she had with the owl, high into the sky and beyond.

       

      ***

       

      The mountain sunlight streamed through the grey silken material of the tent. Later they would return to the Spring Camp, but this was a time for respite. And more. Wrapped in blankets and fur, Jeren rested her head against Shan’s chest, listening to the rise and fall of his breath, and beyond that the beating of his heart. His skin glistened with a light sheen of sweat, and her body warmed again with the thought of him against her, inside her. She pressed her lips against him and was rewarded with a sharp intake of breath.

      “Careful, little one, or we’ll have to start all over again.”

      She laughed, a chuckle that rippled out of her and into him. “That can be arranged, my love. I think you’re an addiction. One I do not want to be rid of.”

      Even as she spoke, the ghost of what she had seen in the waters below the Vision Rock filled her mind again, and she tried to push it away, to no avail. Her time with him might be finite, but it didn’t have to be boring. She sighed, nestling closer again.

      “What is it?” He ran his fingers through the length of her chestnut hair. “Last night…for a moment, you were lost in such sorrow. Talk to me, Jeren.”

      She hesitated, hating the thought of telling him. Would his face fall? Would he be angry or just disappointed? Worst of all, would she have to watch his heart break right in front of her?

      “I saw my future. I saw myself as ruler of River Holt, carrying Vertigern’s child.”

      It wasn’t that he froze. Not really. For a moment it seemed like he completely stopped breathing. Then he let all that air out in a single rush and pulled her into his arms, gathering her to him as he sat up. “What else?”

      “That was all.”

      “Ariah didn’t look for another option?”

      Options? Ariah had mentioned options, hadn’t she? But then Torvin had attacked and everything had descended into chaos and disaster. “There wasn’t time.”

      He pressed his lips to the crown of her head and she felt them draw up into a smile. His embrace tightened and his voice came again, oddly thin. “There are always other options, my beloved. Always. Nothing is fixed. Destiny depends on our actions. You have to believe that.”

      She tried to nod, wanted to believe. But she knew what she had seen, recalled the feeling of Gilliad’s blood on her hands, of the hurricane of power unleashed inside her and the voices of her ancestors raging in her mind.

      “I want to, Shan. I want to.”

      “Then what is stopping you?”

      “I saw…”

      He lifted her as he got to his feet. Startled, Jeren could only babble a complaint as Shan stepped out of the tent and into the hustle and bustle of a camp about to be struck.

      Jeren buried her mortified face in his naked chest as he strode past the Sh’istra’Phail, past the startled gazes of Vertigern and Elayne, the amused smiles of Indarin and the new Ariah, the disapproving glare of Fethan and his Seers.

      “Stop! Take me back. They can’t see me like this! Shan, please.”

      He laughed. She had longed to hear that sound for so long. Now she flushed red from head to toe. “You are beautiful, my wife. Let them look.”

      “They’re looking at you too!”

      “I do not mind.”

      They passed out of the camp and through the narrow channel of stone that led to the sacred grounds of Aran’Mor, away from prying eyes and indulgent laughter. Jeren opened her eyes once more.

      The blood was gone from the pool below the Vision Rock. Shan lowered her to the ground, holding her against him.

      “Look again.”

      “Isn’t this forbidden?”

      “Not when you have been here once already. Look, Jeren. Look and see an alternative.”

      Their faces gazed back, his so handsome it made her ache for more of the closeness that had made her cry out his name and arch to meet him. Her own face was just her face, though touched with a glow she did not remember seeing there before. A breeze rippled across the water and her image fragmented, reformed.

      An old woman looked back at her, old but beautiful, her skin so pale as to be almost translucent, her hair as white as his, tightly braided. She smiled and Shan nuzzled her neck, pressing his lips to the pulse there in a tender and familiar gesture. Then, in the distant future, and now. Her lover, her husband. Her mate.

      “They can’t both be true, Shan.”

      “They are not exclusive, but it doesn’t mean you saw everything, little one.”

      “An alternative outcome?” she whispered.

      “Perhaps. The only one I will accept. We will grow old together, my beloved. That is what must be.”

      Her eyesight blurred with tears and the bridge of her nose tingled with emotion. “Braid my hair, Shan,” she whispered. “Make it happen.”

      He nuzzled her neck again and then pulled her around to kiss her so thoroughly she melted against him. “I will, later. We still have unfinished business, you and I.”

