
        
            
                
            
        

    



	Duality



	Guardians of the Light [1]



	Renee Wildes



	Samhain (2008)



	













Love will give them strength—or prove to be their fatal flaw.
Guardians of the Light, Book 1
Dara Khan Androcles is really in over her head this time. From childhood she’s been forced to hide her half-dragon mage fighting skills behind a public persona as a healer. Now, with a traitor and his demon threatening the throne of Safehold, Dara has no choice but to turn reluctant warrior—and seek help.
She strikes a bargain with runaway Elven prince Loren ta Cedric and his sentient, pain-in-the-butt war mare, Hani’ena. Loren’s not only too handsome for Dara’s own good, the powerful empath can see right through to the pain that drives her.
Loren can’t help but feel Dara’s every hurt, physical and emotional. Though his need for her drives him half mad, he must stay his course to see justice done for his people. Even if it means swearing a Life Debt to the distracting mortal.
That vow, made in the heat of their parallel quests, carries more power than either of them guessed. The power to bond the unlikely pair as Life Mates. The power to lay bare the fears and desires that could bind them to a single purpose—or tear them apart.
All the while a demon awaits, ready to destroy all that they hold dear.


From the Author
This book literally started with a vision of a red-haired woman kneeling in a burning room. When I learned that she STARTED the fire, I had to find out why. This is a twist on the Cinderella theme, if Cinderella were a temperamental, half-dragon fire mage who falls in love with an elven prince with a serious aversion to power. 
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Chapter One
 

Rufus Quickblade hadn’t returned from warning the king.

Dara rose from her sleeping mat and slipped outside. Fiery Mount Aege towered above all, a silent menace in the northwest. An unnatural stillness hovered in the leaden dawn. No birds chirped from the bare branches of trees. No small animals scurried through the fallen leaves on the forest floor. She peered through cold, curling autumn fog, shivering as thunder rumbled closer. The clarion call of trumpets pierced the silence, followed by the shriek of a wounded charger.

Her stomach lurched. That thunder’s not thunder at all. Nor was it—thank the Lady Goddess—the Fyre Mountain. ’Twas the rolling charge of heavy cavalry. Dara closed her eyes and sense-cast toward the distant sound. The ground trembled under pounding hooves tearing up rain-softened sod. Weapons clashed. Blood red violence shimmered in the air. Men hacked at one another. Friends fell screaming beneath blades and arrows. Smelling bloodlust and fear, she sought the invaders’ heraldry.

Lady Goddess, show me.

A black boar on a red background, the standard of Count Jalad of bordering Westmarche. She opened her eyes, returning to the here and now. “Rufus was right about the Boars’ invasion.”

With much to do and little time for the doing, she ran back in and changed into her woodsman’s disguise and a hat to hide her hair. Dara grabbed her medicine bags and strapped on her knives. She wouldn’t face the killing grounds unarmed.

Getting caught by the other side didn’t bear thinking. She knew the tales. Should the worst happen and she be captured by Westmarche Boars, she’d slit her own throat in a last act of defiance, afore they got a chance to rape or torture her.

Death afore dishonor.

Outside, she slipped through the swirling mists. Dark death energies crawled over her skin. The closer to the battle she drew, the stronger the sensation. She tasted the coppery tang of blood on the air, heard the groans of the fallen and the yells of those desperate to avoid similar fates. A riderless charger careened past her, an arrow half-buried in the cantle of its blood splashed saddle.

Dara slowed, cautious. Step, pause, search for sound or scent and step again.

She cursed fate. Women weren’t permitted warrior training in Arcadia, were punished if they expressed the desire to do so. But countrymen and neighbors were dying and she wanted to do some punishing of her own. Rage boiled a red haze over her eyes, obscuring her vision. A battle lust Rufus had despaired of ever teaching her to control.

“Clear mind, still heart, clear eye, steady hand,” the aging warrior had intoned during their secret training sessions. Over and over, for years, until she’d screamed at her adoptive father to stop. Then he’d demonstrated the technique by pounding her into the dust. But try as she might, she couldn’t slip into battle-trance. She just wanted to slash and tear.

Dara focused on wavering forms of tree trunks in the veiling fog until her physical sight cleared. Her mind stripped away the fury, and she sense-cast again for blood-still-living. Waiting until the battle shifted farther westward, moving away from her and thus making it safe to emerge from the shelter of the tree line, she prayed to find survivors. Lady, show me where to go.

Stepping onto the battlefield, she almost tripped over a young axeman crawling toward her with a crushed leg. King Hengist’s golden eagle, on a shredded midnight blue background, covered his torso and marked him as a friend. “I’m a healer. I’m no enemy of Riverhead, I swear by Queen Moira. Let me help.”

He looked up from the mud with eyes full of pain. “Aron, son of Gavin-Baker, from White Pines.”

The neighboring hamlet, an hour’s brisk walk from Safehold Keep. “What did this?” She sliced material from mangled flesh.

“Mace. Would’ve finished me if that blond foreigner hadn’t ridden into him. Saved me life—”

“Ssh,” Dara soothed, frowning at the jagged shards of bone sticking out through the torn flesh. With rest and proper care, he’d mend to dance at the next village wedding. “I can splint it, and ’twill heal, but ’twill hurt to do so.”

“Worse’n this?” He clenched his jaw. “Do what ye must.”

She closed her eyes and held her hands alongside the gaping wound, seeing in her mind how and where the bone had shattered. Outright healing would take too much. She must conserve her strength. Who knew how many she’d be called on to aid? She opened her eyes and looked into his. “You must sleep for this. I’ve dreamwine. Tastes awful, but ’twill relax the muscles for me to work.”

He shuddered, then nodded. “Ye’re right. Give it o’er.” He took two large swallows from the wineskin, grimacing as he handed it back. Within minutes his eyes glazed over and closed as he went limp.

Dara felt the muscles slacken. Without anyone to aid her in a job that took two strong men, she thanked the Goddess for a natural strength beyond that of most men as she pulled Aron’s lower leg into position. His memory of her aid would be dreamwine-addled when he awoke.

She wrapped his leg in linen strips and wooden bracing “borrowed” from the shafts of some nearby arrows that had missed living targets, then sewed the hideous wound closed with layers of botsi silk thread. She painted the leg with twice-boiled tea made from crushed relag root to keep the wound from going putrid and padded it with wool and more linen bandaging.

“Rest easy ’til friends take you home.” She made a sign of blessing over him. “Lady, guard him from Jalad’s Boars.”

She followed the wounded boy’s blood trail farther into the battlefield. So many bodies sprawled on the spongy ground.

“Help me.” A stout man with a bristling grey beard raised a hand to her. His boiled-leather Eagle breastplate was impaled by two long black arrows. His round wooden shield lay cracked in two.

Heart lurching, she was aside him in an instant. “Conn-Blacksmith, did you not remember to duck?” She brushed the hair from his forehead.

“Nay, but I took th’ bastard with me.” He gestured toward the bloodied corpse of a giant Boar, crumpled in a heap a few yards away.

“You’ll not be going the same way.”

He frowned at her appearance. “’Tis dangerous. Hide in Safehold.”

“I’m a disobedient child.” She closed her eyes and placed her fingertips on the arrow shafts. The leather had slowed their entry. Both had missed anything vital, but the barbs prevented easy removal. For anyone but her.

Lady, help me. She cast a furtive glance over her shoulder for witnesses. She gathered energy from deep within for the forbidden magic. Hold his mind in Your hand. Let him remember naught. Dark fire crackled along the shafts. She imagined the arrowheads shrinking, smoothing out. Sweat broke out across her forehead from the effort, but she dare not lose focus. Finally she was done. Now they should pull out easily enough.

She swayed as she returned to the here and now. Behind her eyes, a headache began its inevitable and relentless buildup. “You’re lucky, Conn. They missed killing you.”

He blinked as if awakening from a nap. “Tula shall be glad not t’ be a widow.”

“Aye, though there’ll be enough of them.” She pulled out her dreamwine. “Take a sip or two.”

“Nay.” He stayed her hand. “I’d have all me wits out here. Boars may still be about.”

Dara frowned. He was as invincible as a hamstrung stag, but she’d honor his wishes. “Can you bear it?”

Conn clenched his jaw and nodded. “Get on with it.” He glared into her eyes as she eased the first shaft back. A vein throbbed in his temple, but his fierce gaze never wavered. They both took a deep breath afore the removal of the second.

He frowned at the now-blunted arrowheads. “Cheap armorers… Curse th’ Boars fer breathin’.” He groaned as she removed his breastplate and tunic and packed the wounds with shaved waxroot to stop the bleeding. Then she poured relag tea over them and wrapped the wounds with wool and linen.

“You’re a brave man, Conn. Rest. Help will come soon.” She made a sign of protection over him. Lady, guard him with the lad. Hold him for the Eagle. Shield him from the Boar. “Conn, what happened to Rufus?”

He shook his head, regret in his eyes. “’Twas no way t’ keep track of aught but colors. Me guess? With King Hengist, chasing that greedy bastard Jalad back t’ Westmarche.”

“Thank you, Conn. I’ll see you again. Hang on.” Dara ignored her headache and kept going. She sense-cast for the Eagle and followed the pull. So many wounded, from White Pines, Rainbow Falls and the other Riverhead villages. No one had seen Rufus after the initial clash.

She wished she could sense-cast for a particular person. That Rufus lay dead or dying maddened her, but she wouldn’t forsake others on account of one. Lady, am I twice-orphaned or nay?

A clue came from a young Rainbow Falls archer with sword-slashed ribs, sprawled against the half-rotted trunk of a fallen black oak. “Saw him fall.” He pointed. “Th’ Boars were goin’ t’ ride him down, but th’ northern riever on a big bay mare charged straight through them an’ kept them away.”

Dara bound his ribs. “A northern riever?”

The lad nodded. “Aye. Big, blond, demon with a sword.”

Well, blond hair marked the mysterious warrior as a northerner. Everyone in these lands had hair and eyes in shades of brown. Except Dara. Her family was also branded outlander, by their flame-colored tresses. She double-checked to ensure her own hair was still tucked under her hat. No point in standing out like a beacon.

Dara headed in the direction the lad had pointed. “Rufus. Rot your eyes, answer me if you can.”

“Here…”

Sense-sight overlapped physical sight in a dizzying shimmer. She followed the trail through the mist.

Rufus lay unnaturally still, legs at an impossible angle. Sickly yellow energy flickered around him, leaking sullen red and a growing blackness.

Dara knelt aside him. “What’ve you done?”

His eyes opened. “Axe in th’ back. Feel naught. Can’t move. Sense th’ shadow of th’ crone. But King Hengist got me message in time.” He sighed. “I’m glad fer th’ chance t’ say goodbye.”

Her heart seized on denial. She sense-cast again, hoping he was wrong, hoping for a way. Even if she burned herself out ’twas beyond her skill. The wound was mortal. Returning to the here-and-now broke her heart. The headache dug its claws in further. Even normal vision took intense concentration. “What can I do?”

He swallowed. “Foreign lad saved me. They cut his charger out from under him o’er there t’ me left. He favored his right side, fought left-handed with th’ air of settlin’ on second strength. Find him. Save him if ye can.”

“I will.”

Rufus pinned her with a sharp look. “Do ye not wonder there are no Boar survivors?”

Dara had been too busy to notice, but now he mentioned it… “Aye.”

“They slew their own as they retreated. Why?”

In other circumstances, this would have seemed yet another lesson. But Dara read the urgency in his gaze. “Secrets. Secrets they’d not want revealed under questioning.”

“Aye. I fear Jalad’s secrets. If th’ world ends head east as far as ye can. Help beyond yer wildest imaginin’ lies that direction.” He closed his eyes, opened them again. “Don’t grieve. I’ll sic Fanny’s ghost on ye…when I see her.”

“You can’t leave me alone.”

“Don’t leave me fer th’ wolves or th’ Boars t’ finish off.”

The horror of his words penetrated her grief. She stared at him in shock. His form wavered in a haze of tears. “I can’t do that. Rufus, please—”

“I can’t do it meself. Some things don’t heal. I’d die quick o’er slow.”

“Nay.” She hugged his broken body close, sobbing against his blood-matted hair. “You can’t ask this of me.”

“I’ve kept yer secrets. I taught ye t’ be strong…an’ do what’s right. Ye owe me yer life. One final favor. Then we’re e’en.”

“We’ll never be even.” Her voice broke.

His eyes were fierce, unafraid. “Ye can’t say no.”

She raged against the inevitable. Her shoulders sagged. “I love you,” she whispered.

His eyes shimmered. “An’ I you, little warrior.”

She drew a blade. It pierced his heart with the merest whisper of sound, even as it shattered hers.

He sighed, and his eyes closed one final time.

Heedless, edged with madness and despair, her scream tore across the battlefield in huge waves of fury. Around her, power shockwaves flattened everything in a circle the width of ten charger gallop strides. The inhuman shriek hammered across the landscape until she’d neither breath nor voice left.

Dara collapsed onto Rufus’ body, sick and shaking. First her grandmother. Then her mother. Then Fanny. Now Rufus. She was alone in a world gone mad. I’ll kill them all. What do I do now?

Rufus’ words came back. “The foreign lad… Find him… Save him if ye can.”

Every enemy within hearing range would investigate her screams. Dara looked around. She had to regain control. Sorcery was banned. She’d seen many sent to the fires of the One Truth.

She staggered to the dead bay. No sign of the blond rider. She tried to sense-cast for Other, hoping for a clue. To her surprise, the faintest shimmer of power flickered ahead in the woods. Whoever it was must be too hurt or too much a stranger not to know what the use of power led to.

She scented blood on the breeze. Pain-from-outside sliced through the mist and crashed over her with a shocking force that dropped her to her knees. She struggled to filter it out, latching onto the projection.

On the Lady Goddess, she would not lose another life.

 

***

 

Loren ta Cedric lay crumpled beneath a healing hazel tree, struggled to breathe through endless waves of pain. Dark emotive magic had flared on the battlefield and he must be ready if whatever-it-was headed his direction. “Dracken rue!” Curse mortal horses, armor and weapons. Were Hani`ena here he would not be in this mess.

“How bad this time?” a voice asked from far away. Of course Cedric ta Pari knew his son’s pain. The crown of Cymry allowed no less. “Do we ride?”

“Nay.” Grasping the amulet around his neck, his granna’s parting gift, Loren took a shallow breath. “Less than Boaden Meadows. It is well, Father. I shall heal.”

“Alani worries. Hurry home.”

Loren closed his eyes at the mention of the cool raven-haired beauty everyone expected him to wed upon his return. He wished not to disappoint Cedric, but eternity with a woman who did not support, let alone understand him was not at all appealing. He had more important issues to worry about than ambitious would-be princesses.

“Hengist still needs help. I stay.”

His father reluctantly withdrew.

Sifting “self” from pain, he began trance-healing. “Banisha verilli far. Gloria verilli far…” Breathing and pulse decreased. Blood flow slowed…slowed… Seeping wounds clotted together.

He summoned strength from pain and followed its path through his body, checking his injuries. He bled from half a dozen sword cuts. The worst was a deep laceration in his upper right thigh from an unhorsed Boar’s attempt to confiscate the bay mare. An arrow pierced his chest just below his right collarbone. He sighed. He would heal in time without scarring, but Lady it hurt.

He examined the grove with a warrior’s practiced eye. He did not like this exposed position in unsecured territory. A twig snapped. He focused on a young woodsman approaching from the battlefield. Grief and black rage hammered into Loren. The lad—but a boy, no beard growth—had to be half mad with it. Loss, emptiness, despair… The dark emotions threatened to drown Loren, and he fell out of trance to shield himself. Watching the other approach, he edged his sword closer.

The lad staggered toward him, not visibly injured, but with such gaping wounds to his soul Loren wondered at his ability to function at all.

“Been looking for you.” The lad eyed the bronze sword in Loren’s hand and spread his hands out in a conciliatory gesture. “Peace, friend. I’m a Safehold healer.” He took in Loren’s position at a glance. “So you know of hazel healing magic. You’re no follower of the One Truth.”

Loren knew the lad meant no harm. He caught pity and a desire to help. And truth-hidden. Not so worrisome. Who in these dark days had naught to hide?

The lad knelt aside him in the leaves and cradled Loren’s head in his lap as strong, slender fingers ran over his battered body with gentle, impersonal thoroughness. The sense-casting followed the arrow’s path and Loren’s soul shuddered at its touch. This human used the anathema of blood magic, not as the usual spells to dark powers, but as part of him, natural as breathing. The dark shimmering stole Loren’s breath as it coursed through him, and his seeming dissipated.

Without the seeming, the lad would see what he was. Not a man. Not human. Only Hengist knew him, King Hengist of Riverhead, his one real friend among Arcadian mortals. Followers of the ascending One Truth would roast him over an open fire as demon-born. No nonhumans were safe from the cleansing fires of religious fanaticism and racial supremacy that had swept these lands a century past. Hengist’s careful stewardship maintained a fragile truce of tolerance under cloaks of seemings and secrecy, but Loren held no illusions of what would happen should Count Jalad of Westmarche prevail.

The lad’s fingers found pointed ears under tangled hair. “Who—what—are you? You’re no northern merc. You’re elder.”

“Curioni tempas achturo.” Loren tapped his chest and frowned, struggling to make the lad understand. “Loren…” His hand dropped. True names held power, but there was no harm in saying just his first name aloud. It was common enough in the realm of the dawn.

The lad’s eyes welled. “Lady, ease his passing. For the lives he saved, let him enter the Hall of Fallen Heroes.”

How did a human know of the afterlife but not how warriors of the Light got there? How did he know the ritual words? Loren’s suspicion grew. A human wielder of blood magic communed with the Lady of Light, an ancient elder deity banned by most humans? There was no taint of evil about the lad, but the unmistakable touch of dark fire was upon him.

Footsteps preceded the stench of unwashed flesh, diverting his attention. Three armed men in black and red livery approached, blood crusted weapons drawn. “Look here, lads.” A bearded giant pointed a rust edged sword at the fallen warrior. “Count Jalad’ll pay a goodly bounty fer him.”

A shudder went through Loren’s companion as he eyed the Boars’ iron-blend weapons with fear-concealed and drew his knives. Something about the metal itself troubled the lad. A burning anger not his own left a bitter taste like ash in Loren’s mouth. “Leave him be. Rob the dead. This one still lives,” the lad said.

“Not fer long,” the bearded giant snarled. “He’s ours.”

“Over my dead body.”

“Well, since ye insist.” The man lunged.

The strangers’ glee and bloodlust turned Loren’s stomach. He tried to rise and cursed his weakness. Not again. For the second time in his life, he watched a smaller, younger soldier face off against multiple opponents bent on killing. Again Loren was unable to come to his aid, could only lie still and hold his breath as the drama unfolded. His defender was courageous and skilled, but outnumbered. Loren watched the dance of death. When fighting for your life, drop the enemy and ensure they do not rise again.

The lad flung himself beneath the bandit’s arm and rolled behind him. Then, as if he heard Loren’s advice, he leaped up and reached around his target’s neck. He buried his knife in the first attacker’s throat and jerked the blade backward, dropping away as the body fell.

Loren was impressed. Unlike Markale, this lad was as skilled a fighter as he had ever seen, well beyond his tender years. Healer and warrior? It was an unheard of combination.

The spray of blood shocked the others motionless. The lad launched himself at the nearer of the two, his blades flashing in a circle of death. Raising his bloodied sword in self-defense, the thick necked Boar threw himself backward. He could outreach his attacker, Loren noted, but the man’s fear and the lad’s speed stayed his sword for a critical moment.

The other Boar circled the lone defender. They separated, one to hold the lad occupied while the other finished him on the ground. Loren groaned. Could the lad handle both? The Boar approaching Loren was a rat-faced man with a wispy mustache. “Ye’re King Jalad’s prize now.”

“Never!” The lad’s scream of defiance hammered into all of them, flattening the two would-be murderers. Such raw, dark power. The lad had no finesse. His very form shimmered as he threw himself on the rat-faced bandit, a knife in each hand.

The man brought up his sword, the edge angled too much for a killing blow but still slicing along his attacker’s unprotected side. The lad cried out as blood soaked his shirt. There was a flicker of black lightning and a stench of sulfur so faint he might have imagined it. The knives flashed in the setting sun, then plunged down to disappear into the Boar’s body.

The man jerked and stilled.

Loren’s guardian angel cursed as he rolled, rose and turned to confront the final assailant. He staggered as he did so, favoring his left side, but hiding the weakness well.

“Mercy, lad.” The last Boar crawled away.

If he escaped to report, they were both doomed.

The lad was cold. Implacable. Death. He hissed as he sheathed his gory long knives and palmed a small throwing dagger. “I grant you the same mercy you’d grant us.” The lad threw the slim dagger. It buried itself to the hilt at the base of the Boar’s skull. The man collapsed and went still.

The lad swayed and fell to his knees. He retched and started to cry as he retrieved his knives. He tore off both sleeves to bind his blood-soaked side.

Loren studied the lad’s form. The way he walked, those long smooth arms… Awareness surfaced. Tall as a man, dressed like a man, fights like a man, but he recalled the sweetness of the voice petitioning the Lady of Light on his behalf and wondered.

When his rescuer returned to his side and knelt aside him, Loren reached out with his good hand and yanked off the hat. A flowing mantle of hair tumbled to the ground. He reeled. A woman. That hair. It rippled in the dappled light from dark chestnut through fox red and flame orange, overlaid with bronze. Her gold eyes held the piercing clarity of a falcon’s. Their fierce and proud expression warred with the white lines of pain around her mouth.

Had pain blinded him? The lush fullness of her lips could only belong to a woman.

“Damn you,” she cursed. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Truth-hidden indeed. Not so young. His heart seized at her wild beauty. Life-debt. She defended his life at risk to her own and shed blood on his behalf. Dark creature or no, he owed life-debt to a woman. “Name?”

“Dara,” she snapped. “Dara Kahn Androcles.”

The not-quite-true-name rang a familiar note in the back of his mind but he could not fathom why. “Glorie’ riven los Cymry yani. To the Lady you pray?” He shuddered. The edges of his focus shimmered. Not yet, Lady. One minute more. “Rest…”

Tears slid down her cheeks as she rough-bound his wounds.

“Not my time.” He tried to rise and clenched his teeth at the blinding wave of agony. “Dracken rue!”

“Pain’s our friend. Tells us we’re not dead.”

The world shifted back into focus. “I shall heal. Time I need, and sleep. See to your own wound first.” Her pain beat at him, more burn than sword-cut.

“’Tis just a scratch.” She took a shallow breath. “I must get that arrow out afore you move. Much as hazel helps, I can’t leave you here. A storm’s brewing and it’s cold at night. You must come with me. I’ve medicine to help you.”

Human medicine… Loren grimaced. “Hazel is all I need.”

“Compromise.” Dara faced the tree, closed her eyes and bowed her head. “Spirit of hazel, by the Lady hear me. I need your aid to follow us to where I can shelter and care for him.”

The tree rustled. Loren spied a dappled leaf-green sprite sitting naked on the lowest branch. She giggled and winked an ageless nut-brown eye in a triangular face, swinging a tiny bare foot. “I grant thee my aid, son of Cedric ta Pari.” Her voice tinkled like wind chimes through his mind.

“You know me?”

She tossed long, tangled green hair, braided with leaves, back over one narrow shoulder. “We know thee, right hand of the high king. Much thou hast yet to do.”

“Can you not help her instead?”

The sprite shook her head. “I am bound to grant the wish of the petitioner. Accept this token of my goodwill.” Her dainty hand curled around a small, still-leafy branch and it parted from its parent.

Loren took the branch from her hand. Life-warmth still coursed through it. Dara’s eyes widened and he realized she did not see the sprite herself.

“Strength I grant thee, to lighten her way home. The rest lies within thine own power, son of the dawn. Plant the branch in good soil when thy need passeth.”

“My thanks, lady.”

“Thou art welcome. One thing more. When in doubt, trust thy heart, not thine eyes.” The sprite shimmered and vanished back into the tree.

Dara laid a hand on his chest. “Moving with the arrow in will do more damage. I’ve dreamwine…”

Loren shook his head. That mortal forgetting-brew played havoc on elder gifts, including self-healing. “Nay, lady. It does more harm than good.”

“That arrow isn’t for hunting birds. The barbs dig deep.”

He caught truth-not-revealed. “You can remove it.”

Dara nodded.

“Lady, my very existence in this land is a death sentence. You would not save me just to turn me in.” He willed her understanding. “I accept no drugs. I can bear pain, but whatever you do know I would give no report.”

She bit her lip, then nodded and closed her eyes. Dark fire surrounded the arrow and followed along its path into his body. Unshielded, Loren barely breathed at its touch, but the arrowhead changed, shrinking and smoothing out.

A massive wave of pain lurked just behind her power. There was no way to block it. The strength of it would knock her flat. She knew so much, yet so little. Her healing powers came from within herself only. How was it no one had taught her to use the other sources so as not to burn herself out? What teacher sent a novice off half-trained?

Dara returned to full awareness. The headache slammed into her. To his awe, she shoved the pain aside and pulled the arrow out afore he knew what she was about. Staggering to her feet, she set to work building a travois with two deadwood branches and Loren’s borrowed cloak.

Loren’s body sealed off the new wound. “You need rest.”

She helped him roll onto the makeshift travois. “We must go. It’s not safe to stay here.”

Loren expended precious energy lightening the load for her to haul. Aided by the hazel branch, the entire travois glided over the rocky ground all the way to Dara’s home.

Her headache clawed at his shields. The sheer force of her will humbled him. He had seen elite rangers yield to less pain.

She plowed to a halt. “We’re here.”

Loren stared at the thatched hovel she lived in, made of sticks bound with braided leather, daubed with mud. Inside, the chalk-washed walls fared better. The interior was neat and clean with braided scrap rugs, careworn and sun-faded needlepoint cushions on the willow rocking chair and pots of herbs and flowers. New straw and herbs littered the smooth-raked dirt floor.

Dara dragged her bed to the hearth and helped him into it. He smelled fresh grasses and pine needles in the ticking, noted the clean linen sheets, downy feather pillow and soft woolen blankets. Loren fell into them. “I shall not steal your bed.” But the hazel wand’s aid left him and he found himself unable to rise. “Take something for the pain.”

“You first.” Dara rolled her sleeves and hummed as she filled a pitcher from the cauldron set on the edge of the banked fire. She poured the hot water into a wooden basin, gathered clean wool rags and healing salve and peeled off Loren’s clothes, undressing him down to his loincloth. Hesitating at the symbols of alien magic on his amulet, she left that alone, washed off dried blood and checked his many wounds.

Loren watched color flood her face as she cleaned the gash in his thigh. “Fear not. Vows have I taken to no innocent harm.”

“You’re not the first man I’ve had in my bed.”

He knew bravado when he heard it. His hand covered hers. “That song. What is it?”

“Something my mother taught me. Sleep if you can.” She smeared salve over each cut and wrapped it in clean bandages. “I’ve a draught here can help you.”

“Nay. I am not human. I shall heal myself.”

“Will you take naught for the pain?”

“Nay. Pain tells what is wrong. Trance above it I shall. Dara, plant the branch. For good fortune.” Talking exhausted. Translating was worse. Blocking her emotions out proved nigh impossible. Time to stop trying. His eyes closed. “Banisha verilli far. Gloria verilli far…”

The chant silenced as the world faded away.






Chapter Two
 

“Dara?” Loren opened his eyes at the rustle of cloth.

White-faced, she brought water. Without the distraction of that glorious mane, braided back for practicality, her golden eyes took up her entire face. “Welcome back, m’lord.”

He hated her fear and awe. “I am no one’s lord.” It was not a lie, not precisely. “I am but a simple warrior and in your debt, lady. How is your side?”

“Healing.” He raised an eyebrow and she shook her head at his unspoken question. “I don’t waste energy on my own minor wound when others are in greater need. Can I get you anything?”

“Food.” He sighed. “This time was worse than normal.”

“You should be dead. You look terrible still.” Dara made oat gruel with honey and goat’s milk. She eased an arm under his shoulders and helped him sit up. “Take it slow.”

How could he have thought her male? True, her lush curves were clad in linen rather than silk, and she smelled of green herbs rather than flowers. For all he was accustomed to more refined beauties back home, hers was an earthy sensuality that sent his unshielded senses reeling.

Loren caught disbelief behind fear and awe. Concern for him mixed with worry for her own people and outrage at what the enemy had done. Crushing sorrow. The need for retribution.

Buried deep was a woman’s awareness of Loren as a man. Well, not quite a man, but…

Loren threw up a shield, cutting that thought off. She had been within him—her spirit-presence lingered still—but some things were best left alone.

What he felt for her, himself, he attempted to ignore.

His hands shook and his body screamed for more food. “Meat broth, have you? Red wine? Mayhaps bread? Eggs?”

She eased away from him. At the table, Dara mixed together dried herbs in a bowl and crushed them with a wooden pestle. Their scent filled the room. Her skirt swayed with her every movement. Her braid gleamed in the dancing firelight.

He could not take his eyes off her. His body stirred. He must be feeling better, if he spared a thought for lust. It had been too long, though, if he got aroused by the mere sight of a woman’s braid!

She unstoppered a clay bottle and red wine splashed into the bowl. The acrid tang brought him back to his senses. She set the bowl on the edge of the hearth and returned to his side. “High-mineral herbs. Heat releases their full strength. There’s soup in the big pot, root vegetables in beef broth. I’ll mix them soon as the wine heats through.” She slid the empty bowl from his unresisting fingers and set it aside. “You’d know what you need after healing. If you’re ready for more hearty fare, I’ll manage.”

After several minutes, she ladled soup into the bowl of herb wine and soaked two thick slices of heavy grain bread in it. “I’m not the best cook in the world.”

Her arm slid around him again and he leaned against her, letting her support him while he ate. Her breasts cradled his shoulder as he held the bowl. “You underestimate yourself. How long was I…?”

“Two days. I washed your wounds and changed the bandages. Every dressing change showed visible improvement. Wound poisoning didn’t threaten. There aren’t even any scars.” She paused. “That’s not possible.”

“It is how my kind heals. Wounds re-knit from the inside out.”

She eyed his almost naked body. “How?”

“I know not. I cannot heal others. Only myself, at a cost. As you see, healing energy melts every available scrap of fat until days later we awaken scarless wraiths.” He grinned. “Starving wraiths. We eat like baby birds afterward.” He sobered and changed the subject. “How fared Riverbend?”

“Jalad’s gone. For now. I’ve kept busy with Eagle survivors at my door. Hengist went to ask justice from High King Sezeny.”

Loren frowned, thinking. “The entire court attends the wedding of Sezeny’s heir Tanis to Princess Chandra. Jalad chose the perfect time to invade Riverhead. It shall take time to bring the Boar to…justice.”

Dara appeared not to notice the hesitation. “Moira knows she can expect no outside help anytime soon. Everyone’s looking over their shoulder.” Black rage hammered at him. Her eyes glittered. “’Tis no way to live. I’ll bury no more dead.”

He fought for balance in the onslaught. She had no shielding at all. There was that yawning pit of despair again. “You lost someone in the battle.” He set his bowl aside.

She stiffened against him. “We gained many widows and orphans. Hengist’s coffers will be emptied at this rate.”

He reached to embrace the darkness. “Nay, Dara. You lost someone close to you.” He shuddered at what he touched. Irredeemable. Murderer. Alone. She considered herself a murderer. But he had touched her soul. Dark, aye, dangerous for certain, but not evil. He would know. “You slew those men in my defense. That makes you not a murderer, else are all warriors guilty.”

“Not them. I slew an unarmed man as he lay helpless.”

The whole world shook in that one moment. “Who?”

“My father.” She swayed against him.

The images sliced through Loren. No one should go through such torment. She had eased a dying man’s passing, the last of her family. Now she had no one.

By the Lady I swear, you shall never be alone again.

“Not murder.” He drew her closer, cursed his clumsiness, arms stiff from the aftermath of speed-healing. “It was an honorable act. The warrior’s way, we call it. He loved you and you proved your love by not letting him suffer. Mourn him, Dara, but by the Lady I swear, your soul is clean.”

He breathed in the warmth of the Goddess and Dara shivered in reaction. “Ssh, relax now.” He lay back, pulling her down onto the mattress aside him. “Let it go.”

Half-sprawled across him, Dara sobbed against his shoulder. Her spirit lightened. Black self-condemnation receded until the only emotion left was grief.

The storm subsided and she stiffened, raising her head up. “Sorry.” She hiccupped.

“It is our way to comfort when needed.”

Dara’s face fell. “I did naught to help you.”

“Naught to help? You placed your body betwixt slayers and me. Shelter, warmth and protection you provided. You gave me your bed and slept on the floor.” His voice lowered. “A stranger you helped, though a stranger you fear.” He frowned. “Your fear, I like it not.”

 

***

 

Dara trembled, realizing she sprawled across him like some tavern wench. Loren’s eyes blazed up at her from her pillow. The effort it took to meet his gaze… Fine brows slanted over wide, leaf-green eyes pupiled like a cat’s, set in a pale aristocratic face. She glanced down at his hands gripping her upper arms. Fine artisan’s hands with sword calluses, they held like bands of steel, but so gently ’twas almost a caress. The heat of his body ’twas impossible to ignore. She shifted. Unable to hold his gaze, hers dropped—to his mouth. She blushed.

His lips curved in a wry smile. “Now you become shy?” White teeth flashed. “Your hands have already been all over my body.”

Dara groaned and closed her eyes. Her cheeks flamed.

“Look at me, Dara.” Loren’s voice was gentle, his hands gliding around her body.

Her body tingled at his touch. Restless. Achy. “I can’t.” She hated the dizzy, breathless feeling. “Whatever you’re thinking, stop right now.” He was so warm. She feared making a fool of herself and melting against him. She’d heard the old wives whisper about faerie enchantments and wondered if ’twas happening here. She felt as if under a spell. She wasn’t some weak woman to go all soft over a man, as any villager could attest and lament. “You were much less intimidating flat on your back and weak as a kitten.”

“Intimidating, you find me? Prefer me flat on my back in your bed? Well, you have me now.” He brought her braid around to his face and inhaled. “Sunshine and ferns, growing green and life.”

Dara quivered deep inside at his words. Self-preservation urged her to stop him afore he did something neither of them could undo. “Loren—”

“Know this, Dara Kahn Androcles. Protect me you did with your life’s blood. You are neither indestructible nor immortal. You might have been killed.” His hand, still wrapped with her hair, brushed under her chin, raising her face until her eyes met his. “You must look at me while these words are spoken.”

Dara couldn’t tear her gaze away from his. The room spun and receded until all her world was him. “Loren, don’t look at me like that.” The weight behind his words crawled under her skin, into her mind.

“My life I owe you. Life-debt. I bind myself to you. Whenever, whatever your need, I shall come to you. To you do I answer with sword or bow or blood. My life for yours. My soul to yours, ’til our last breath.”

The world shifted. Deep as a prayer, more profound than a spell, his words settled within her. Dara couldn’t look away, couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. Her head buzzed. Her mind tried to wrench itself from the binding, recognizing it for what it was, but the rest of her trembled, in thrall to his eyes, to his voice. She had no idea how to stop him.

Loren’s eyes gleamed up at hers. “Never again shall you be alone. You are mine, in this lifetime and the next. I shall ever be yours, for always. We are one.” He closed his eyes and, with agonizing slowness, pulled her mouth down to his.

His kiss was shocking in its gentleness. As soft as morning dew, it implied, it coaxed, and she was lost. She melted into his heat and swooned against him. With a sigh, she yielded to his lips and returned his kiss. Warmth flooded her, filling an emptiness she’d not known she’d had until now. Loren had bound them in spirit until she wasn’t sure where she ended and he began. She sensed him hovering on the edge of her mind, in her heart, in her blood. A part of herself flowed into him with her surrender, with her very breath.

He broke off the kiss. She raised her head and stared down at him. “What have you done?” she whispered.

 

***

 

Whatever his answer, a loud shriek of equine anger and drumming hooves cut it off. Dara leaped up and spun toward the door. Loren groaned and closed his eyes while she opened it.

A glowing white mare slid to a stop afore Dara. Nostrils flared as red as her eyes, curved ears pinned flat against her neck, she shoved right past the woman into the hut, shrinking the room to ridiculous proportions. She stopped a horse stride from Loren.

“Hello, Hani`ena.” He grimaced up at her.

“Hello? Hello? You needs do better than that.” Her haughty “voice” reverberated in his head.

He cast a sidelong glance at Dara. “I can explain—”

“Nay, you cannot. How could you leave me in that mortal pit and ride into battle without me?” She eyed him with contempt. “Look where it got you, elf-boy.”

Elf-boy? Not warrior? Loren’s heart seized.

“I felt it.” She shuddered and swished her tail, the long hairs lashing across Dara’s face.

“What?”

“Everything. Every cut, every blow. Pain. Fear.
You left me behind. You almost died.”

“I did not want you hurt. This enemy is—”

“We are partners.” She struck out at him with a foreleg, barely missing his face. “I thought I signed on with a warrior, not a back-stabbing shrub of an elf-boy.”

Dara’s eyes widened. “She talks to you?”

“Stay out of this.” Hani`ena turned her head and snapped her teeth at Dara.

Dara edged back farther into the woodwork of the doorway.

“I expected her,” Loren answered Dara. Just not now. “I have this coming, tenfold.”

“You left me.” Hani`ena shook with fury. “My right it is to leave you. If you honor not our pact, oathbreaker, why should I”?

Iced lightning pierced his heart at the formal wording. War mares indeed renounced their riders in oathbreaking and chose another. Always it meant the death of the rejected. Unable to bear the disgrace, renounced ex-warriors faded away. Denied the Hall, they ceased to be as if they never were. “If I truly broke my oath, then go. Take my life with you and choose another. You know what it means for me.” He stared deep into stormy eyes. “Can you hate so, to wish me dead?”

“You left me.” Hurt crept into Hani`ena’s rage.

“They would have killed you, or worse.”