      His mouth claimed her, marking her as his, and she returned the kiss with a fervour a well-brought-up Holtwoman would never admit to. But whatever her destiny had in store, Jeren no longer cared. For this moment, this glorious moment and all those moments to come, she could be with Shan, with her one and only mate. And if destiny could be melded to their desire, together they would make it so.
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      A Tale of the Holtlands, Book 1

      Elite Fey’na warrior Shan is driven only by hatred for Gilliad, the Lord of River Holt, the human responsible for the brutal slaying of his innocent sister. Vengeance will be his as soon as he can find a way to confront his enemy. His mind is set; his path chosen. Then he meets Jeren…

      Jeren of River Holt flees for her life, desperate to escape the clutches of her brother, Gilliad, before his misuse of magic consumes what remains of his sanity. She finds safety and protection with Shan…but only so long as she hides her kinship with the Lord of River Holt. As they are pursued across the northern snow pains, their deepening trust turns to love.

      A love that could shatter when he learns who, and what, she is.

      Warning: This title contains violence, torture, and a wolf-lover’s worst nightmare. Readers may find their imaginations hopelessly ensnared in a beautiful and terrible world of magic.

       

      Enjoy the following excerpt for The Wolf’s Sister:

      Shan knew he should have left the girl there in the wreckage at the foot of the cliff. He should have kept on walking. Then he would never have become involved in the vagaries of the Holters’ world.

      But Shan’ith Al-Fallion had never been able to abandon a soul in trouble. The silver wolf padding at his side, once a starving cub lost in the snow, gave testimony to that. Her breath misted the evening air, and she nuzzled his hand in an effort to distract him from the shattered carriage.

      “Stop Anala,” he said. “I’ll just take a look.” The wolf growled but remained with him, pawing impatiently in the snow.

      They were all dead but for the girl, and she wouldn’t be long in joining her companions. The marks of the Snow Child cast blue tones in her skin.

      He knelt at the survivor’s side, aware of her shallow breath, the feeble rise and fall of her chest. He hesitated before touching her—a Holtwoman and, judging by her delicately embroidered clothes, one of some standing. Silver threads depicting jasmine and ivy encircled her throat and wrists, sewn into the deep green velvet by an expert hand. Girl was probably wrong too. She looked old enough to be judged a young woman by the Holters’ terms. And a beautiful one at that, fine-boned and elegant. But to his people—the Fair Ones, the Fey’na—most humans never reached an age where they would be considered adults.

      Voices carried on the breeze from men climbing down from the road. Relieved to be free of the niggling sense of responsibility for the girl, Shan readied himself to dart into the safety of the trees. Then his sharp ears caught what the men were saying.

      “Bloody stupid misadventure. Who’d survive a fall like that, anyway? They’re already dead, I tell you. No one’s going to come back from that drop.”

      “We have our orders,” said another voice. “Make sure they’re all dead.”

      Shan frowned and glanced towards Anala. Part totem animal, part companion, the wolf knew what Shan’s soul told him to do, and she liked the idea even less than he did. She heaved out a breath, shaking her head rapidly. But that didn’t change anything.

      If those men reached the girl, she would die.

      It never paid for any of Shan’s people to deal with humans. The cost was always too high. Had not one the humans counted as a great leader, a lord of many tributes, murdered Shan’s sister, Fa’linar?

      But what choice did he have? Leave her here, helpless, to die?

      Shan’s own nature conspired against him. He lifted the girl like a bundle of old rags, her chestnut hair tumbling over his shoulder. She felt so light in his arms, like a bird. He retreated with swift but cautious steps, retracing his own footsteps through the snow, until a copse of trees hid him. The green of the girl’s travelling dress aided him, merging with the shadows.

      The wolf’s look branded him an idiot. Still, she followed him, nose to the ground.

      More men arrived, taking the narrow path which wound sedately down from the road rather than the sheer climb undertaken by the first pair. They carried torches, the light staining the snow with ruddy tones.

      Shan grimaced. He could not remain hidden here for long. “Can you find some shelter, Anala?” he whispered to the wolf. “Somewhere safer?”

      With a whine of pure frustration, Anala whirled away and bounded through the snow-laden trees.

      Four heavily armed guards laboured through the snow surrounding a man cloaked in ermine. A jagged wound ran along the left side of his jaw. Though unencumbered by armour, he clearly held command. He scoured the wreckage with flint-like eyes.

      “The girl’s missing,” the first assassin reported. “If news of this reaches River Holt…” The underling’s fear reeked, pungent on the night’s air. It was like watching a lesser wolf before a lead male.