“To die with my warrior is my choice to make, not yours to deny. That was our pact at choosing, elf-boy.”

“You are right. I am sorry. I was wrong.” Loren reached a trembling hand to her. If she pulled back, he lost. Everything. “Can you not feel the weight of the Destiny Hand behind Jalad’s invasion? Jalad was meant to do this.”

“It was to protect you. I knew this beast. I could not bear your destruction.”

“We face the Hand together. I protect you. Together we are not so easily taken down. Alone, see how you fare?” Hani`ena shoved him hard with her nose. “Never do that again. You need me…warrior.”

Loren understood the warning. He wrapped his arms around her head. “I love you. Never again shall we part.”

“Promise. Partners.”

“I promise. Partners. ’Til the end.”

“’Til the end. At least you kept Lorelei’s gift.”

Loren’s fingers curled around the amulet. “She said I needed it.” He had ignored Dara long enough. “It is all right, Dara.” His voice was muffled by a mouthful of glistening white mane. “Come meet my partner.”

Dara slipped alongside the mare. “She’s beautiful.”

Hani`ena stamped, knocking her hock against the table. The vase of flowers rocked. She cocked an ear back toward Dara and arched her neck. “Observant girl.”

“Vain creature,” Loren commented. “She is a war mare who chose me as her rider. Partners swear an oath never to separate in a fight, but I left her at Hengist’s and rode against Westmarche on a mortal charger. You saw the result.”

“Stunning success,” Dara retorted. “You need a keeper.”

Hani`ena snorted. Her amusement rippled in Loren’s mind. “Observant, and smart.” She pinned Loren with an incredulous look as Dara stroked her neck. “You bound yourself to this dark creature?”

“There is no evil in her. She has none left to protect her. I swore life-debt to do so.”

“What have you done?” Hani`ena glared. “Do you realize what she is? Earth and fire.”

“Her life she risked, fighting off three Boars intent on my slaying when I lay wounded. She spilled blood on my behalf. Life-debt is sworn. That oath cannot be broken.”

“What’s going on?” Dara crossed her arms. “Hani`ena, ’tis crowded. Could you back up?”

Hani`ena backed out until just her head was inside. “I, too, would hear your explanation, warrior.”

Loren staggered to his feet. Warmth and strength flowed into him. For a moment Hani`ena glowed with the Light. My thanks, wind-sister. “Dara, among my people is life-debt, a life for a life. You saved mine. I am bound to you to return the favor.”

“I don’t need saving. I’ve done well all by myself. I didn’t save you. I’d no idea you could heal yourself.”

“I am a born creature. I can be killed. The Boars would have obliged. As prisoner I would fare far worse. Save my life you did. With the passing of your father you are without a protector.” “Warrior’s way,” he sent Hani`ena. “I cannot leave you alone. I have an obligation to discharge.”

Dara’s hands fisted against her hips. “I release you from your obligation. I didn’t ask for it. I don’t want it. I don’t need it.”

“I cannot.”

Gold eyes narrowed. “Take it back.”

“You do not understand.” Loren raked his hands through his hair. “A Goddess-blessed spell of binding it was. Only the Lady of Light can break the vow. To your life, for the rest of your life am I bound, until death.”

“Why would you do something like that? ’Tis madness.” Dara’s face reddened. “You don’t know me. How could you tie yourself so to a stranger?”

“You need me.” Loren took her resisting body in his arms. “We were fated to meet. You shall need me in the future.”

“We aren’t fated to anything, warrior. I choose my own fate.” Dara pulled away and he let her go, frowning at the sense of loss. She moved to the fireplace and stirred the soup.

Hani`ena stepped back into the hut. “I have road clothing in your saddlebags. Get dressed afore you catch chill.”

“I do not catch chills.”

“Cover up anyway for her sake.” The white mare pawed the floor. “Shalt you ever take this gear off me?”

“How did you get here?” Loren pulled out a pair of clean riding breeches, a velvety green tunic, clean hose and a fresh loincloth. He donned them while Dara’s back was turned.

The mare tossed her head. Her long white forelock tangled over her eyes. “Hengist’s stable master is no idiot. When he found me pulling my saddle off the rack, he took the hint.”

“Have you a shed in which Hani`ena may shelter?”

“Nay. I’ve no animals.” Dara turned from the hearth. “I’ve no way with them.”

Hani`ena snorted. “Not surprised.” She backed from the hut.

What did she know that he was missing? Loren pulled on his boots and followed Hani`ena out into the yard where he stripped off the mare’s saddlebags. Inside were all his trail provisions and the other clean change of road clothing. He noticed his sword, bow and quiver of arrows hanging over the saddle.

“Forget your weapons? What do you take me for, warrior?”

“Better than I deserve.” He lifted his scabbard from the pommel and drew forth the curved toshi blade, gleaming burnished gold in the setting sun. Thrice stronger than true-iron or any mortal-wrought iron-blend, it held an edge better and did not rust. He caressed the runes for “justice” etched on the flat of the blade. Their pull had led him here, and here he would stay until he set this wrong right.

Laying the weapon aside, he removed the saddle, brushed Hani`ena down and covered her with the saddle cloth. The mare sighed and lipped at his hair. “My thanks, warrior.” She moved off to graze on the thinning season-browned autumn grass, while Loren hauled his equipment in and stashed it beneath the table.

Dara poured soup into bowls. “I’m hungry and you never finished.”

“My thanks.” He took his bowl from her and sat in one of the straight-backed chairs. There was fresh herb butter, a loaf of heavy dark-grained bread, two fired-clay cups and a jug of—he sniffed—water.

Dara grabbed two spoons and also sat. “I’ve never known a horse that talked.”

“They mind-speak to anyone they want, although usually just their chosen rider. Hani`ena says what she thinks.” He took a mouthful of rich soup, chewing salty rondane root. Good for replacing lost blood-strength. “You breed strength and fighting spirit. Asides sentience and intelligence, we focus on agility, speed and endurance.”

Dara sawed off the end of the loaf and buttered it. “I’ve never met an elder afore, though my mother bespoke your existence. You looked like a riever at first, but changed when I sense-cast to examine your injuries. Who are you, Loren?”

Loren took a sip of water. Where to begin? “I am as you see me now. We can appear as whatever we are among. In this case human. For me, the seeming extends to Hani`ena and my weapons. But my injuries weakened me and your spell overcame the seeming, nullifying it.” How had she done that so easily?

“And your family?”

“My father is Cedric. I have an older brother, Deane, and a younger brother, Brannan. As Deane inherits I was free to choose the path of the warrior. Brannan is the scholar in the family.”

“What about your mother?”

“Her name was Ayala. She died when Brannan graduated from page to squire. My father never speaks of her.” His tone forbade further discussion.

“What of Hani`ena?”

“Upon my graduation from the academy she chose me as her rider. We have never separated until now. Lucky I am she forgave. Usually oathbreakers are repudiated, but good intentions must count for something.”

Dara leaned toward him. “She loves you.”

“It is more than that. We are partners for life. We know each other’s feelings almost afore our own. We think and move as one. In battle partners are formidable opponents because of our ability to communicate and react at the speed of thought. Separate, we are not so invincible.”

“So noted. What are you doing in Riverhead?”

Loren paused. What to tell her? Best not mention the ensorcelled sword’s influence. “Hengist and I have been friends for a long time. I knew of Jalad’s dissatisfaction with paying to use the waterway to transport his goods to the sea. My grandmother had a dream about this attack. I came to warn Hengist to gather his army, but someone had already beaten me to that.”

“Rufus did.” Waves of sorrow warred with nebulous control.

“Warriors do not leave on the eve of battle, so there was I in the thick of it.”

“On a stupid mortal charger in ill-fitting armor with cheap weapons,” Hani`ena snapped. “I should have let you die. You are too stupid to live.”

“We already covered this ground.”

“I did what I could, but your chargers react to knee and rein too slowly for what needed doing. I was wounded and the mare killed.” He regretted her death. Strong and courageous within the limitations of her mortal body, she had tried to do his bidding. His needs had been more than she could provide. “I sought hazel aid. That is where you found me.”

Dara nodded. “You saved many Eagles from the Boar. Rufus swore me to save you. I followed the power and there you were.”

“Goddess power, the Lady of Light.” He frowned as he rubbed the lace tablecloth. “Where did you get this? Who made it?”

“My grandmother. My mother said to treasure it always.”

The “Kahn Androcles” name again stirred to sluggish life some hidden memory that refused to come forward. “Knowledge of Her is forbidden humans, by your own priests of the One Truth.”

“I don’t follow a ‘forbidding’ that makes no sense. I’m not good at obeying men’s rules. Asides, my mother followed the Lady.”

“What of your blood father?”

Dara shrugged and sipped her water. Discomfort enveloped her like an almost tangible shroud. “Mother never told me his name.” Her gaze challenged his. “Does that bother you? Who knows what my lineage might be?”

Loren could not imagine such a gap. Family and lineage were sacred to the eastdawn elves. Each of them traced their parentage back to the very founding of the lands.

“When Mother died, Rufus and Fanny raised me as their own.”

“Rufus taught you to fight.” A matriarchal family in a patriarchal land. Rufus must have been an extraordinary man, like Hengist. Not so hidebound by tradition as to be blind to what was right and not necessarily proper.

She nodded. “Rufus taught me to be expert with knives. Fanny taught me healing. My mother Sheena taught me the old lore. She would’ve loved meeting you. Mother said Grandmother Lena told the most fascinating stories about Cymry Hall. Grandmother met High King Pari ta Lir afore my mother was born. Your grandfather must’ve been named for him.”

Loren choked. His grandfather Pari had not been high king in five hundred years. Cedric ta Pari was the current high king. That would make Lena Kahn Androcles…but that was impossible. Dara felt entirely mortal. “Dara, when was your grandmother east?”

“Many years ago. Mother didn’t say.”

“How old are you?”

“Nineteen. I’ll be twenty on the first day of the new year. Maybe someday I’ll visit. Wouldn’t you be surprised to see me walking out of the Great Marsh of the Wyldes?”

So young. She must have begun fight training young indeed to be so skilled now. He wondered what in her past necessitated training a woman to fight in a land where such a thing was not permitted under the harshest of penalties. He knew of but one other woman with such a capability. Moira, an archer without mortal equal. He frowned. “The Wyldes are dangerous.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“I am not disputing that, but—”

“I did all right by you, didn’t I?”

“Granted.” Loren ran a hand through his hair. “I would be honored.” What would Granther make of Lena’s granddaughter? Why had he never mentioned a prior visit?

“Have you ever seen the king?”

Spoon in his mouth, Loren choked on his soup. “Once,” he wheezed. “From a very great distance.”

“I’ll bet he’s all-powerful, good and kind.”

“He is known as a fair and just ruler.”

“Good thing you have never been exposed to the crown,” Hani`ena commented. “Truth would never let you get through this little fabrication.”

“Thank the Lady that is Deane’s headache, not mine. Justice is enough to handle.” Loren shuddered in horror at the chains attached to that crown: Truth. Justice. Mercy. He would take wings every time: freedom over power. If only Alani understood. They had grown up together, but she knew him not at all.

He leaned over and changed the subject. “So. What is for dessert?” He stiffened. “Someone comes. From the south.”






Chapter Three
 

Dara sense-cast. The acrid scent of violence clung to blood-still-living about an hour’s brisk walk away. “More injured,” she observed, puzzled.

Loren shook his head, frowning. “This is something else.”

She laid her instruments and medicines across the table. ’Twas nice to be surrounded by the familiar scents and trappings of Fanny’s legacy. For all her skill as a warrior, she took solace in other abilities. After the death and destruction of the last few days, any healing was a victory.

Loren pulled his weapons from beneath the table and strapped them on with the ease of long practice. “I shall scout our visitors. Do not leave. I shall bring them here if it is safe. If not—”

“They come here for help. Don’t interfere. ’Tis what I do.”

His face was a cold mask. “I can allow no harm to you.”

That’s all I need. One kiss did not give him the right to order her about. She wasn’t one of those weak-willed village women. She was not. She’d fought too hard for her independence from such male dominance. “Just go.”

He was gone in the next breath with the white mare alongside. Part of her soul left with him—she felt a strange pull at her heart. Frowning, Dara rubbed her hands up and down her arms. She’d a bad feeling about the newcomers. Injuries from violence were a poisonous vapor on her spirit. The weight of all that need pulled her down. There’d been no recovery time. She must rest, soon.

She glanced outside. Bright and sunny, warm for harvest time. Not the type of day some ominous portent showed. She sense-cast again to the south. Loren’s glowing light of Other snuffed out at her touch like a candle at bedtime. When she tried again, there was no Loren, no mare, no gap in the world. Just the expected—woods, birds, insects, small animals. Hide from a magic search? What a handy ability for a warrior.

The newcomers had no such ability. One, male, hurt but coping. The other, female, broken and bloody. She willed them to hurry. The female’s blood darkened, slowed. Much longer, there’d be no cause to come at all. The irony was not lost on Dara. A full-scale battle sent everything into hiding. A single dying human female troubled the morning sun-dappled autumn woods not at all.

They appeared within the hour. Hani`ena bore a big rawboned man with a ruined face and a bloody wreck of an old woman cradled in his arms. Loren stood watch with a drawn sword at the mare’s shoulder, but sheathed the blade as Hani`ena halted and her new rider handed the woman off to the elven warrior.

“Lady healer,” the stranger gasped. “I come from Safehold. What’s left of it.” No sign of pain showed in his carriage as he slid to the ground, but ’twas a miracle he’d carried his burden so far. Hani`ena stood like a rock while he found his balance.

Dara blanched. He’d been blinded; judging by the ravaged skin, either by hot metal or coals. How had he managed to make it through the woods so far, wounded himself and bearing another? She searched his face as she helped him into the hut and one of the chairs at the table. His name escaped her. “Who—”

“Auger Xavier, Moira’s seer.” He fell into the chair.

A seer. Well, that explained it. He’d compensated for his stolen vision with sight.

She glanced at the woman as Loren swept past her and laid the old woman on the bed. “Mag.” The last time she’d seen Moira’s old nurse and chief lady’s maid, Dara had given her a jar of blended hotroot oil and beeswax for her painful twisted joints. The old woman’s breath gurgled in her chest, and blood frothed at the corners of her pinched mouth. Marks of torture were unmistakable: open burns, the crunch of broken bones. That Mag breathed at all bespoke the old woman’s tenacity. Dara fought nausea as she sent her healing self into Mag’s broken body. That someone could do this to a harmless old woman…

The damage was irreversible. Dara returned to the here-and-now, lunging out of the hut door in time to vomit. When she returned, Loren was giving Xavier a cup of water. Loren’s eyes met her gaze with concern. She shook her head and poured some water for herself. Tears stung. “I’m sorry, Xavier, there’s naught I can do.” She cursed the quaver in her voice, the trembling in her hands. Later, she’d mourn. Now was the time to be strong.

“I couldn’t leave her to those bastards.” Xavier shuddered. “I wanted her to die among friends and be sent off with the Lady Goddess’ blessings.”

Loren’s eyebrows rose. “I had no idea so many followed Her in these lands.”

Xavier turned his face in Loren’s general direction. “She belongs not to just your kind, son of the dawn.”

Loren paled.

The man nodded. “The Lady gave me Her gift of sight, to see both what is as well as what may yet come to be.”

“Xavier, what happened? Who did this?” Dara knelt by Mag and stroked her blood-matted grey hair. Her heart ached. Did Mag even know she was there?

“Jalad. We barely got Moira out afore Safehold fell.”

Dara gasped. “What? How?”

“Someone poisoned the guards’ food and opened the gates. All male servants who resisted and the wounded survivors of the battle found within the keep were put to the sword. Those lost souls who bowed a knee to Jalad were spared. As was I.”

Blood roared in Dara’s ears as she looked over to Loren’s white face. “Because of your gift?”

“Jalad thought foresight useful to him. It let me warn them to get Moira out, but you know the Goddess’ gifts aren’t always predictable. Jalad tried his mightiest, but we couldn’t tell him what we didn’t know—where Moira went. Mag gave a false location, but Moira wasn’t there. Jalad was…displeased.”

She nodded toward Mag. “I can do naught for her. I can help you.” She tried to tug his shirt up, but Xavier swatted her hand away. “Xavier.” Dara’s voice brooked no argument. “Let me see.”

Xavier clenched his jaw and removed his shirt.

Flogged and burned. Pain without permanent damage. Jalad’s methods of persuasion were brutal. Dara handed Xavier a flask of dreamwine, but the wounded man pushed it away after a single sniff to verify its contents.

“I must stay alert,” he insisted. “Someone must warn Hengist and ensure Moira’s safe. Jalad shan’t stop ’til he finds her.”

“I’m sorry. This will hurt.” Dara cleaned the raw, blood-encrusted wounds with hot water and soft sun-bleached rags. She couldn’t pain-block Xavier while at the same time working with her hands. She ground her teeth at the limitation and looked at Loren. He shook his head, and she remembered he could heal only himself.

She tried to be gentle, but there was no help for it. Xavier hissed, braced against the pain. His knuckles whitened around the cup. His lips moved. Dara felt him withdraw. “’Tis how you resisted?”

Xavier nodded. “I couldn’t give Moira up, not even for Mag’s life.”

Loren’s voice was harsh. “They would have killed her anyway.”

Xavier ran a hand through sweat-matted hair. “Jalad is more than he seems. Something else shares his skin, lives behind his eyes. A cold consciousness without heart. His presence brings hopelessness, utter despair.

“There’s something you need know,” Xavier pressed on. “Moira’s with child. I see a son. Hengist shall have his heir by spring planting.”

Dara’s blood ran cold. “Does Jalad know?”

Xavier swallowed hard and nodded once. “Aye, from Midwife Lacey. Under questioning. Right afore Jalad slit her throat.”

Dara thought of Lacey’s almost grown daughter. “What of Tegan?”

“She lives still. Leastwise she did when we left.”

She cursed as she snatched up a jar of cooling salve. “Jalad will tear this country apart looking for Moira now. Naught will stop him until she, Hengist and their son are dead. He won’t want any challenge to his path to the sea.”

“Now you know why I can’t touch your drugs. I must find Moira.”

“Nay.” Loren rose to his feet. “Moira needs a warrior’s protection to see her to safety. The Goddess can help you ride south for Hengist and Sezeny. Hani`ena and I can take you east to Jakop’s Crossroads.”

“Jakop’s Crossroads is where some of our wounded warriors recover in secret,” Xavier stated. “Jalad knows not of their existence. He believes all resistance crushed.”

Loren nodded. “Get a horse from the relay station. Take a mountain hunter cross-country, ride due south to Sezeny’s.”

“I have Hengist’s seal. It should lure me to him,” Xavier assured him.

Dara applied salve to Xavier’s burns. “What direction would she go?”

“North to the break. The clans would help her east.”

Dara couldn’t imagine the toll of a cross-country flight on a battle shocked, pregnancy-weary body. With Fanny and now Lacey gone, she was the only true healer for three days’ travel in any direction. She must get to Moira herself.

Loren turned to Dara and curled a hand around her upper arm, pulling her toward him. “You must heal him. Sight shall be enough of a burden. He must ride from Jakop’s Crossroads to the high court with all speed.”

She froze at the anguished resolve in his eyes. Healing without recovery…she’d be nigh helpless for days, in a realm overrun by demonspawn. Every ounce of self-preservation rebelled. “You know not what you ask.”

“Aye. I do.” Loren’s features hardened in the filtered sunlight streaming through the shutters. “This is more important than one person. Men tortured, butchered like cattle. Xavier must ride, Sezeny must know what happened here. I cannot heal him. You can. I know you would go to Moira’s aid but Hani`ena and I can get there faster. Xavier cannot intercede on Moira’s behalf with the east. I can. There is none else. As soon as you can, get north. Take Mag’s amulet. It shall identify you as Moira’s to her people. I shall come for you once she is safe. I promise.”

The kingdom was worth her life. She knew that. Jalad’s reign of terror wasn’t an option. It must end soon or Hengist wouldn’t have a land to return to. Dara wrestled down the fear. She bowed her head and closed her eyes, centering on the flame of life within, reaching for the calm, the acceptance. Lady, our need has never been greater. Please guide my spirit and give this man strength for what needs doing.

She sent herself into Xavier’s battered body. Everything was bruised, although Jalad had been careful not to break anything. They were wounds inflicted to drain strength and will, especially one keep-bound as Xavier. He’d never survive a cross-country gallop for days on end and nights sleeping under the stars. She took his pain into herself; the claws of some savage beast dug into her flesh. Ignoring it, she soothed the bruises, the burns, and fed him her own strength. Weakness pervaded her body but she didn’t stop until every trace of hot angry red turned warm gold.

The loss of his eyes was more than she could heal. Sight would have to suffice. She could do no more.

Loren caught her as she crumpled to the floor. Head pounding, she struggled to breathe, to discern which of the four Lorens swimming afore her was real. She watched Xavier rise from the chair without even a stagger, astonishment written in each of his own four faces. She couldn’t speak. Pain and weakness pervaded every limb.

“Amazing. I feel ten years younger. Even my old age aches are gone. Thank you, lady healer.”

“Can you ride?” Loren demanded.

“Like the wind. I should be at court within the week.”

Dara willed her vision to clear. She leaned into Loren’s chest and summoned her strength, wishing she could borrow some of his. “Go. Now. No…time.” So cold. Her spirit was the merest flicker deep within. “Fire…”

“I can do better.” Loren’s voice was harsh, the guilt in his eyes frightening to behold. He scooped her up in his arms and carried her outside. “Forgive me.”

She had to make him understand. “Naught…to forgive. My choice…not yours.”

 

***

 

Loren scanned the forest in a single wild gaze and found a gnarled hazel tree, almost as if the tree itself called to him. He laid Dara beneath the bare tattered branches and cradled her close. “Great lady, help your daughter. Do not let her die. This world would miss her were she to depart this life.” As gifted a healer as she was a warrior and as fearless a soul as he had ever encountered. Her…gone…was more than he could bear.

This sprite was a rough-faced grandmotherly soul who radiated compassion. “Just this world?”

“Nay. This is my fault. I made her heal him when she was already weak from healing those from the battle. I cannot bear her death.”

“The child be right. It was her choice. This guilt be not thine to bear. Let this not slow thee down. The danger to Moira be very real. Thou knowest death be not the end. Why dost thou fear so for this young one?”

Loren swallowed. “We are sworn to life-debt. I cannot let her go. We have unfinished business, she and I.”

“Thou hast done more than that, impulsive one. Be she more important than thy mission?” Ageless eyes studied him.

Loren shook deep within. “Do not make me choose. The mission is mine. I accept that. I know you can help her if you wish it. I shall do anything you ask. Just let her live.”

The sprite smiled. “It be not in me to price a life. Go. Thou wilt see her again.”

A mortal hand touched his arm, shaking him back to the forest surroundings. “We must go,” Xavier urged.

“Thank you, great one.”

“We shall return for you, Hani`ena and I.”

Dara scowled at him. “Go.”

 

***

 

Loren and Xavier disappeared from Dara’s view. Moments later hoofbeats faded away.

She willed her body to stop shaking. Mag. She must return to Mag. There was no one else to care for the old woman’s inevitable departure from this life. Too weak to speak the words aloud, she focused until the surrounding world was but a shadow. Lady, let Your daughter hazel speak with me.

The tree rustled. A tattered branch curled around her shoulders. A root wound about her legs. Warmth and peace seeped into her soul. The cold in her side and the weakness in her body fled afore the Light.

“Fear not, little sister. Thy request be granted.” The voice of an old woman sounded in her head. “This world be not done with thee yet, child of earth and fire.”

Dara looked up at the tree trunk. For a moment she saw a time-weathered face within the bark, smiling at her. Her mind played tricks on her. She’d never been able to see the servants of the Lady Goddess afore. She’d never been able to hear them afore, either, but the tree had spoken to her. After all these years, why now?

“Thou art closer to us than thou realize.”

Well, that was clear as a mud-churned river crossing. Amusement brushed the edge of that thought as the tree released her. Dara did a quick scan and rose to her feet. Her full strength was restored. Even the recent burn from the cursed iron-blend blade was gone, without a scar. “Thank You, lady.”

“Thou art welcome. Our other daughter’s time hath come.”

Unworthy sadness clung to her heart as she reentered her small hut and knelt aside Mag. Even knowing death wasn’t the end, she would miss the old woman’s uncommon sense. Lady, release her from this mortal shell. Welcome her home.

Mag drew one last breath. A single, final rattle heralded abrupt silence. Dara dropped to her knees aside the bed. She pulled Moira’s amulet from around Mag’s neck, noting the wolf’s head with an eagle’s wings and curved beak as she placed it over her own head. Mag’s body must be burned in the old way. Only priests of the One Truth desecrated a body by burying it.

She hesitated. Any fire would be seen. She must hurry. She changed back into her masculine disguise and gathered her medicine bags, a bedroll and her weapons.

She glanced around her home. Impossible to give Mag a proper sendoff, without having three priestesses and her family present. Mag’s family was dead. ’Twas just Dara to provide for Mag’s afterlife. Although she knew what she had to do, sentiment warred with practicality. So many memories tied to one room.

She made a torch from a piece of kindling swathed with oil-soaked wool. “The spirit of life is born in fire and by fire does the spirit return to Her Light. Light to Light, from this world to the next. Lady, welcome Your daughter home. May her next life be kinder for the sacrifice made in this one.” Tears rolled down her cheeks as she touched the torch to her own mattress. Flames enfolded Mag’s body in the Goddess’ arms.

She wiped them away; ’twas past the time for tears. Now was the time for action. She turned from the stench of burning flesh to the rocking chair, hesitating. Rufus had made that chair and Fanny had sewn the cushions, embroidered with dyed silk thread from far south. Moira had gifted the thread to her for curing a toothache. She shook her head and squared her shoulders. She grabbed the fine lace tablecloth and stuffed it into her bedroll. Setting flames to her rocking chair, she tossed the burning brand into the far corner afore striding into the woods with Rufus’ weapons, Fanny’s medicine bags and Sheena’s tablecloth. The flickering light from Mag’s funeral pyre followed her for a long time.

Her skin twitched. The sense of being stalked grew in the back of her mind. The dark servants of Jalad, combing the countryside for Xavier and Mag, congregated at what was left of her home. Malice hounded her as she wove through the trees.

A howl sounded behind her, then another. Deep. Canine. Savage. The voices merged into a chorus of predatory intent. She knew what pursued her. She’d heard of a new breed of hunting dog, created by crossing bear-baiters on wolf-hunting coursers. The result was a giant, implacable trailer with courser speed and baiter bloodlust. Perfect for following and dispatching prey, be it four-legged…or two.

So focused was she on the vicious hunters behind her the malevolent shadows shimmering on the edges of her consciousness faded into insignificance. When a shout sounded to her right, she started in surprise. A movement to her left was all the warning she got afore something hard struck her head and the world went black.






 Chapter Four
 

“Open yer eyes, wench. I know ye hear me.”

Dara first noticed wet leaves and a crushed mushroom smeared beneath her cheek. A pipeweed smoker’s raspy voice accompanied rough hands shaking her. The man’s apparently lifelong aversion to bathing stung her nose and overwhelmed the loamy scent of autumn decay. A night owl hooted from a branch somewhere above.

Dara kept her eyes shut and concentrated on the pounding in her head as the man yanked her to her feet. Whatever struck her had broken no bones, but her head would ache for days. She was unmistakably in enemy hands: gagged, bound, barefoot. She couldn’t feel her medicine bags or weapons.

She cocked her head and shifted her weight. Her spirits sank. Mag’s amulet was missing. They’d found the blade tucked into the underside of her braid. They’d found the other hidden blade too. One she’d been sure no one would ever find.

Death afore dishonor.

Her chance for escape was slim. She’d not run far on bare feet. Her worst nightmare had come true. Lady, grant me strength. Each hour she resisted put Loren and Xavier that much farther away. The kingdom was worth her life. Don’t let me give them away.

A leather-covered open palm cracked across her cheek and snapped her head around. She opened her eyes and glared at her captor. She focused on Westmarche black and red, squinty eyes and a leering grin that showed missing and rotting teeth.

Throaty growls distracted her from the human to the real menace—three hellhounds leashed by a second man. Dara stared at the legendary beasts with horrified fascination. Each was the size of a yearling calf, half-again as long as it was tall, with coarse grey fur, a long bristly tail, pricked wolf ears, mad yellow eyes and a square undershot jaw with oversized fangs.

Her eyes narrowed and she growled back. The dogs whined and retreated a pace.

Dog Handler cleared his throat. He was younger, taller and marginally cleaner than the first, with a few more teeth. “Ye’re a prisoner o’ King Jalad, th’ new lord o’ Riverhead an’ Safehold Keep. Ye’re accused o’ murder, bearin’ arms, destroyin’ property an’ fleein’ a crime.”

“Also impersonatin’ a man an’ failin’ t’obey orders,” First Guard added. “When I told ye t’open yer eyes. We’re not in th’ habit o’ askin’ twice. Ye’d best remember that in what’s left o’ th’ future.”

Dara’d be disobeying many orders.

“We tracked two ’scaped pris’ners when th’ dogs picked up yer scent. We’re takin’ all t’ King Jalad,” Dog Handler stated. “’Tis why ye’re still alive. He’ll want t’ know th’ identity o’ th’ body in th’ hut ye burned.”

She shook her head.

“Don’ deny it,” First Guard told her. “Ye reek o’ blood an’ woodsmoke.”

How could they smell anything beyond themselves?

First Guard leered. “I commend ye. Ye found some odd places t’ hide a blade. Ye’re lucky. King Jalad ordered all pris’ners go t’ him unharmed. He’ll handle ye…personal.”

Dara went ice cold. They must have seen fear shimmering in her eyes because they both grinned. The hellhounds whined and tugged on their leashes.

“Our lord has a way wi’ ladies.” Dog Handler reined in his four-legged charges with difficulty. “He’ll keep ye alive long ’nough t’ tell him everythin’ he wants t’ know.”

“Still, ye’re a looker. Please him an’ he might keep ye ’round. Ye look big an’ strong ’nough t’ handle a real man.” First Guard laughed.

If Jalad was the new world’s idea of a real man, Dara looked forward to joining Mag, Fanny and Sheena soon. Would there be anyone left to sing at her funeral pyre, or would she wander these hills forever in the service of the crone? Eons of luring wicked souls to their doom held a certain dark appeal.

“But first, one crime needs fixin’,” Dog Handler stated. “Men’s clothin’ is forbidden women. Take them off. Now.”

Dara narrowed her eyes and shook her head. Even unbound and ungagged, she wouldn’t have stripped and pranced naked for these two. She eyed the pile of knives at her feet. She almost reached one with the toes of her right foot. Almost…

“Ye’ll march back t’ Safehold in th’ skin yer demon goddess birthed ye in,” First Guard told her. “I’d be happy t’ help.”

Dog Handler knotted the leather leads to the nearest sturdy elm. Dara struggled as First Guard grabbed her by the arms, twisting them up behind her back until an audible creaking warned her not to move for fear of dislocating a joint. Dog Handler drew a dirk. The iron-blend blade gleamed in the waning light. Dara froze. She was not looking forward to a second go around with iron.

“Hold still.” The dirk flashed through the shirt and breeches. Dog Handler tsked at the binding wrap. “Well, this’ll ne’er do.” He found the tucked end and derived obvious enjoyment from revealing what the cloth had hidden. “Now that’s a crime, hidin’ beauties like those.”

Dara shuddered at the look in his eyes. Close as he was, ’twas no mistaking First Guard’s thoughts.

His voice was rough. “Best get back t’ the hold. I’ve a mind fer a pint an’ a wench.” He released Dara’s arms and stepped back.

She staggered.

Dog Handler gathered up her bedroll, blades and medicine bags, then untied the hellhounds. Grateful fear of Jalad overruled their lust, Dara mourned the loss of her things, all she had left from her family. Those filthy hands on Sheena’s fine lace… She wished she’d torched everything now.

First Guard shoved her forward. A sharp stone dug into the side of her foot. She fought for balance. A turned ankle spelled disaster. Her mind raced and she trembled deep within. Lady, help me be brave. My life for Moira’s and her son’s. I can do this, I can. A sense of peace warmed her soul. She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin.

Naked we enter our mothers’ arms. If I exit this life naked in our Mother’s arms, so be it. They took her clothes and weapons but she’d not surrender her pride.

Courage. Death afore dishonor. Death is not the end. For years she’d studied. Now came the test of what she believed. Woman power, to create life. Life conquered death every time—growth after fire, spring after winter. Her mind drifted, and she ceased feeling the cold on her bare skin or the sticks and stones against her feet.

Men and hounds marched her southwest. Dara clung to the Goddess’ serenity. She knew this was minor compared to what awaited her. Jalad lay at the end of her path. Dara was all that stood betwixt him and his goal.

One more minute, one more mile; one more hour, one more league. Dara felt Hani`ena and Loren in the far distance. Fanciful thoughts, but she could almost reach them, if she but tried…

A shadow of warning brushed her mind like raven’s wings. Let them go. Others follow this path you set. Dara pulled back, appalled. With what Xavier had told of Jalad’s true dual nature, ’twas naïve to think others of ability didn’t wait for just such a mistake.

Why her thoughts kept turning to Loren she didn’t know.

Grey stone walls loomed in the distance. Black and red banners fluttered in the breeze. The heads of Hengist’s warriors on pikes lined the main pathway into the keep. The fly covered bodies of most of the male servants hung from the battlement walls, with a few notable exceptions. Already the stench of rotting flesh attracted ravens and other small carrion eaters.

She studied the lack of damage to the gates. There should’ve been dents from battering rams, scorch marks from fire, axe gouges. She saw none. That meant one thing. Xavier was right. Someone had opened them to the enemy.

Hengist and Moira had been betrayed.

No golden Eagles remained. Everywhere, the black Boar of Westmarche taunted her.

“Welcome home.” Dog Handler laughed.

Dara watched the drawbridge lower. Lady, I’m scared.

A piercing shriek rent the air. One of the great mountain eagles circled. Its buff color told Dara it was female. A female mountain eagle from the north. Moira. Me. I am an Eagle. Hengist’s Eagle. Dara took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. Strength. Courage. Thank you, Lady. I can do this. I am ready.

First Guard shoved her onto the hoof-scarred surface of the drawbridge. More Boars awaited them on the other side, laughing and jeering at her. Dara straightened until her spine cracked. There were no familiar faces present in the courtyard, only dozens of leering men with dirty bodies and filthier minds. Disgust warred with fear.

“What’s this, Gerrold?” a barrel-chested pikesman asked Dog Handler. “Huntin’ must’ve been good tonight, but we were lookin’ forward t’somethin’ fer th’ stew pot.”

“Oh, but she’s a tasty mouthful an’ no mistake.” An archer shifted the quiver of arrows on his back.

“She’s t’ be questioned by King Jalad.” First Guard must’ve held authority among the invaders because all dispersed. “Let’s go, lass. Sooner we bring ye, sooner we can go eat. Gerrold, put th’ dogs away.”

Dog Handler—Gerrold—bowed and hauled the dogs off toward the stable.

First Guard removed her gag. “Don’ bother callin’ fer help.”

Dara licked her lips to rid her mouth of dryness and grimaced at the foul taste of the cloth. “Enjoy your temporary stay. You’ll be gone afore year’s end.”

“I doubt it.” He shook his head and dragged her into Hengist’s main hall. Every scrap of cloth from carpets to tapestries to draperies was gone. Cold stone remained, stained with dried blood, soot and woodsmoke. A frigid draft penetrated the shuttered windows. Weapons hung on the walls—axes, pikes, spears. A throne had been unearthed from who knew where to be placed up on the dais Hengist and Moira had never used. “Take a knee. Bow yer head. Ye’ll live longer.”

“Never. You are but a summer squall and will blow out soon enough. The earth will endure.”

“Blasphemy. You look cold. I can think of a number of ways to warm you.”

At the new voice, Dara focused on the scarred visage of the man striding toward her with the swinging walk of a lifelong horseman. A bearded man, big and burly, with wild bushy hair. She stared into his dark brown eyes. Cold, merciless, like a snake’s, without pity. Something furtive slid behind them, a hint of red like drying blood. “Jalad the usurper,” she spat. “Jalad the butcher.”

He halted an arm’s length from her and turned to First Guard. “Report, Caltrik.”

“A fugitive, me lord. She escaped a buildin’ burnin’ with a body inside. We thought ye might have questions fer her.”

“Indeed.” Jalad’s eyes bored into Dara’s. She read a dozen deaths in that gaze, none of them easy. None of them quick. Behind his eyes, on the edges of his mind, something stirred. Too fleeting for her to catch, it left her with a crushing hopelessness stole her breath.

“Mayhap your womanhood escaped your notice. Rest assured, it has not escaped mine.” Jalad’s gaze raked every curve afore he reached out to grasp her braid and yank her closer. “I’ve ne’er seen hair this color. No one in this area has it. You must be a foreign spy, hmm?”

Dara spat in his face.

Both men struck at the same time. Caltrik’s booted foot slammed behind her knees, knocking her to the cold stone floor a split second after Jalad’s fist doubled her over with a blow that had her retching and struggling to breathe.

“Where a woman belongs. On her knees afore her lord and master.” Jalad turned to the few witnesses present. “I claim this foreigner as my new slave.”

Dara gasped. “I’m no foreigner. I was freeborn here.”

“Show me your free mark.”

“I had a Riverhead amulet. Your edimars stole it.”

Caltrik growled at the slur. “We found no such thing.”

“Liar.” She glared at them both. “I bear not the mark, nor the manner, of a slave.”

“If you’ve no free mark then you’re a slave. You don’t look like anyone in either this country or my own, wench. I’d know of flame-haired viragos were they common.” Jalad’s hand knotted in her hair. “The first order is to brand you my slave. Then I’ll teach you a slave’s duty.”

Horror crawled along her skin. Were she branded a slave, ’twas how the world would see her. There’d be no help should she escape. They would just return her to her…master.