      Flint-eyes studied the trees, as if aware that he too was being watched. Shan resisted the urge to move. He became part of the trees, part of the snow, concentrating on invisibility, or at the very least, camouflage. It wasn’t enough.

      “They’re in the trees.” Flint-eyes’ voice was as remorseless as his eyes. “Over there! Get Lady Jeren back, or you’ll all be sending my greetings to the Death Goddess.”

      Shan fled, slinging Lady Jeren over his shoulder. She cried out at such rough treatment, but he ignored her groggy protests. The need for speed outweighed all others. A shape in the snow ahead gave him a single hope.

      “Anala! Shelter, safety, now!”

      The wolf launched herself forwards, throwing up snow in her wake. Shan ran, tearing madly across the snowfield, making for the rising hills. Fluid as shadow, Shan followed Anala, trusting the wolf’s instincts even above his own.

      Behind him, guards scrambled through the trees, hampered by snow. Shan bared his teeth in a tight grin. They were weak, slow. He was not.

      An arrow grazed his face, so close he could swear he felt the brush of the fletching against his cheek.

      Pain erupted in the back of his leg. His knee buckled and he went down with a cry, Jeren underneath him.

      A voice rang out across the snow. “He’s winged, my lord!” Flint-eyes didn’t respond.

      Another arrow punched into the ground by Shan’s face and he threw himself back, rolling to his feet once more. His leg almost went beneath him, but he knew if he stopped now they’d both be dead. Jeren struggled against him as he lifted her.

      “Hush, little one,” he murmured as gently as he could through his clenched teeth. “Trust me now.”

      Wounded and carrying her over his shoulder, he didn’t know where he found the strength to run. Anala dwindled to a black speck in the distance, heading north towards home. Shan fixed his eyes on the wolf, ignoring the sounds of pursuit. He could outdistance any man, but even a trickle of blood would leave a trail a child could follow.

      The hills were the key. He knew them well. Up there, where the land was riddled with caves and tunnel, he could hide, dress the wound.

      Right now, he couldn’t think.

      I need rest and warmth, that’s all.

      Pain lanced up his leg again, and he felt the barb of the arrow deep inside the soft flesh.
     
    
    Only his own kind could help him. If he didn’t find someone to get the arrow out, it would kill him.

      The wind rose and Shan felt his determination falter. Anala had vanished. He could smell the snow coming, the air sharp and bitter. And when the weather broke…

      It happened far sooner than expected.

      The blizzard clawed at his limbs and tore at his braided hair. Only Jeren’s warmth kept him alive at this point, just as his body sustained her. They were one, dependent on each other, breathing as one, moving as one. He could hardly recall a time when his arms had not held her, when her arms had not held him. The nagging sense that she belonged there grew on him second by second. He pushed such foolish thoughts away with a determined will, putting it down to the cold and the wind addling his wits.

      Shan could run no longer, even if he could see where they were going. It became harder to put one foot in front of the other. As the last of his strength slipped away, he dropped to his knees.

      “I’m sorry, little one. There’s no more in me.” Her grip tightened for a moment. A brief surge of comfort passed through him. He buried his face in her hair, inhaling a scent like spring flowers in sunshine. As quickly as it came, the comfort bled away, replaced by wind and snow. “Who are you really?” he murmured. “Why did they want you dead?”

      Magic bites…

       

      Myla by Moonlight

      © 2009 Inez Kelley

       

      Created at Prince Taric’s birth, Myla is a spell, an enchantment designed to appear and protect him when he needs it most. She has always been content to do her duty…until one night of forbidden passion leaves her longing to experience life—and love—as a mortal woman. Yet the risk is too great. Even if her blood runs as red as his, she can never give him the one thing he needs: a child.

      Taric’s blessing—and his curse—is knowing the kingdom’s future depends on his producing an heir to continue the bloodline. His bond with Myla has always been that of protector and protected. When it suddenly becomes something much more, he unwittingly sentences his people to certain death.

      An old enemy is plotting to destroy all he holds dear: his lands, his people, his father, and his lover. And this time, even if they fight tooth and blade, their shared magic may not be enough to save them…

      Warning: This book contains a shape-shifting bodyguard, sizzling sex scenes, supernatural lilac mist, swordfighting and heartbreaking sacrifices.