“Your first duty is to always tell the truth when asked a question, and I have many.” His free hand trailed over her bare shoulder. “Your second is to see to your master’s pleasure, no matter what it may be.”

His pleasure would not be hers. Dara turned her head and sank her teeth into his wrist. She leapt to her feet, twisting around and reaching for the knife in his belt with her bound hands. Jalad proved faster than Rufus, however, and beat her to the knife. The blade pricked her skin just below her right ear.

Death afore dishonor.

He was made of sterner stuff, though. “You don’t get off that easy. Caltrik, hold her. I’ll be right back.”

Too close for Dara’s kicking to have any effect, Caltrik twisted her arms too high for her to flip him over her shoulder. She stood silently raging as Jalad strode to the nearer of the two stone fireplaces. He stirred the logs with an iron-blend bar afore pulling it from the flames.

Dara noted with horror the branding mark on the end. Being branded like a stray cow, being marked as his property forever short of cutting off her own arm… Power rushed up from within. Her blood boiled. Her eyes burned. She clenched her jaw, wrestled it down, dared not open her mouth. It screamed to escape, but Rufus’ training helped her hold the wild power in check.

Lady, help me hold. Cold wind from the mountains, freeze my soul. Power is a servant, a mere tool. I am in control. She pictured the flames receding, changing to snowflakes, drifting into still darkness. She calmed and opened her eyes to glare at Jalad.

He smiled a savage, toothy smile. “This should warm you.”

Dara recognized the servant girl behind him. Tegan. She held a small pot of colored dye. An ominous mixture glinted from red to black and back to red again in the flickering torchlight, like the presence behind Jalad’s eyes. Tegan’s teary eyes were filled with despair as her gaze met Dara’s. Dara saw the ugly colored brand on Tegan’s right shoulder. A red and black S, raw and recent.

Caltrik’s hold tightened. Dara braced herself.

The gleaming iron met her right shoulder with a hideous sizzle. Dara heard someone scream. She prayed it wasn’t her. She went limp, smelled burning flesh. Something wet pressed into the wound, but ’twas as if it happened to someone else. Removed. Distant.

“That took some of the kick out of her.” Jalad laughed. “Caltrik, take her to my chambers.”

Caltrik didn’t have a chivalrous bone in his body. He dragged her by her good arm up the winding stone staircase. Dara staggered along under her own power, down a dark corridor lit by smoking, stinking rush torches until they arrived at the solid oak door of Hengist’s bedchamber.

Her eyes watered from both the agony of her branded arm and the betrayal of Moira and Hengist. “I’m not going in there. Jalad has no right.”

“Yer master King Jalad has ev’ry right.” Caltrik shoved her through the doorway. “Hengist left th’ keep unprotected while he rode off t’ tournament. King Jalad’s not so careless. He’s here t’ stay.”

Dara glanced around her. Both fireplaces blazed. With no windows to shutter, the room was warm. The family portraits were gone. Inferior weavings of battle scenes and executions replaced Moira’s colorful hunting tapestries. Hammered black wrought iron replaced the silver. Rush and pitch torches replaced the handmade beeswax candles. Reeds and rushes replaced the rugs on the floor. She barely recognized the place.

“What happened to the carpets?”

Caltrik smirked. “King Jalad didn’t want t’ruin ’em with blood. Rushes’re easier t’ change out.”

Dara paled, but squared her shoulders. “How appropriate—a jackass using stable material for bedding.”

Caltrik’s fist slammed into the back of her already pounding head, knocking her to her knees. “Insolent slave. King Jalad’ll knock that out o’ ye soon enough.”

She was counting on it. “Who opened the gates?” She staggered to her feet. “What happened to the men-at-arms set to guard us?”

“Yer warriors had a run-in with some bad stew. An’ th’ turncoat lost his head soon as we secured th’ keep. A man who turns once can’t be trusted not t’ turn again.”

“Who was it?” Acid dripped from every word.

Caltrik shrugged. “Foppish minstrel with a grievance.”

Bracken-Singer. Had to be. To betray the kindest, fairest master was monstrous. Dara had known naught but justice at Hengist’s hand. No one was overworked, beaten—or branded. She glanced down at her ravaged arm. The dyes already leached into the wound. When the burn healed the colors would be there until the day she died.

The day she died. She smiled grimly. Mayhaps not so very long after all.

Caltrik yanked her by her good arm over to Hengist’s bed. Dara’s eyes widened at the true-iron chains attached to either side of the headboard. How had she missed them? She struggled as he threw her onto the mattress. A single slap to her new burn stopped that. Dara cried out and went limp, long enough for Caltrik to manacle one wrist.

Her skin crawled at the poisonous touch of that rare metal. The iron-blend sword burn from the earlier battle to rescue Loren paled in comparison to the pure version. By turns burning cold and icy hot, it stole her breath and bound more than her arms. Rufus had warned her. Fanny had warned her. Their words paled into insignificance against the reality. The heat of her wild power fled deep and she fought just to breathe. Her joints ached beneath reddening skin. ’Twas as if her very soul were trussed up like a holiday boar, helpless as any other woman.

Caltrik didn’t notice anything unusual as he removed her original bindings and secured her other wrist. “Get some rest. Ye’ll need ev’ry bit o’ strength ye can muster when King Jalad gets here, so ye don’ die on us too quick.” He laughed as he left the room. The heavy door swung shut with a final, ominous thud. A scraping signaled the bolt being drawn from the outside and Dara heard a key turn in the lock.

Resting was just what Dara meant to do. Battle naps, Rufus called them. Even a candlemark permitted the sleeper to awaken much refreshed. She’d need what she could get for the battle ahead. She forced her mind from the true-iron binding, breathed, willing her muscles one by one to relax.

Jalad had kept Hengist’s silk sheets and velvet-edged quilted coverlet. Fluffy down pillows cushioned Dara’s head as she sank into the mattress. Too much give, no support to push off. No chains for her legs. Must be a way to take advantage of that. She wasn’t a garden variety bed slave, slack fleshed. Her legs were as strong as a man’s.

She tugged on the chains above her head, ignoring the darts of black flames that shot through her wrists. The arm chains weren’t long at all, but they might be leverage enough to let her wrap her legs around Jalad’s neck and flip over. ’Twould be worth her own death if she took him with her. While women often overestimated a man’s strength, men’s greatest mistake involved underestimating a woman’s.

Her eyes drifted shut and the world went dark and hazy.

The rattle of a key in the lock snapped her eyes open. The room was dark, but torchlight from the hallway backlit a man’s silhouette in the opening doorway. She swallowed down her fear.

Jalad had arrived.

 

***

 

Burning pain sliced through Loren’s shoulder, shocking in its intensity. Hani`ena screamed and stumbled, nearly falling to her knees. Xavier slid to the left and clutched Loren’s tunic to right himself. Loren blocked his connection to Hani`ena and felt her relief as she recovered. He reached back to steady Xavier with his good left hand and glanced down at his right shoulder, half expecting the skin to bubble like an egg in a skillet. He saw naught until he used sight, and then a hideous black and red S appeared.

Xavier grasped Loren’s good arm. “We’re almost to Jakop’s Crossroads. We must keep going.”

Loren cradled the burning arm in his left hand. He could not shield the pain out. He could but block it from Hani`ena. Choking fear and agony suffocated him.

“Breathe,” Hani`ena ordered.

He gasped. The cold air filling his lungs cleared his mind. “They have Dara. We must go back.”

“We can’t,” Xavier argued.

“Life-debt. I shall not leave her to that monster.” Desperation clawed at him. What had he done? He never should have left her—

“The mission.” Hani`ena’s voice cut through the panic. “Hengist’s kingdom is worth one life. Even hers.”

“Nay—”

“Even mine. Even yours. Every delay belittles her sacrifice. Our mission is to get Xavier to Jakop’s Crossroads and to find Moira.”

“I cannot leave her.” The thought made him double over. His eyes watered from the pain in his arm. Knowing it was Dara’s pain made him half mad. “On my shoulder. An S in Westmarche colors. It burns.”

Xavier’s face crumpled. “A Westmarche slave brand.”

Despair almost knocked Loren from Hani`ena’s back.

“All the women were thus marked,” Xavier told him. “Don’t you see? This is why we must ride. For all their sakes.”

“Father, help me.” Loren’s throat was too tight for words. “Show me.”

Loren’s memories rushed through the bond in an agonizing flash of tangled light. Dara’s battle with the Boars, her tending his wounds, his vow, their kiss. “I cannot leave her.”

“What hast thou done, my son? This changes everything.” Cedric was grim. “Thou must go on. Matre Lorelei shalt send someone to aid the girl. I give thee my word. She canst hold on. Long enough for what must come.”

The pressure eased enough to breathe. Above them, gliding on the currents, a buff-colored eagle screamed her defiance at the world of men.

Loren’s hand tightened around the long-knife at his hip. Moira fled to the clans. Jalad would comb the countryside for her, torch everything. Anyone aiding her would be put to the sword. He must go on, find Moira. He knew that. But his heart warred with his head. Never had he been so…fractured.

Xavier’s voice returned Loren to the here-and-now. “My lord, we must keep going.”

The white mare burst into a flat-out run. They plunged through the deepening twilight. Soon they arrived in Jakop’s Crossroads and slid to a halt afore the public livery stable doors.

The stable master himself limped toward them. “Auger Xavier, how may I assist?”

Loren caught a sense of horror and grief at Xavier’s appearance. Of the stable master himself, a sense of underlying honor and honesty. This was a true Eagle. “We need a swift horse with strong legs and good lungs that can go cross-country. Time presses us.”

The man nodded. “Mountain hunter’s what ye need. I’ve a gelding should suit.” He led them to the second stall.

Ignoring the plain head, lop ears and shaggy beginnings of a winter coat, Loren took in the short back, deep chest and straight legs, the ripple of muscles in shoulder and hindquarters, the large nostrils and how the head joined to the neck for unrestricted breathing. This was no parade horse but an athlete, made to run. “How much?”

“We’ve no use fer Jalad here.” The stable master’s eyes narrowed. “Ye ride fer King Hengist, I’ll charge not a brass farthing.”

Loren handed Xavier a bronze knife as the stable master saddled the gelding. “Stay off roads. Take my provisions.”

The seer tucked the knife into a sheath in his right boot. “Just because I’ve read about snaring rabbits doesn’t mean I can do it.”

The stable master led the gelding out. Loren transferred all of his trail rations to one set of saddlebags, securing them behind Xavier’s saddle.

“What’s his name?” the seer asked.

“Manu. Means ‘bird’ in th’ lost tongue. He’s trained t’ locate w-a-t-e-r on command. I included a fire startin’ kit.” He turned to Loren. “Ye ride north fer Queen Moira?”

Loren frowned. “Where did you come by such a notion?”

The man snorted. “Look fer stone ruins along th’ edge of th’ Great Marsh. Th’ clans camp there when they travel. She may need th’ sacred spots.”

Loren nodded. “I shall keep that in mind.”

Xavier hauled himself into the saddle and gathered the reins. Manu tossed his head and pawed the ground.

“Go,” Loren told him. “Every hour counts.”

Manu sprang into an erratic gallop. In moments, a cloud of dust was all that remained.

Loren leaped into Hani`ena’s saddle. “Be on your guard. The Boars shall make their way here.”

“Th’ children act as lookouts up on the hill. We’ll flee into th’ Great Marsh when th’ enemy comes, an’ burn this village t’ th’ ground afore we go.” His gaze was steady.

“What is your name?”

“Artur Barach.”

The hero of Fortune Fields. He had saved Hengist’s life, nearly at the cost of his own, as northern raiders from the Isle of Ice slew King Zarek and made his teenage son king. Artur would no more betray Hengist than Loren would.

“I am honored to make your acquaintance, sir.”

“I almost died that day,” Artur stated. “Caught a mornin’ star in th’ side of me helmet, what gave me this left-side stiffness an’ me musterin’-out pay. King Hengist’s top healer saved me life. Sheena Kahn Androcles. Her daughter Dara looks t’ follow in her footsteps.”

Just the mention of her name caused his heart to clench anew. “Jalad has Dara. If there is anything you can do on your end until I return…”

“We’ll see it done.”

“Take care. Do not risk what is left of your people.”

“Take care of Queen Moira. See if ye can’t talk her wild relatives into a trip south. They’re fierce fighters.”

“My first responsibility is Moira’s safety.” Loren reminded himself as much as Artur.

“Wind at thy back, warrior.”

“Sun warm thy face, friend.” Loren clasped Artur’s arm. “Mayhaps we shall meet again.”

“I look forward t’ that day.” Artur turned and disappeared into his stable.

“Go,” Loren told Hani`ena. The white mare bolted forward as if stung by a bee and thundered out of town on the northward road. Once the town was out of sight, she angled eastward off the main path into the Great Marsh, the last place pursuers would look. If Moira skirted the edges, Loren and Hani`ena should overtake her without much difficulty.

Every instinct urged Loren to turn back. Only Hani`ena’s single-minded focus on the mission and Cedric’s promise kept him in the saddle. They splashed ever northeastward into clouds of stinging, biting insects. Lorelei’s amulet would come in handy in this foul quagmire.

Loren paused Hani`ena aside a withered telgara bush, drew his knife as he dismounted. Pulling the plant out of the ground, he cut into its roots. A sharp, spicy scent clung to the oozing sap. Loren rubbed it all over the mare and himself, and the insects kept their distance.

If only the searing pain in his arm was so easily rubbed away. What did Cedric have in mind? Goddess protect Dara.






Chapter Five
 

Jalad locked the door behind him, then went around the room lighting rush torches in their wall holders. The scent of burning rancid fat permeated the air. “Like how I’ve redecorated?”

“I prefer how ’twas afore.”

His half-shadowed face twisted into an ugly mask. “Spent a lot of time in Hengist’s bed, did you? What did Moira think of her husband bedding the help? Or did she also?”

“How dare you. I was in the keep as healer, not whore.”

“What a waste.” He unbuckled his scabbard and hung it on the wall. “Foolish to teach women anything but cooking, sewing and spreading their legs.”

“Foolish of you to have no healers.”

He snorted. “Field surgeons for battles.”

If he was serious, she couldn’t imagine the death-toll in his own lands. How many people died of minor issues turned life-threatening through neglect? “What of sickness, injuries, childbirth?”

“I’ll waste no effort on a slave. Recover or die; they’re easily replaced.”

He truly was a monster. “You’re a fool.” Dara twisted in her chains.

He laughed. “Going somewhere?” He stood at the edge of the bed. His face lost every trace of false humor. “What’s your name?”

No harm in telling that truth. “Dara.”

He cracked his knuckles. “Who are your parents?”

“Rufus Quickblade and his second wife Fanny.”

“Liar.” He lashed out with a fist. The pillow absorbed some of the blow, but not all. Dara tasted blood.

“’Tis a simple question, slave. Who are your parents?”

“Rufus and Fanny raised me. Ask anyone.”

Those serpentine eyes watched her. “Fanny was barren, so who are your parents?”

She gritted her teeth. “Rufus and Fanny are the only parents I remember.”

“Your birth mother was Sheena Kahn Androcles. They say you’re her very likeness.” He reached out, stroking a hand down a length of her hair. It curled and slid betwixt his rough fingers. “Like fire itself.”

She shuddered at the expression on his face.

“You’re a whore and the bastard daughter of a whore. Now my slave to do with as I see fit.” He grabbed her by her right shoulder, twisting her arm until the brand was in plain sight. “That is how the rest of the world will see you from this day forward.”

Dara gasped through tears. Rufus’ training came back to her and she took a deep shuddering breath. It’s just pain, not true damage. Pain’s our friend. Tells us we’re still alive. She forced stillness, glared up at him. “No brand in the world changes the fact we were born free and we’ll die free. You’ll rule naught.”

“I’ll rule everything. I’m the sun in your little world, slave.” He loomed over her. “Know what you are?”

Dara tensed as his hand curled around her throat and slid betwixt her breasts. Just a little closer… She sucked in her stomach muscles as his hand glided lower. Her skin crawled, but she focused on the distance. Closer…closer… Finally! “The moon in your worst nightmare,” she snarled, arching up by the chains. She wrapped her legs around his neck and twisted as hard as she could.

It would have snapped his neck were it less thick with muscle. She groaned. Breaking a neck was a quick death. Strangling took a lot more strength, and time. Time for a skilled target to fight back. She squeezed with her legs, tightening her muscles until they screamed in protest.

She blocked out that pain, blocked out the fists beating against her. Sweat poured down her face. Her lungs burned, threatening to burst if she didn’t exhale soon. The blows weakened. She pictured Jalad’s face turning from red to purple, from blue to grey. The blows stopped, and her grateful thighs loosened as she gasped for breath.

Too soon, her mind screamed, as his fingers dug into her upper thigh. Her entire leg went slack.

He rolled off the bed, wheezing, and his face lightened. Dara collapsed, her strength spent. She’d tried, and failed. She’d not get another chance. He’d kill her for certain now. Lady, may another succeed where I failed. Let me welcome death with dignity.

He staggered to his feet, hands on his knees, dragging in air like a foundered horse. Dara held no illusions about her future. My life for Moira’s and the baby’s. So be it. Hold my tongue, I beg you.

He straightened and opened his mouth, frowning when a harsh croak emerged. He swallowed several times as his breathing returned to normal. His eyes targeted her.

She tried to look defiant, but ached all over from the beating. “Go ahead and kill me. Might want a bow and arrow, though. Getting close to me is dangerous.”

The last thing she expected was a harsh laugh and look of grudging respect. He grinned, a far more daunting sight than his rage. “I’ll carry your mark the rest of my days. As you do mine.” His voice was like crushed stone.

“I failed to kill you. Don’t make the same mistake.”

His laughter crawled over her. “Kill you? What a waste. You’ll be more useful to me alive. Who’d suspect a woman assassin? A healer knowing poisons. A warrior skilled with weapons and unarmed combat. A woman trained to be skilled in bed.” He smiled, an unholy light in his eyes. “All three trussed up in my bed like a birthing-day present. With proper conditioning you’ll be a most useful acquisition.”

Horror twisted like a knife in her gut. “I’ll never serve you.”

“Stronger than you have tried, and failed. Women have unique weaknesses you’ve never explored. I shall enjoy educating you.” His dark eyes gleamed in the torchlight. Something darker yet slid behind that look. “Anyone can be broken. Never doubt that.”

She swallowed hard.

“Much as the sight of you in my bed appeals, you’ll find your new accommodations more…persuasive. Were you ever down in the old dungeons?”

The old dungeons below the cellars hadn’t been opened in a century. Hengist’s justice was swift and sure, appropriate to the crime. Bodies languishing in a cell were no use to anyone.

Knowing Jalad, they were probably the first place he’d found after taking the keep. She gritted her teeth as he unhooked her chains from the wall and pulled her toward him.

“Never been down there? It’s full of interesting things. I’ve great plans for them.”

Her imagination ran from one evil to the next. She broke into a cold sweat and shuddered.

His eyes gleamed. “A person’s imagination is her own worst enemy. I’ve given you something to think about. Good.” He groped her breast and pinched her nipple. Hard.

Dara clenched her jaw. Tears stung her eyes.

“Since I’ve other plans for you, someone must take your place here. Mayhaps the kitchen wench. So young, so impressionable.” His eyes narrowed. “So eager to live she’ll do anything.”

Tegan. Not yet fifteen, betrothed to the young assistant coachman whose body fed the ravens. A child alone didn’t stand a chance.

Hopelessness pervaded her heart, but she fought it. With life, there’s always hope. Loren and Hani`ena fled north, Xavier south. Help lay in both directions. Loren would return. ’Twas no idle promise.

Jalad dragged her down the corridor to the back stairs, into the wine cellar. Down another stairwell into an airless pit. His torch made no impact on the inky blackness.

A short row of rusted grates barred the cells. He opened one. It creaked with sluggish reluctance, betraying the time since last it moved. Rusty chains hung from crumbling stone walls. Short manacles and chains coiled around a ring bolted into the stone floor, damp with mold. The cell he opened was as wide and long as the body of a cart horse and twice as tall. No windows. No light. No other prisoners for company.

Into this cold black pit of isolation he dragged her. “Best hope naught happens to me. I’m your sole hope for survival. I have food, water and light.” He ran a hand over her hair. “Remarkable.” His gaze seared her. “Serve me and this goes away like a bad dream.”

She spat in his face. “Never.”

“Never’s not as long as you think.” He wiped her spittle from his cheek with her own hair, yanked her to the floor and snapped the cell’s manacles around her wrists and ankles, then removed the first set.

Dara found herself in an uncomfortable crouch, unable to rise. She shifted her weight, knelt, sat down. The cold, wet stone beneath a sparse sprinkling of moldy straw got her off her bare backside in a hurry. Her hands were chained together, to her ankles and to the ring in the floor. The weight pulled against her shoulders. The iron burned to her soul. Without a waste bucket, the straw would soon foul.

Jalad meant to break her. He could do so without ever striking a blow. “Make yourself comfortable.” He withdrew and slammed the door shut. “I can take it as long as you.”

The bolt screeched shut with finality.

 

***

 

Dara lost all track of time. She trembled in her chains. Her limbs ached. Trapped in that crouch, all she could do was flex and shift; guaranteed to prevent any rest at all, let alone true sleep.

Jalad appeared at uneven intervals with water, but no food. He hauled her icy body against his warm one, whispered of hot food, hot baths and his own warm bed. “Serve me. I will make you great. I can give you pleasure, riches, power. Yield, and all this goes away. Do you want to die alone? Cold and filthy, forgotten in the dark?”

He went away again.

Her mind wandered. “Lady, protect my sisters above. You know I am innocent. I sheltered Loren…” She faltered. Where was he? Had he succeeded? “There is much I have yet to do. Save me if You will. Let him return for me or send another.” Please, let him return for me. I don’t want to die here. She swallowed hard and took a deep, shuddering breath. “But if it takes my death to turn this tide, then so be it. Just let me stay strong and true to this path, and let someone mourn me when I’m gone.”

Dara reached up with her iron-shackled hands and brushed a tangled mat of hair back from her face, noting her broken fingernails. She was filthy. She stank. She’d frighten children as a witch with her appearance alone. I wish I was a witch. I’d summon a great bat or some such nonsense and fly out of here, to the first hot spring I find. Lady, I want a bath. Her scalp itched. No one should die with greasy hair.

Behind her, something rustled in the straw. She hissed. The rustling ceased. Never afore had she been so glad of her disaffinity for animals. How did rats survive so far from the warmth and light?

Unfamiliar footsteps, too light and quick for Jalad’s, sounded on the stone floor outside her cell. She heard the heavy deadbolt draw back. Rusted hinges groaned their protest as the door shoved open. The light of a single candle pierced the gloom.

She blinked. After total darkness, that single flame sent tiny daggers into her overtaxed brain. She turned her face away and closed her watering eyes.

A gnarled hand rested atop her matted hair. “Ye poor child. Rest easy, daughter. None shall disturb us. Those men dinna know I’m here.”

Dara peeked through a veil of tears to see a bent old mountain woman. “How did you get in? How did you know?”

“I received a message from one of th’ Lady’s servants.”

Had her mind snapped? “How?”

“A dream. Dinna think th’ One Truth now be th’ only power in this land. Remember, there be many yet who follow th’ once ways.”

Did she dare hope? “Can you free me?”

The old woman frowned. “That lies beyond me skill. I carry a bit of aid an’ a message from Her. Yer plea be heard. Another comes. Hold fast. Yer task be barely begun. This trial shall set ye on th’ right path.”

She pulled a stoppered vial from a hidden pocket in her robes. “This ye must drink by Her command. ’Tis vile, but ye must drink it all. Aid asked fer shall thus be provided.”

“What is it?”

“I be not allowed t’ say. Just that by faith in Her ye must drink.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Hurry.”

Dara took the vial. It glowed black-red in her cold hands and warmed as it pulsed with her heartbeat. Ancient, the angular rune inscriptions familiar. She pulled out the cork and sniffed, but no scent hinted at its contents. She glanced at the woman’s face and shrugged. ’Twas not a mortal’s place to question the Lady. Only through Her could this woman have snuck in undetected. Dara braced herself, tossed it back and swallowed hard.

Fire exploded within her, ripping the breath from her lungs. She screamed in her mind, but not even a whimper emerged. The bottle’s contents poured through her like molten metal, searing her soul bare. Time stopped. Blind agony. She writhed on the cold stone of the floor. Wave after wave of endless blistering pain. Her very blood boiled.

“Hold on, child.” An urgent voice pierced the bottomless void. “It shall pass.”

Black fire twisted through her, pushing this way, pulling that. She felt…a change. The raging subsided, left her shaking and gasping in its wake. Lingering warmth coursed through her, chased away the chill. Strength flowed into cramped muscles. Her entire body tingled with a strange awareness. She saw beyond the flame’s light into every corner. Urgent hunger ripped through her belly.

“’Tis done. Ye’ll do well, daughter. I must leave ye now. Me time be gone.”

Through conflicting sensation and lingering despair, Dara focused on her retreating anchor. “Blessed mother, wait. What was that?”

A disembodied voice floated back to her. “Dragon’s blood.”

 

***

 

Loren clung to Hani`ena’s mane, mostly recovered from the explosion of fire which had robbed him of breath the day afore. Now the icy calm of Cedric’s mind discouraged his return.

“Thou shalt stay the course.” There was none of the father in the king’s touch. “She hast been given the strength to endure what must come.”

“Block it out,” Hani`ena begged Cedric.

“I cannot.” Regret tinged Cedric’s voice. For a moment, the father revealed himself. “He bound them and that cannot be undone. Through that binding he feels her pain and she his. He canst shield us from her, but not himself.”

Hani`ena tossed her head. Insects crawled into her ears, her eyes, her nostrils, but a full body shake would send Loren headfirst into the muck. She snapped her tail. Green slime clung to the long hairs and splattered against her sides. Her temper rose at that…creature-of-earth-and-fire-in-woman-form hurting her partner. Odd way to refer to a woman.

Hani`ena still directed her thoughts to the distant king. “Does she know? Can she sense him?”

“Nay. She wouldst not harm him.”

Loren groaned. “Would you please not speak of me as if I was not here?”

Cedric withdrew.

As Hani`ena approached the monolithic half circle of fallen stones, Loren straightened with caution and reverence. The sun was nearly gone, and this was the fourth ruin they’d explored in half as many days.

The swamp made it impossible to track their quarry. The stench of decaying plants and swamp gas hung in the air, the maddening whine of insects a constant distraction. Reduced to prudent sensing, he saw no sign of Moira. Impressive she eluded him thus far.

Hani`ena never put a foot wrong although there was no way to see what the knee-deep pools of murky water hid. All this soft, sucking wetness was not good for her hooves. They needed dry country as soon as possible.

He was not much better off. Without reaching out to Dara, and caution warned him against attempting so obvious a magic, he knew no specifics beyond that initial branding. His entire body ached. Every instinct urged him to turn around, but each time he wavered Hani`ena seized his mind. Her fierce, single-minded focus on the mission kept him in the saddle.

Loren eyed the lengthening shadows and drew his sword. Layers of moss hung like a shroud from a twisted cypress tree. The stone circle loomed ahead in the deepening twilight as Hani`ena splashed forward. “Stop. Hold.”

Hani`ena froze. Loren closed his eyes, isolating Dara’s pain and his own sense of self. “What else? What else is there?”

Outrage-at-betrayal. Shame-at-fleeing. Yearning-for-absent-loved-ones. The jumble of emotions crashed over him.

He grinned in spite of his own weariness. Mortal women were complex emotional creatures and thus easy to single out. He knew the instant Moira became aware of their presence.

Alarm. Stillness. Focus.

“Moira is here,” he sent to Hani`ena.

“She shalt be armed,” the mare warned.

He slid from her back into the cold water without making a ripple. Mud sucked at the soles of his boots. Ignoring the insects crawling over his skin, he lifted his shield from Hani`ena’s shoulder harness.

A blast of killing rage speared him.

”Above you,” the mare sent, a split second afore an eagle’s piercing scream heralded a cloud of buff feathers.

Loren raised the shield over his head barely in time to deflect the talons slashing at his upturned face. The mountain eagle wheeled off, kiting moonward for another dive.

A bowstring twanged from the shadowed ruins. A white-fletched arrow hissed betwixt Loren and the mare. Hani`ena reared. “Second stone, left of the flat fallen one.”

“Got her,” he replied.

Slashing talons crashed into his shield again. The weight staggered him. Unprepared for an all out attack from a full-grown female mountain eagle, his arm sagged. A fierce round golden eye flashed, a hooked beak snapped at his nose. Conscious of her hollow bones, he threw her skyward off his shield with controlled force, not wanting to injure the valiant creature. She shot for the stars again, but he had no doubt she would wheel around for a third pass.

“Moira, cease. It is Loren. Auger Xavier sent me to find you.”

An arrow’s fletching brushed the hair covering his right ear, passing under Hani`ena’s neck. Startled, the mare shied backward with a loud splash. “Too close.” She snorted.

“Liar!” a woman’s voice screamed. Waves of disbelief and sorrow. “Xavier’s dead. They’re all dead.”

“Nay, lady. He lives. I have seen the healer, Dara. She helped Xavier escape. We have been to Jakop’s Crossroads and Artur Barach gave Xavier a horse. Even as we speak Xavier rides southward for help. He brings Hengist and Sezeny back.”

Wariness. Rising hope.

Overhead, the eagle screamed and wheeled.

Loren turned a cautious eye skyward. “I have come from Artur’s to help you home.”

“Xavier canna ride.”

Her mountain brogue, softened by years with Hengist, was back. By stress? he wondered. “I agree he flops about like a crow-scare. Nonetheless he went.”

“If ’tis really ye, ye’ll know what Hengist said t’ye afore he left t’change fer battle.”

“I had no chance to speak to him afore we left. But the night afore, the two of you snuck into my chambers from the secret passage that connects the green guest chambers to the sewing room. You carried the last bottle of your uncle’s drenieval whisky and the changling-glass goblets my cousin Sirona gave you as a wedding present.” Loren cast a jaundiced eye skyward to the huge raptor’s wheeling silhouette. “Call off your feathered guardian. You know I mean no harm.”

“Ealga isna mine t’ command.”

“Behind you,” Hani`ena blasted.

A sharp pricking betwixt his shoulder blades froze Loren in his tracks. How had he missed the other’s presence? Even with all of the emotion roiling off the three females, he should have caught another presence. He opened his heart. Naught. His empathy told him there was no one there, a fact belied by the weapon at his back. He had never encountered a being with enough control to deflect elven empathy. “Who? What?”

“Northern tribesman. War spear.”

“Hands up. Move an’ I’ll skewer ye like a wild boar,” the unknown man stated in the same mountain brogue as Moira. No emotional inflection at all.

“How did you miss him?” Loren sent.

She did not deign to reply.

“Hold, Trys. He’s a friend.” From the growing gloom, Moira slogged toward them, pale and bedraggled. She wore her clan colors of black and grey plaid, further muted by mud, in a knee-length pleated skirt and a loose, long sleeved blouse. A bronze wolf’s head brooch pinned a fringed woolen shawl to her right shoulder. The arrow notched into her bow pointed toward the water.

A huge black wolf-not-wolf shadowed her, his back as high as her waist.

Loren stared at the creature. It curled a lip. Whatever it was, and for all its outward appearance it was not a true-wolf, Loren sensed no evil from it.

“Loren, thank th’ Goddess ye survived.” Moira released her ash bow with one muddied hand and reached out to grasp his.

Bone deep weariness. Numbness from too much fear going on for too long. Both came through her touch. He noticed the broken nails and work-blistered fingers. Her hand trembled in his. She had not had an easy time on her own.

“Loren, ’tis me bossy older brother Trystan. Ealga an’ Niadh here travel with him. Loren, put yer arms down. Trys, ye too.” Moira glared at both of them with flint grey eyes dulled by lack of sleep. “Since ye both appear t’ have th’ same idea, ye might as well dispense with th’ chest-beating an’ turn an’ meet face to face.”

The spear’s touch disappeared and Loren turned to face the man. Ealga plummeted toward them, snapping her wings open at the last moment to land on Trystan’s shoulder. Loren noted the extra padding in the talon-scarred shoulderpads of Trystan’s leather jerkin. He had had her for a long time. “I never met one who commanded the loyalty of both eagle and wolf.”

“I command naught.” Trystan’s posture showed no change from bearing the bird’s considerable weight. “They’re free t’ come an’ go as they will. They stay by choice.”

Loren had never met anyone who either did not experience emotions at all or buried them so deep they could not be sensed.

Moira’s brother was big by mountain man standards, half a head shorter than Loren but more muscular. He stood with the loose easy grace of a born fighter. His tangled shoulder-length hair sported random braiding; both hair and beard were grey. Hard blue eyes stared at Loren. Trystan’s skin was weathered and tanned but paled by ash and decorated by a series of swirling blue tattoos down the left side of his face. A wolf’s head amulet hung about his neck on a sinew cord.

Trystan revealed naught. No concern, no curiosity. The picture of perfect control. “We should get ye someplace warm an’ dry,” he told his sister. “Ye need rest.”

Loren caught something else, an intangible sense of “different” from the man. He glanced down at Niadh. It stared back with unlupine intelligence.

“I’m fine.” Looking anything but, Moira tucked a lank strand of sable hair behind her ear.

Loren frowned. “He is right. You need to get someplace warm and dry. You have more than your own health to think about.”

“Me sister can see t’ her own health.”

“You have not told him,” Loren realized.

“Told me what?” The bearded man turned to his sister. “Are ye ill?”

“Naught ye need worry ’bout, Trys. I’ve been dethroned an’ I’m hidin’ in a bug-infested swamp. Me lord husband is Goddess knows where. I’m fine. Couldna be better.”

Loren shook his head. “Enough. We both know your courage. That is not the issue. If you do not tell him, I shall. This is too important.”

Moira flinched. “How d’ye… Who told?”

Trystan frowned. Concern. Worry. Loren caught the first crack in the man’s control. “Ye’d best tell me now, li’l one.”

She sighed. “He’s right. I woulda told ye anyway. I just havena found th’ right time. I’m with child.”

Trystan’s eyes widened and dropped to her still flat stomach. “A bairn?”

Moira nodded. “Midwife Lacey confirmed it just afore—” Her voice wobbled, then she closed her eyes and straightened her narrow shoulders. When she opened her eyes again, her voice had steadied. “Auger Xavier swore it’s—he’s—a son. Hengist planned on namin’ his firstborn Alvar after his grandfather, but he dinna get a chance t’ hear about th’ bairn. I wanted t’ be sure, an’ then th’ battle…” Her voice trailed off.

“Are ye well?” Trystan asked.

“Well ’nough.” She rubbed her hands up and down her arms and changed the subject. “’Twas no time. Jalad struck so quick I barely escaped.” She looked down, ran her fingers through Niadh’s coarse black fur. Waves of dread rolled off her like a dark cloud. “Fare they well, our people?”

Loren caught Trystan’s eye and shook his head. “They shall be fine, Moira, once Hengist returns.”

Trystan’s jaw tightened. Something feral green flashed in his eyes. “Let’s get ye out o’ this water. Some nice lizard soup be just th’ thing on a cold night like this.”

Her wan face paled further. “Bastard.”

“Our parents were well wed e’er I showed. She hates lizard anything,” he told Loren. “E’en though they’re perfectly edible.”

“Except norricks,” Loren stated.

Trystan laughed. “Weel, aye. They’re ghastly, e’en skinned an’ boiled afore roasting. But they’re no’ poisonous.”

Loren’s face screwed up. “Nay, they just taste like oily mud. You have to be desperate to resort to them.”

Moira clutched her stomach.

“Ye dinna look well, sister.” Trystan’s face was the picture of innocence. “Was it sommat we said?”

Moira turned back the way she’d come. “There’s another flat stone behind that upright one.” She pointed. “’Tis big enough fer all three o’ us t’ sit ’round a fire, an’ two o’ us shoulda be able t’ lie down at a time whilst a third keeps watch.”

“The standin’ stone should shield most o’ th’ light from anyone comin’ from th’ south or th’ west,” Trystan observed. “But we canna do much about smoke. Damp wood smokes.”

“I’ll risk it with these bugs. I’ll e’en sit downwind.”

“Come, Moira.” Loren headed for the campsite. “Let us get you where you can dry out. I shall get a fire started.”

Trystan turned to Niadh. “Time t’ go huntin’, lad.”

“No lizards,” she called after his retreating form.

Laughter floated back to them.

Moira reclined on one arm and watched Loren through narrowed eyes. “Why’d ye blather on o’ th’ bairn? Ye’d no right. ’Tis me news t’ share.”

“You were with him for how long and said naught?”

“’Tis not sommat needs worryin’ after.”

“That child is all the more reason for Jalad to come after you with his last man and breath.” He banked the fire for a long, slow burn. “He shall never stop hunting you. That child is the future.”

“Be ye a seer yerself now?”

“Nay, just one familiar with court politics and the importance of a royal heir. You would overdo. You are not well. Best have two sets of eyes looking out for you.”

“He’ll coddle me like a lowland racer broodmare. Ye dinna ken th’ mountain tribesmen. They treat a carryin’ woman like th’ first thin ice o’ winter.” She bristled. “I’ve too much t’ do t’ put up with that nonsense. I willna break.”

“You are obviously Badger Clan.” Loren pulled a waterskin from Hani`ena’s saddle.

“My dam’s cousin-kin.” Moira sat up with alarm as he scooped swamp water into the container. “What are ye doin’? Ye canna drink this muck.”

He shot her a guarded look. “Have you naught to drink or eat since you left?”

Intent-to-lie. Aching hunger. Most of all, intense thirst. “I’m fine. That water’s undrinkable, Loren, e’en fer ye.”

He smiled as he pulled his grandmother Lorelei’s amulet from around his neck. “For you and me, aye. For this, nay.”

“What is it?”

He dropped it into the waterskin. “A purification stone. It makes any water pure as a clear mountain spring.”