       

      Enjoy the following excerpt for Myla by Moonlight:

      Once more, he took her hand and they maneuvered across the slick rocks. He eased down beside her, releasing her fingers but only to flatten them to his thigh and cover them with his own. Heat hotter than the sun’s blaze burned her palm but she did not remove it.

      Side by side, they spoke of minor things, the color of specific blooms nearby, the harvesting schedule and a heron that glided over the stream. Taric explained about wings and flight but Myla barely heard the words. The grace of the bird took her breath. So effortless and serene, it conquered the air with ease and settled on the water with barely a ripple.

      Myla found leisure with Taric to be a joyful and an enlightening time. His laugh was something she had not heard much of, its timbre changed from his youth to a deep, rich tone which stirred her belly.

      She laughed at him when he fetched the berry pouch, hissing and complaining about the frigid water. The sound surprised her. Had she ever laughed before? It felt good in her throat, tumbling over her tongue like a rolling drum.

      Taric knelt before her and opened the drawstring. “Again, close your eyes.”

      “Taric, I am able to feed myself.”

      “I know, but I want to. Let me?” Held by his bronze gaze, she looked deep into his eyes and nodded. How could she deny him this simple request? She closed her eyes and parted her lips. One frosty berry landed on her tongue. The flavor had changed, like he’d promised. Before sweet succulence had filled her mouth but this chilled morsel had a bite. Zest and tang overshadowed the sensual flavor, spiked the sugar and increased the richness to near wine-like taste. An appreciative sound grew in her throat.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever envied a berry before.” His murmur opened her eyes and the rapture on his face silenced her.

      Perhaps the coldness made the fruit hard to swallow or maybe it was way he stared into her eyes. She read hunger in his gaze and acted instinctively, delving her fingers into his pouch and pulling a blackberry free. Her fingers shook, touching his lips. Tilting his head, he took the offered bite but drew her finger inside his mouth with it, his tongue skating along her skin.

      Rough bark scratched into her behind as she pressed down against a sudden ache deep in her hips. Her fingertip left the warmth of his mouth too slowly. Another firm fruit rose and she felt powerless to refuse it. Mimicking him, she flicked her tongue over his skin as the berry entered her mouth. Taric drew a harsh breath. Against her lip, his finger strayed, tracing the fullness along the bottom.

      “I like the chilled berries.” She didn’t know she spoke until her voice whispered out. The sound broke whatever haze surrounded them and he dropped his hand. Loss rushed around her like a winter’s breath.

      Taric avoided her face and tugged his boots over his wet feet. “I’m glad. I wanted to leave on a pleasant note. I ride for Claverham tomorrow.”

      His words chilled her, an icy river on her sun-heated flesh. “Yes, I know. The treaty is vital to ensure the safety of the southland border but I do not trust the Lutas. How many men do you take?”

      With a weary sigh, he cupped her elbow and drew her back into the meadow. “A half crew I believe will be enough. It doesn’t seem fitting to ride into peace talks with a full war battalion.”

      Myla reviewed the men mentally and nodded her approval. “Yes, it should. I shall be on guard as well.”

      “When aren’t you?” he laughed. “Half a crew in full regal dress and a series of long, boring meals, chess games and archery exhibitions when fifteen minutes of frank conversation could accomplish the same. Sometimes it just seems like a waste of energy, doesn’t it?”

      “Perhaps, but the civil tone will be aided by the formality. You like the pageantry of the crown, do you not?”

      “Most times.” Taric plucked a stray stalk of grass and whirled it idly while they walked. “The rituals are…grounding, familiar. I know what’s expected, what’s been done by a hundred generations before me and my role in the play. Sometimes that’s exactly what I feel like, a performer repeating lines and scenes cast long ago and known by everyone. It’s not me, Taric the man, speaking then, but Prince Taric Batu, Heir Apparent to the Segur throne. He’s the one who wears a diadem and speaks with formal tones and civic duty. I’m just along to swing the sword and clean up the blood.”

      “Would you cease to be prince if you had a choice?”

      “It’s not a choice I was ever given. No, I like the role enough, have been taught from birth what’s required of me and don’t know any other way. I just wonder what being a prince in a time of quiet is like or will I always be a ruler in wartime?” He flung the blade of grass, now twisted and limp, far into the wind. “But enough war talk. Tell me about you.”

      “Me?” Myla halted abruptly and he walked a pace ahead before turning to her. “You know all there is to know of me.”