Waves of skepticism warred with yearning.

“I shall test it for you.” He lifted the skin to his mouth and drank his fill. “See? It is fine.” He handed it to her. “Now your turn.”

She took a sip. Her eyes widened. “Our well isna this fresh.” She drank long and deep.

Loren stripped Hani`ena’s saddle and set it on the rock.

Moira handed the skin back to Loren. He held it to Hani`ena. The mare showed none of the urgency of one who had long gone without.

Loren shrugged at the look of wonder on Moira’s face. “It allows us to live off the land.” He refilled the skin. “Rest. I shall see what foods I can gather.”

The woman leaned back and closed her eyes. “Mayhaps just fer a minute—”

Her consciousness fled scant moments later.

“She is exhausted,” Hani`ena sent. “We must get her home. She cannot continue like this.”

“I shall return with what I can.” Setting the waterskin down aside the fire, Loren hopped back into the water.

The Lady was generous; he found bulbs, roots, nuts and seeds. He also found some withered laverberries, sometimes called mother’s love for the settling effect they had on squeamish pregnant stomachs. When he returned, Moira was sound asleep and Trystan was gutting a yearling swamp-buck.

Trystan looked up at Loren’s approach. “Had t’ turn down a dozen norricks fer this li’l one.” He split the entrails into two piles for Ealga and Niadh. “Those best cooked or raw?”

“Cooked. Cut up that liver and I shall make soup. We can roast the rest.” Loren frowned at the dark circles under Moira’s eyes, then watched Trystan unfold a collapsible black-scaled hide kettle and fill it with water from the waterskin. “Is that…”

Trystan nodded. “Made from th’ shed skin o’ a guardian. Fire-proof. Nigh indestructible.”

“I thought they were all gone.”

Trystan’s eyes were sad. “Aye. They are. This kettle is o’er a hundred years old. Th’ guardians vanished from these lands generations ago. None know why they left or where they went. Things havena been th’ same fer our people since.”

“How so?”

“They were th’ heart an’ soul o’ th’ village. All th’ rites centered ’round th’ guardians. Things are…hollow now.” Trystan cut up the liver and dumped it into the pot with the bulbs, nuts and seeds. He then kicked the two piles of entrails farther from the fire. “All right, ye two. Time t’ eat,” he called to his animal companions.

Ealga and Niadh pounced on the food, Niadh on the larger portion.

“Brutes.” Hani`ena turned her back on the bloody display.

Loren refilled the waterskin. He and Trystan washed the blood from their hands, then Loren cut up the roots and added them to the pot. He set the cooking pot in the coals at the edge of the fire.

Trystan spitted the swamp buck and hung it over the flames.

The smell of cooking food roused Moira. “I shoulda helped. Ye shoulda woke me.” She paled and crossed her arms across her stomach.

Trystan disagreed. “Ye need t’ rest, mayina.”

She scowled. “Dinna start wi’ me, ye hulkin’ great bully.”

Loren brought the waterskin over to her. “Drink.”

She did, then gagged. “I dinna think ’tis a good idea.”

Loren handed her the handful of berries. “They shall help keep food down.”

She winced, then popped a berry in her mouth. “Dinna e’en say that word right now.”

“Dinna ye know ’tis called mornin’ sickness, mayina? Trust ye t’ do e’en this backward.”

“I be sick all th’ time, it seems.”

Loren noted the gentleness with which Trystan tucked a blanket around his sister. Trystan’s concern was a palpable thing. He wanted her home now, tonight. He knew she was hunted. He knew they were slowed, vulnerable. Trystan would defend her with his life.

Loren knew the other man feared it would not be enough.

“All three of you need to eat and rest. Furball, Featherhead and I can keep watch tonight,” Hani`ena offered.

With the berries’ aid Moira managed enough soup to satisfy both Loren and Trystan. “We’re far ’nough north we can move back inland.” She leaned back and closed her eyes. Niadh curled next to her in the choking smoke.

“We can skirt th’ edges o’ th’ swamp. Better ground fer hooved stock. Th’ foothills’re less’n a week away. Badger Clan’ll ha’ provisions an’ an herb-granny.”

Loren nodded, thinking hard. Dara’s pain hammered in the back of his mind, dull and distant but always present. He could go no farther with the Wolf Clan siblings. “You and Moira go on at first light. Hani`ena and I can check our backtrail.”

Trystan frowned. “How far back?”

“You ask too many questions.”

“’Bout what I thought.”

“Just take care of your sister.”

“’Tis mad t’return.”

“There are warriors left. Jakop’s Crossroads, Rainbow Falls and White Pines shall rise to their king’s banner. You and your kin are welcome to join us.”

“Asides Wolf an’ Badger Clans, our sister Grainne wed inna Bear Clan. We can count mayhaps two hundred warriors amongst th’ three clans ’twould support Hengist fer Moira’s sake.”

Moira frowned. “I can still fight, ye fools. I’d plead me own cause.”

Both men shook their heads. “Carryin’ women are forbidden t’fight.”

“Your first duty is Hengist’s heir.”

“Ye canna return alone.” Trystan frowned at him.

“Jalad holds prisoner one I cannot leave. Life-debt was sworn.” Loren smiled at Hani`ena across dancing flames. “Asides, who said I return alone?”

A wave of conviction met him. “Never alone.
Partners to the end.”

“First light.” Trystan lay back against his blankets, arms crossed under his head. “Wake me for second watch.”

“I shalt watch with the others. Furball and Featherhead just have to watch for different. Any changes in what-should-be, and I shalt wake you. Get some sleep.”

Loren closed his eyes. Without the conscious distraction, Dara’s pain neared. Hunger, thirst, burning pain. His mind drifted into unsettling dreams. Hollow black eyes, a flicker of red flame. Silent laughter. Tears of despair. How long he drifted he did not know, but he found himself staring at the face of death, and his eyes snapped open.

Moira and Trystan lay sleeping. As Loren watched, a shimmering glow descended to envelop Hani`ena, and peace seeped into his soul.

They were not alone.






Chapter Six
 

Heavy footsteps sounded in the dark. A flicker of black fire, crushing despair, announced Jalad’s arrival. Years ago Mount Aege had burst into flames, a fountain of fire a thousand feet high that had rained smoke and ash for weeks. Dara had ventured out after the flaming rivers had blackened and slowed their searing descent. A hard black crust gleamed red-gold, flaring betwixt the cracks.

His eyes reminded her of that river of destruction, red under black. Quiet. Implacable. Unstoppable.

“Cower in fear. Beg for mercy, though you’ll find none.” Beneath twisted human lust for blood and power lurked… Something else. A cold alien will, intelligent, ruthless.

Cower? Beg? Death with pride and dignity was preferable to either. Whether she died was out of her hands. How she died was a different matter—that much she would control. With lowered head and veiled eyes, Dara watched its approach. The dark emotions projected were meant to cow her, but she waited, looking for what lay behind the power.

“Stay still, study your enemy.” Rufus’ oft-repeated counsel came back to her now. “Your enemy’s weaknesses will reveal themselves. Patience. Vigilance.”

Jalad stopped just beyond reach, towering over her. “Have you reconsidered my offer?” The sneering voice grated over her frayed nerves like hot iron filings.

“Come a little closer and I’ll tell you my answer,” she whispered, hoping the quiet tone would lure him in. The need to kill this monster choked her. Somehow she must see it done.

“I think not.” He held out a chalice of wine. “To warm you.”

Dara sniffed. Dreamwine. She wavered. A few sips would ease her pain; the entire goblet might take all awareness for a time. After agonizing confinement, part of her longed for relief, for escape. But she stiffened and shook her head. ’Twas but a temporary solution that would leave her soft-minded and open to suggestion. “What kind of fool do you take me for? I know what you hold in your hand.”

“I would ease your suffering.” His voice was oil flowing over dry tinder.

Did he really expect her to believe that? “You seek to control my mind as you do my body.”

“I offer opportunity. Better join me than defy me. You will be an example to your people, one way or another.”

Silent laughter rolled over her. A subtle probe, a push. Something tested…she knew not what. Whatever it was, it found no cracks in her invisible armor.

“Serve me,” he whispered, an echo of the past like a repetitious nightmare. “I will make you great. I can give you whatever you want. Yield and all this goes away.”

Rage flared deep within, a bright flame of resolve. Death afore dishonor… Dara rolled her shoulders. Such malevolence. Why so passive? It should have been able to overwhelm her mind and take what it wanted. Why the undermining campaign? The persuasion? The temptation? She sensed the urgency beneath her own questions, but the answer hovered just beyond her tenuous grasp. Focus, she ordered herself.

Jalad set the chalice down on the outer rim of her reach. “I know you’re thirsty. Drink this or naught.” He smirked. “Sooner or later, survival instincts will win out over resistance. Your own strength will turn against you. Your body won’t allow you to die. It will defeat your will. You will be mine. Body…mind…”

“And soul,” gloated the Other.

Dara shuddered. Jalad’s black lust crawled over her sensitized skin like a poisonous spider. She sensed he enjoyed her helplessness, her resistance. The longer she held out, the greater his satisfaction when she broke. Physical strength was not a factor now.

“Never.” Will and words were all she had left.

Too late, she caught the motion out of the corner of her eye. Her ribs give way as his metal-tipped boots connected with her unprotected side. The searing pain told her what that metal was. Astounding how all the air in the world vanished in the blink of an eye.

The chalice tipped over, its potion a useless puddle.

The red flared brighter beneath the black. “Fool. Would you have me take you one piece at a time? Do you want to die? Cold, filthy, alone and forgotten in the dark?”

She gaped and floundered like a landed trout. Her power was beyond reach, bound by iron. Her vision dimmed for a moment, and his features morphed into a nightmare of pitch and smoke. The Other ’twas formless.

Jalad froze as the Other caught her new awareness.

Dara saw the first hint of uncertainty, of fear. Air seeped into her lungs in an agonizing trickle. “I see you now.”

Hate roiled over her, fear and despair twisted to masquerade as her own. She focused all into blocking it out. With her fading will came awakening. “You can’t take. You’re only allowed those who yield.”

His face was a twisted demonic mask. A hollow voice rolled through her mind. “For power, for riches, they yield. In desperation they embrace the dark and are forever damned. No mortal may stand against me.” Within the flesh shell of the warlord, the Other reached out an icy hand and grasped her arm.

The dragon’s blood flared to burning life beneath her skin. He gasped, his eyes narrowing. The Other recognized a change. “What are you? You burn with a fire all your own.”

“I see you, puppet king. All strong and good mortals can stand against you. You can but rule the weak.”

“Wrong. I have plans for an army such as this world has never seen. Hengist helps me raise it without even knowing. None will stand against me.” Jalad’s eyes softened with false pity. “Too bad you won’t live to see it. You’re more dangerous than useful.” He knotted his other hand in her matted hair. “You prayed to your Goddess for strength? You should have prayed for ignorance.”

She struggled just to breathe.

He appeared lost in thought or a silent conversation with the Other. “Then, witch, you will be tried afore the One Truth so all may see what happens to sorcerous heretics.”

Witch? Heretic? Horror skittered along her every nerve. Dara knew death by fire. The smell, the screams. “I will renounce you afore all.”

“They’d think you mad.”

“The dying speak the strangest truths. Enough will wonder. Enough might know.”

“But a witch must be gagged lest she corrupt innocence.”

She bared her teeth, but held still.

He laughed. “You’ll go muzzled to the grave.” His voice deepened, hollow as a bottomless well. “The spirit of life is born in fire, and by fire does the spirit return to Her Light. Light to Light, from this world to the next.”

She was shocked at sacred words from a demon.

“You travel to the next world by fire. You should thank me. I could have you drawn and quartered but there’s such irony to fire.” He stepped back, releasing her. “I have plans to make. I’ll see you soon.” He turned and disappeared into the darkness.

She sank to the floor, her mind as numb as her body. She’d thought she’d have more time, for plans, rescues. There was no way Loren could make it back in time. Now it seemed there was time only for thoughts. For questions. How far had Loren and Xavier gotten? Would Moira live to see her son take the throne after his father?

Jalad returned hours later in full ceremonial armor. Caltrik held a burning rush torch and Gerrold a set of prisoner transport chains. “Just like a family reunion.” Jalad laughed. A heavy strip of linen dangled from one chainmailed fist. “Time to silence the witch.” He tied the gag across Dara’s mouth.

Caltrik’s coarse laughter answered him as Gerrold unlocked her prison chains. She straightened on legs that shook from numbness, cold and fear. Gerrold replaced the true-iron shackles with the iron-blend transport manacles. She sensed the difference, a lightening of the restraints.

Jalad chuckled at her trembling. “Cold? Not for long. Soon we’ll warm you.”

Dara wondered what mockery of a trial awaited her.

They hauled her into the main hall. She struggled through the knifing pain to breathe in enough air to keep moving. Lightheaded, she panted around the cloth. Noses wrinkled as she staggered past, and people took a step back. She squinted against the blinding brightness of the sunlit windows. Voices remarked on her nudity and filthiness. Her blood boiled. She straightened aching shoulders and raised her eyes, staring straight ahead. Inside, she sought her power, but it cowered beneath iron’s grip. So be it.

She glared toward the dais, where a pinched-faced truth-seeker perched on Jalad’s throne. Two lesser attendees lurked just behind him. One held the truth-seeker’s staff and the other sat at a small wooden table armed with quill pen, ink and parchment.

Where had Jalad found them? How could any truth-seeker miss his true nature? This one couldn’t be god-touched and still under the Other’s rule. These imposters couldn’t sense Light if it turned stone into gold afore their very eyes.

“Is this the child of the once ways?” the truth-seeker asked in sonorous tones.

“She burned a body in th’ woods,” Caltrik reported.

“She flaunted her womanhood in th’ garb o’ men an’ was caught bearin’ arms,” Gerrold added.

“She attempted to assassinate her rightful ruler, me.” Jalad rubbed his throat.

“You do not allow her to answer?” the truth-seeker asked.

Dara’s heart flared with hope.

“Have her spells corrupt this assembly?” Jalad’s eyes swept the room. While his own men stared back at him, Hengist’s motley survivors stared at the floor.

She wilted. No help from that quarter.

“I commend your protection of your people,” the truth-seeker stated. His lackey scribbled furiously. “What evidence bring you to bear in this case?”

Gerrold motioned another Boar forward. The other man laid a pile of cloth and knives at the truth-seeker’s feet. “Th’ clothin’ an’ weapons she was captured with,” Gerrold testified.

“Are there any who would verify this information?”

“Aye,” a dozen voices, all Boars, chorused.

“This indicates a willful disobedience to the laws of men,” the truth-seeker intoned. “We do not burn disobedient daughters; they are thrashed by their fathers or husbands until they learn more circumspect behavior.”

For a moment Dara wanted to cheer the old fraud on. Then she dared stare into his eyes and was taken aback. They glittered back at her with glee and malice. Something was very wrong. He was just going through the motions. Her punishment was already decided.

“What other evidence would you bring afore me?”

Jalad rubbed his neck. “She attempted to choke me. As your king, my word is above reproach, and my men will testify to the change in my voice.”

A skinny rat of a man crept forward. “I am King Jalad’s field surgeon. I testify the injury sustained by King Jalad was caused by strangulation. The damage may well be permanent.”

Good. Next time I won’t stop until his head nigh rolls off his shoulders. Next time? Whom did she deceive? Her last moments passed afore this very assembly and, barring a miracle, within hours she’d be gone to the Light.

“The death of an assassin and traitor be by hanging until almost dead, then drawn and quartered,” the truth-seeker said. “You petitioned for the burning of a witch-daughter of the once ways. What evidence bring you on this charge?”

Here we go. She wondered how fast the white elven mare could run. Surely Moira was on her way home. Xavier she was less certain of, but the Goddess would not abandon Her children in their hour of need. Dara had to trust She would help the seer in his search for Hengist.

“‘You are but a summer squall and will blow yourselves out soon enough. The earth will endure’. Her very words.”

“Aye,” echoed his men.

Dara stared at the black Boar hanging over the dais. She tired of that well-rehearsed chorus.

“I bound her with iron,” Jalad stated. “See her wrists? What human can be burned by mere metal?”

The truth-seeker stepped down to the main floor. He peered beneath the manacles at Dara’s reddened, blistered skin. He grasped her arm and let go with a squawk. He stumbled backward, tripping over his own black robe. The truth-seeker stared at his hand as if expecting to see redness or blisters of his own, and flexed his fingers. “She burns with the fire.”

Jalad nodded. “She would bespell and enslave us all. She must be destroyed.” The Other’s gloating roiled over the assembly, warping fear and superstition into bloodlust and vengeance. “‘The spirit of life is born in fire, and by fire does the spirit return to Her Light. Light to Light, from this world to the next.’ Thus do the witches believe. Send her forever from this world to where she can do no harm.”

“Aye.” The truth-seeker returned to tower over her. “Dara Kahn Androcles, true-daughter of Sheena Kahn Androcles, thou art hereby condemned as a witch-daughter of the once ways. Thou art sentenced to die by cleansing fire at dawn tomorrow.” His burning eyes swept the hall. “All art ordered to witness the justice of the One Truth. None art excused.”

Dara’s turned her gaze to Hengist’s people. None met her eyes—except Tegan. The Other laughed from Tegan’s young face, twisted in a mask of triumph. Of the innocent girl, there was no sign. But a shell remained. Nay. Oh, nay.

Jalad noticed where her eyes lingered and stepped closer to whisper so only Dara heard him. “My new consort. The mother of my new army.”

Lady, what does he mean by that? He can’t mean it literally. Dara’s mind flitted from one wild thought to the next. He’s subverted an innocent child? she raged. Why did You not help her fight? Protect her? That Dara would die had been a foregone conclusion. In exchange for the life of Hengist’s son, she accepted that. But the harvest of an innocent for evil was the ultimate desecration. Vows worked both ways. Why honor a Goddess who turns Her back on the most helpless? a dark, vengeful part asked. How can Light permit the spread of darkness over Her lands?

Gerrold dragged her back to her cell. After the fresh air and light in the hall, the foul blackness was doubly wretched. He chained her to the floor. She thought she’d be numb to true-iron by now. She was wrong. She gritted her teeth. The stab of pain in her side robbed her of what little breath she’d mustered. She focused past the pain.

Gerrold stared down at her. “Pity. You’da made a finer queen than that child.”

She glared up at him. Then help me.

Without acknowledging her influence, he turned and left. She sagged as the door bolted shut behind him.

“‘The mother of my new army.’” What had Jalad meant by that? He’d subverted Tegan for some purpose other than to be his new queen. But what? She had hours to think about it. If she could get a message to those still loyal to Hengist…

And warn them of what? that dark voice taunted her.

She mentally clamped her hands over her ears. An endless, too-short night stretched out afore her. They’d gather all Riverhead to witness the triumph of the Boars and the One Truth. Feasting. Building her sacrilege of a funeral pyre. Drinking. Piling wood against the pillar to which she’d be chained on the morn. She tried to reach out to Loren, but pain screamed through her mind as she collided with iron’s unbreakable grip.