      Tall butter-yellow wildflowers danced in the breeze and he ran a skimming hand over the tops, stirring them further. A bright orange-and-black butterfly flitted about his head and he batted it away with a flick.

      The play of colors around him—the shading of a single hue into a million dimensions—captivated her. Somewhere in her breast a fire grew, cast from those same brilliant tones from copper to cream. It warmed her from within like the sunbeams warmed her flesh. Taric was beautiful, golden among the yellow.

      One delicate bloom plucked from a willowy stalk appeared before her eyes, held in a hand she longed to feel touch her once more. She took his offering with hesitant fingers.

      “I know nothing about you, Myla. Well, I know you’re fierce and stronger than any man. You’re a beautiful woman or a massive cat. Strawberries and blackberries make you close your eyes in pleasure. If needed, you have and will kill to protect me.” His curious eyes searched her face for more. “But tell me about you. Do you dream, Myla? When you’re part of me, do you miss the sunshine? Are you ever apart from me without my knowing? Have you ever thought of me in any other way than a duty?”

      Words locked in her throat and choked her. She existed for no reason other than to serve as his guardian. She knew everything about him yet nothing of what made him how he was. They were closer than two beings ever should be and yet separate and alone. Sadness touched her, a butterfly of rainbowed beauty drenched by a sudden rainfall. Steeling her face to hide her emotion, she cocked her head to the side.

      “I do not dream within you. I accepted this duty and I stand guard. Sunshine touches your flesh and I know of its warmth through you. I am with you every minute, Taric, even if you do not behold me with your eyes.”

      Something close to anger colored his face and he jumped in front of her, his chest brushing her breasts. Vehemence emanated from his body in sheets of blistering heat. No, not anger, something…close…burning…needing. “But have you ever thought about me as other than a prize to be protected?”

      Myla didn’t have the ability to lie to him but strategic maneuvers could be employed. The wilting flower became a tool of distraction and she twirled it between her fingers. The spinning buttery color quivered with her fraud. “I do not allow those thoughts to linger in my mind.”

      A dimple appeared above his jaw and the right side of his lip inched upward. “But you have felt…something for me other than protectiveness?”

      Lips parted, she remained silent. For all the strength in her supernatural structure, she couldn’t break from his gaze. She saw herself reflected in pools of burnt umber, reminding her she belonged within him. Then the image was gone as he angled his head. His mouth pressed to hers, the burst of blackberry vivid and potent.

      So this is how his kiss feels…like magic. Without thought, she mimicked his motion, tasting his lips and then allowing her tongue to touch and stroke his. Heat arced between them, a power she didn’t recognize but one that consumed her. He nibbled the lip he’d touched earlier, his fingers straying to her cheek, firm and gentle. A quiver grew from her marrow and spread, wracking her bones, and she trembled in sudden fear.

      The pale yellow flower fell to the ground. Taric was her charge, her responsibility. She should not behave in this manner with him. Only the magnetic lure of his touch held her within this realm, halting her escape. He felt so…right. It was so wrong.

      Taric shifted and tried to pull her closer, his arm around her waist, but she pushed away from him. “Do not. I should not have allowed that to happen. It can not happen again.”

      “Why?”

      The question threw her. Why? Because… She floundered, searching for why his touch should be forbidden, why she could not submit to the raging beat of her pulse, why she could not bask in the taste of his kiss. He was long past the age of manhood and could choose his own path. If he wanted a woman, he had the right to take her be she willing. Myla reluctantly admitted she was most willing to step into his kiss once more. But she was not a woman. Not really.

      “I am not real, Taric. I am an enchantment, a spell designed for your protection, not your pleasure.”

      Flushed color drained from his face at her breathless words.

      “I bid you farewell, my charge.” She drew on every smidgeon of control not to zing back inside his mark. A tiny breath of lilac vapor swirled regretfully through the yellow blossoms before it too trickled into his body. Sorrow turned the last wisps to dark violet.

      Caught between love and duty, can she make an impossible choice?

       

      Heart of the Volcano

      © 2009 Imogen Howson

       

      Five years ago, Aera was called away from everything she had ever known: her home, family, and Coram, the boy she was growing to love. She was given no choice. As the only living lava-shifter—able to transform her body into molten rock—she is destined to serve the volcano god as his fire priestess. Now, before she takes her ordained role, she must face her final test. Execute a criminal sentenced to death for the most unforgivable of all sins. Blasphemy.

      She’s shocked to discover it’s no anonymous law-breaker waiting chained at the center of the labyrinth. It’s Coram. For the crime of being a gargoyle, a winged stone-shifter. A gift akin to hers…except his gift is unsanctioned by the temple, his powers proclaimed unholy.

      If she refuses the test she will betray her god and condemn her family to dishonor. To pass it she must kill the boy she used to love…the man she still does.

       

      Enjoy the following excerpt for Heart of the Volcano:

      “You want to know what it is?” said Coram. “Will it make it easier to know? Easier to kill me, when you see the abomination I’m hiding?”

      “No.” Nothing will make it easier to kill you. But she couldn’t say that aloud, standing here as they were, priestess and victim.

      He shrugged. The chains swung down as his arms fell against his body. “Very well. Watch, fire-priestess, servant of the volcano-god, standing with all your power in your very own labyrinth. See the path laid before me.”

      And he changed.

      She was looking into his eyes, and change came there first: a swirl of grey spiraling out from his pupils, swallowing up the colour, spreading to transform the whole of both his eyes into the lifeless stare of a statue.

      Then it poured over the rest of him like water soaking through fabric, a tide of grey washing from his face down over his neck and chest and arms, hardening every angle of bone and curve of muscle until they looked like contours on a cliff face. He’d been big at fifteen, and bigger still now he was grown up, but as the stony colour seeped over his skin, his chest and arms grew visibly even larger, muscles bulging under the folds of his toga-tunic.

      He moved, just a little, and it made a horrible grating noise, stone on stone. His head went down, his shoulders tensed, then wings unfolded, huge, stone-feathered wings, arching above their heads like a temple roof.

      When he spoke even his voice sounded different, hollow, echoing, like the wind blowing through empty caves. “Blasphemy or not, then, priestess? Do you believe it now?”

      Of course it was blasphemy. Terrible blasphemy, the worst kind, the kind that was a travesty of her own gift. Turning, not to fire that came from the god, that purified and destroyed sin, but to something less than human, even less than animal. She’d not seen or heard of it before—what is he? Does the gift even have a name?—but she knew all the holy gifts, the fire gifts, and this was none of them. Yet, all the same…

      It’s like my gift. Living stone. Like me. And he’s—oh, I cannot say it to him, but he’s beautiful.

      The words swelled inside her, hurting her chest, making her breath catch. She’d never imagined anything like the way he looked, never imagined that stone, her own substance, the thing she thought she knew so well, could look like this, all smooth grey planes, every line of his body somehow more defined than it had been in flesh.

      Helpless to stop or control it, she heard her voice go back to a whisper. “What are you? A—a stone-shifter, a—”

      “Gargoyle.” He spread his arms a little, looked down at himself. “Or so they said when they came for me. Stone-shifters don’t have wings. So they said.” Contempt and anger flashed through his voice.

      Gargoyle. An ugly-sounding word. She had heard it before, she realized now, but hadn’t known exactly what it was, and had taken little notice. No one expected her to know the many horrible permutations of the unholy gifts. It was not her task to find them or identify them, only to destroy—

      She stuck on that last thought, her mind stuttering over the word. Destroy. Coram had never asked for this, would never have deliberately gone against the god’s will. And he…this thing he was—it wasn’t horrible. But all the same, she must—

      She couldn’t think it, not yet. In a minute she would face the thought, the reality of what she must do. Not yet. Not yet.

      Above her, his wings bent, drew downwards to fold onto his back. The stony rustle grated on her ears and echoed around the walls of the labyrinth eye. The grey colour receded from his skin, and his body changed, shrinking, redefining its shape. He stood wholly human before her.

      “You can stop staring now.”

      She looked away, embarrassed. “I’m—I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry for staring? Or sorry you’re going to kill me?”

      The words stung. She flinched, not looking at him. “For staring…”

      “Oh, don’t worry.” His voice was as hard as if it still came from the stone lips. “I know very well how appalling I am—an abomination to gods and men. I hardly expect you not to be revolted.”

      I’m not revolted. She swallowed. I’m not revolted, and I should be. Even if I’ve not seen an unholy gift before, I’ve been a priestess for five years, I’m one with the god’s power, I’m supposed to be one with his mind. I should see this as the abomination it is.

      “Go on.”

      She jerked her head up to look at him. “What?”

      “Go on. You’ve seen the justification. Do what you came here for.”

      “You mean…”

      “Kill me. Do what your god tells you. Fulfill your destiny.”
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