Tears slid down her cheeks onto the cloth still gagging her. Her power was gone. The Lady had abandoned her. Within hours she’d be as roasted as a pig on a spit, never to know if Hengist and Moira would triumph over Jalad.

 

***

 

Loren stared, enraptured. A shining white light surrounded the incandescent Lady with blowing silver hair. “A champion, she asked for.” The voice echoed through his mind. “Life-debt thou swore. Wouldst thou honor thy oath, son of the dawn?”

Loren dropped to his knees. He must be dreaming. “’Til life’s ending, Lady.”

She stretched out a hand. Mist enveloped him like a stifling shroud. “Then watch and see.”

From nowhere, sudden sharp pain struck. Loren doubled over, unable to breathe, and collapsed on the ground. From this curled position he looked up—into a demonic face. Through the vision-mist, Jalad’s cruel features masked another’s. Pure malice emanated from the creature towering over him. A gloating satisfaction at the helplessness of its victim overlaid black lust and a surge of all-too-human arousal at the pain it inflicted. Burning rage roared through Loren. He clutched his aching side and shielded his sensitive eyes from bright torchlight.

Something foul lurked behind those black eyes. Loren recalled Xavier’s and Hani`ena’s comments: “‘Jalad is more than he seems. Something else shares his skin, lives behind his eyes. A cold consciousness without heart. His presence brings hopelessness, utter despair… Abyss. Demon-kind.’”

He studied his own hand, but saw slender, golden fingers with filthy, broken nails instead. Iron shackles bit into delicate skin chafed raw. He felt the searing pain of burning iron, the agony of cramped muscles. Cold dampness leeched into him from a moldy stone floor. Scattered pieces of dank straw were fouled with his own waste. His hands and feet were numb beyond his reddened, blistered wrists and ankles. He was overwhelmed with hunger and thirst. The stench barely registered in the haze of despair and exhaustion. Waves of sharp, knifing pain from broken ribs overrode everything. All he could do was breathe. Shallow and slow.

“Pain tells us we’re not dead yet.” Where had that come from? Dara had said it, in the forest when they had first met. He realized he saw through her eyes. He pushed at Jalad’s mind. Naught. No way in.

All at once the vision changed. He stared at the approaching black-robed truth-seeker of the One Truth. The man curled a hand around her blistered wrist and leaped back as if stung. “‘Dara Kahn Androcles, true-daughter of Sheena Kahn Androcles, thou art hereby condemned as a witch-daughter of the once ways. Thou art sentenced to die by cleansing fire at dawn tomorrow.’”

The visions of Dara disappeared. Loren stared at the Lady with horror. Dawn tomorrow.

The Lady stared back at him. “A champion, she asked for. Life-debt, thou swore, thy sword and blood. Wouldst thou honor thy oath, son of the dawn?”

“Were we meant to meet, Lady?”

“Indeed. My daughter’s secrets must be kept safe.”

He nodded. “If You make it possible, I shall go.”

She stretched out Her hand to Hani`ena, laying it against the mare’s white neck. “Speed and strength I grant thee now, to get there in the allotted time. Thou knowest the way.”

Hani`ena stood in full battle gear Loren had never seen afore, glowing with Her Light.

The Lady turned to Loren. “Give Me thy sword.” Willing his ice-cold fingers to the task, Loren pulled Justice from its sheath and presented it to Her. Her hands swept upward to enclose the flat of the blade. “‘Justice’ indeed, thou art well named. My justice shalt thou stand for now, to cleave the darkness of the abyss. Champion, she called for. Champion shalt thou be.” The Lady turned the weapon to grasp its hilt and touched the flat of Justice’s toshi blade to Loren’s shoulders.

Goddess-Power seared away the pain and weariness. He was encased in Light, and armor. He looked down at a glowing toshi breastplate over dragonscale chainmail. Stamped into the breastplate was a handheld torch backlit by a rising sun.

“Strength I grant thee, son of My dawn, to fight the darkness and save thy other half. Arise.”

He sheathed Justice across his back, strapped on the rest of his weapons and stepped over to Hani`ena.

Moira and Trystan never moved. Niadh and Ealga watched.

“Now go with My blessings, champion of My Light. My daughter’s secrets must be kept safe. Do not fail Us.” Then She was gone.

Loren leaped into the saddle. Hani`ena snorted at his unbidden signal and launched herself into the muddy waters. Trees whipped past in the blur of Goddess-Speed as she splashed southwest in the unswerving straightness of a shot arrow, back toward Safehold. They sliced through the mists, a glowing comet in the night. The few mortals out and about made wards of protection as the white mare and her rider streaked by.

Dawn tomorrow… Dawn tomorrow… The words rang out to the rhythm of Hani`ena’s unfaltering stride. Loren heard her hooves hit solid earth. He listened for a change in her cadence, a hitch in her breath that showed her tiring. There was none. She vibrated with power, not weakness. Loren relaxed and settled in for a long ride.

The stars circled in the lightening sky. Streaks of pinks and purples stretched out behind him as Hani`ena galloped into Jakop’s Crossroads. Loren wheeled Hani`ena to a momentary halt in front of Artur Barach’s stables.

Artur was already up and limped out to greet them. His eyes widened at the signs of Goddess-Power, and he dropped to his knees. “Your orders, champion?”

Hani`ena snorted and pawed the ground. Sparks shimmered under her hoof. Still she breathed as if she’d been resting all night.

“We ride for Safehold Keep, to avert a burning,” Loren stated. He glared at the hero of Fortune Fields and drew forth Justice. “Do you aid or hinder?”

Artur straightened. The stable door opened, and Conn-Blacksmith joined him. “We aid, champion.” The smith nodded.

“How many?” Loren asked.

Conn considered the question. “Able to fight? A dozen here. As many from Rainbow Falls, mayhaps half that from White Pines.”

“We go for Dara. Give us a clear path and get away clean after.” Loren’s eyes narrowed. “Get your families out. You had your plan. Use it.”

“Already done. Right after Jalad’s courier delivered his ultimatum, they made haste away.” Rage glittered in Artur’s eyes. “He won’t hesitate t’ strike th’ innocent.”

Conn’s jaw tightened. “It ends here.”

Loren shook his head. “Nay. It does not. Not this day. This day we save Dara and escape. Regroup in the south. Soon this darkness shall fall, to a world united.”

Artur handed him a full pack. “Rations for the trip north.”

Hani`ena wheeled away and raced due west to Rainbow Falls. She did not stop, but slowed down enough for early rising villagers to mark the visitation. “Fear not this darkness,” Loren called. “Flee toward the Light. She has not forsaken you.” He circled the mare southward toward what was left of White Pines, repeating his message in the ruin of that decimated village.

Hani`ena pounded toward the rising sun, for Safehold. Loren reached back for Justice and pointed it straight betwixt Hani`ena’s flattened ears. The evidence of Jalad’s butchery came into view. The stench of death reached him first. Bodies hung from the stone walls. Fly-crusted heads on pikes lined the approach. Loren braced against the echo of treachery. The malicious glee of the conquerors rode a wave of despair from the survivors. Loren sought Dara’s light in the chaos. Hani`ena slowed to a showy trot as she passed betwixt the two rows of pikes.

Jalad sat on his throne on a dais, above the commoners and next to the black-robed truth-seeker. Below them on the grounds of the courtyard a ring of Boars, two deep, encircled Dara’s pyre. Loren smelled the oil drenched, freshly cut hazel wood. The shimmering forms of a dozen fading sprites winked in and out of his sight. They could not escape.

Loren faltered. Jalad dared desecrate… The magnitude of evil shook him. The Other gloated in unholy triumph. Dara’s pain hammered into Loren. The Lady’s vision had not prepared him for her reality. She must have stood upright on sheer willpower alone.

Justice flared with Her Light and rang out its song. Loren pointed it straight at Jalad’s black heart. “Release her and leave this land never to return. Go back to your marches. Leave these people in peace.”

Jalad raised a hand toward him. Hate, fear and despair crashed over Loren. The Lady’s shields held. Justice glowed brighter as it deflected the attack back at the lord of Westmarche. The Other swept a hand toward Dara. The oil soaked wood burst into flames and a dozen sprites screamed as they perished, bound to the end to their trees.

“Loren.” Dara screamed as the flames flared around her. The dark cloud of her terror choked him.

Hani`ena shrieked with the Lady’s wrath and charged straight toward the fire. The nearest guard rushed to stop her and was the first to die under the sweep of Justice and the flailing of Hani`ena’s hooves. The courtyard erupted like a broken hornets’ nest. Men of Riverhead pulled forth hidden weapons and joined the fray.

The mare spun like a whirlwind. Loren clung like a burr to her saddle. A Boar grabbed his leg, but Conn appeared, a long-knife in one hand, his armorer’s hammer in the other. The blacksmith brought the hammer down atop the Boar’s head with a wet crunch. The enemy dropped beneath Hani`ena’s hooves.

Conn jumped back. “Go,” he ordered Loren.

Smoke from the fire stung Loren’s eyes. Hani`ena tried to circle upwind, but the path was blocked by the two aides of the truth-seeker. They raised staves in a cross of defiance. “You shall not pass, defiler of the One Truth. We are protected against your demon goddess.”

Justice swept down. A tonsured head rolled aside its falling body. The other priest gaped, but stood fast, unable to comprehend his own death even as Hani`ena’s front hooves smashed his face.

Flames licked at the mare’s legs. She reared, Goddess-Power not withstanding a horse’s natural fear of fire. The ends of her mane curled and crisped. Loren’s skin blistered in the intense heat. “Courage, wind-sister.” Desperation poured into the call. He saw Dara behind the rising wall of smoke and flame. Her head lolled on her shoulder, eyes closed.

Loren spun Hani`ena toward Jalad. “This is my final warning. Be exiled or be destroyed.”

The Other laughed at him. “You’re too late.”

Loren’s jaw tightened. “Come on, partner. It must be now.” He clamped his legs around Hani`ena. Her muscles bunched as she found her courage and leaped into the heart of the pyre.

Dara sagged, flames eating through the ropes holding her up. From their precarious stance atop the burning wood, Loren leaned out over Hani`ena’s side. It was a gaming move practiced over countless months of training. With perfect balance, his left thigh molded to the side of the saddle, muscles pulled taut against the weight of his body. Justice in his left hand, he encircled Dara’s arm with his free hand and yanked her up.

Hani`ena launched herself onto the far side, into the path of choking smoke. She whirled as Loren righted himself and sheathed Justice. She stopped long enough for Loren to steady Dara, cradling the unconscious woman in his singed arms.

“Flee,” he called. “Flee to safety. Fight another day.”

Jalad’s roar of outrage followed them as Hani`ena bore her burden away. Straight northward. Toward the mountains. Toward freedom. Toward safety.






Chapter Seven
 

Hani`ena slowed to a walk, then halted, nostrils flared red, sides heaving from two days and nights of an unbroken gallop at Goddess-speed. “Rest. Now.”

“Good idea.” Loren was exhausted. His arms tightened around Dara. She had not awakened once during the long flight northward. He saw a thicket aside the path. “Through there. We can rest unseen.”

Hani`ena eyed the long thorns. “You cannot be serious.”

He bowed his head, closed his eyes and extended his hands toward the thicket, palms forward, fingers interlaced. “Spirit of earth, mother, hear my plea. Hide us from unfriendly eyes. By the Lady I request.”

The hedge rustled, razor-edged branches curled back to reveal an opening. Hani`ena dropped her head and stepped through into a small clearing. The brush entwined back into place, more impenetrable than afore.

He raised face and hands skyward. “My thanks, mother.” He looked down at Dara’s still pale face. He needed to find out what her injuries were. Tossing his right leg over Hani`ena’s withers, he shifted Dara and took a deep breath.

“Spirit of air and wind, sister, I invoke a feather drop. Make me float to the earth feather light, feather slow, so I injure not my companion.”

Wind chime laughter flowed around him. “Granted.”

He floated from Hani`ena’s back. “My thanks, sister.”

The white mare began circling to cool herself down.

He laid Dara on the mossy ground. His cloak would shield her from the dampness. She was not chilled, was warm, in fact, but he needed to get a fire going. He needed the light and warmth for himself when darkness fell.

Hani`ena stopped aside him, and he loosened her girth two notches. She tossed her head and returned to circling.

He gathered dry kindling and deadwood. “Spirit of air and wind, sister, hide this smoke.” The fire crackled, but the smoke disappeared at the edge of the clearing.

Dara’s eyes flew open. “Nay—”

Loren crouched aside her. “Ssh, be still,” he soothed. “You are safe. There is naught to fear here.”

“Fire—”

“Different fire. Much smaller. See?” He indicated the small campfire.

She relaxed, then her eyes widened. “Loren? It’s you? I was dreaming.” She tried to raise a hand to his blistered cheek, but froze. “Your face—”

“Naught that shall not trance-heal.” He brushed tangled hair from her sooty, sweat-streaked forehead.

“Hani`ena?”

The mare stepped close and nuzzled Dara’s filthy cheek.

“Thank…you.”

Surprise flashed in Hani`ena’s eyes. “Tell her she is most welcome.”

“She says you are welcome.”

“Take care of her. She must be…tired.”

Loren pulled off the saddle and blanket, took a currycomb and brush from his saddle bag and began raking the drying dust and sweat from Hani`ena’s coat. When he finished, he unfolded the saddle blanket and threw it over her.

Dara stirred. “She must be thirsty…”

“You go. Seek north. I shalt watch.”

“You are right. We need water. Hani`ena shall stand watch while I go. There is no better friend to have at your side.” Hani`ena’s love seeped into his heart. He laid a hand on her muzzle, then grabbed the waterskin.

Dara closed her eyes as he left.

He returned with a full waterskin. He held it out to Hani`ena, who eyed it with amusement. “For you two. I shalt get my own.” The mare left on the path he had taken. Loren got his cup from the pack and hauled the water over to Dara. Filling the cup, he lifted Dara’s head, ignoring the filth and stench that was not her fault.

She opened her eyes. “You’re back.”

“Ssh. Drink.” He held the cup to her lips, encouraging her to swallow until the cup was empty. Only then did he refill and drain it himself. “Dara? How bad is it?”

“Sprained back and shoulder. Two broken ribs, right side.” She smiled wanly. “Always stood pain well. Little breaths. Not so bad.”

“Can you heal yourself?”

She shook her head. “Iron-bound. Poison. Don’t know how to…reverse the spell.”

He cursed at being unable to heal her outright. “We shall bind the ribs then, to keep them still. There are no willow or hazel trees close. I looked. Is there anything else I can get you for the pain?”

She panted and struggled to speak betwixt shallow breaths. “Black moss. Long fringes. Grows around spotted mushrooms. Crush with equal hot water. Place under bindings. Deadly inside, but works outside. Can’t reuse bowl, though. Must destroy. Too dangerous. Lingers.”

“Black moss. Got it.” He went in search and in the shadow of the hedge he saw some. His skin crawled at its perilous touch. He eased it from its loamy bed and brought it back. “I found a hollowed-out piece of bark I can use as a bowl and burn afterward.” He mixed the remedy with a stick, then applied it to her injuries, binding them with a length of cloth.

She went rigid, then relaxed. “Better. Thank you.”

Spirit of air and wind, sister, purify this smoke. Let no harm come to any creature from this. He threw the remains into the campfire. The fire hissed, smoke curling black-green and then faded back to bright orange. “What was that?”

“Last hope aid. Fanny told me. Safe for very few.”

“I would have liked to have met Fanny.” He smiled, easing down onto the ground next to her. “She sounds remarkable.”

“She was.” She took a ragged breath and closed her eyes. “Tired. Let me sleep.”

“Dara, first you must eat something. Sleep afterward until morning.” He dug out a couple of small trail cakes Artur had given him. They were packed with dried fruit, nuts and crushed grains, stuck together with honey. Breaking off a small piece, he placed it in her mouth. “Chew.”

She mouthed at it and wrinkled her nose. “Nasty stuff. You eat it.”

“I shall. Tough to get started, but it works fast.” He gave one to Hani`ena, who swallowed it whole, then snatched a second. He took a big bite of a third, chewed the too-sweet stickiness and willed his distaste not to show. Seeing Dara had swallowed, he shoved another chunk betwixt her lips.

She bit his fingers, scowling pure mutiny.

“Ow.” He glared at her. “What was that for?”

“Your bedside manner leaves something to be desired.”

He leaned down until his face was inches from hers. “Never afore have I had any complaints lodged against my bedside manner.” Even filthy and injured as she was, eyes shooting daggers at him, an odd feeling crept over him. Did he not know better, he would swear it was—

He dropped the food into her mouth and backed away. She either chewed or choked. “Just eat. Pick your battles when you have the strength to back up a challenge.”

She swallowed. “Still thirsty.”

“I know. Just one more piece and then you can have more water.” He broke off half of the bar that was left, gave it to Hani`ena and split the other half again. He popped one chunk in his mouth. The other he held out to Dara. “Last piece. I shall warn you once.” His gaze bored into hers. “Bite me again, and I shall bite back.”

Her eyes teared.

“Hey, none of that,” he protested, dismayed. “Do not turn all weepy-woman on me now, warrior.” He poured more water into his cup and held it to her lips. “Here, drink this. You shall feel better.” His voice was stern, but he held her gently. That just made her cry harder. “What is it?”

“You could have died, you and Hani`ena.”

Hani`ena snorted. “Not likely.”

Strangely elated she cared if he lived or died, he drew her closer. “Ssh, we are not that easily taken down. I got caught the last time because I did not have her with me. Right, wind-sister?”

“True.” Hani`ena nuzzled him. “You shalt never leave me behind again. Swear it.”

“I swear. I cannot seem to do without you.” He focused on Dara again. “We are all safe. We shall be home soon.”

“H-h-how d-d-did you know?”

“I knew you were hurt and held prisoner somewhere southwest of where I was. I felt when that talishrog kicked you. The branding was fire burning me from the inside out. The Lady appeared and asked if I would go for you…” His voice trailed off. The details were unclear.

“To you I am forever bound. Whenever, whatever your need, to you shall I come. To you do I answer, with sword, bow or blood. My life for yours. My soul to yours.” Again he sealed the pledge with a kiss. Her lips were surprisingly soft, as if unaffected by the fire and elements. They clung to his, moving tentatively in response. When an answering warmth rose within his own body, he broke the kiss quickly. His eyes gleamed down at her. “Remember?”

“A life for a life? So now we’re even? You’re free to go?” Her voice sounded breathless. Those remarkable gold eyes darkened with an unspoken yearning.

Loren caught himself leaning toward her again and frowned. The vows did not feel finished yet, as if there was more to do, farther down this road they tread. “’Til our last breath… Is that specific enough for you?” He made a quick decision. “You come with me.”

That quickly, her yearning turned to disbelief and annoyance. “What?” She sounded aghast. “You can’t just go corsair and steal me. I want to go home. I’ve a war to win.”

“We are going home. My home, where you can get proper healing. Not this black art improvisation.” He glared down at her bound injuries. “You were meant to come home with me. Can you not feel it?”

Dara shoved against him. “I was not meant to do anything, warrior. I choose to stay and fight that invading bastard.” Her eyes welled with tears at the raw brand on her arm.

Loren refused to let go. “We need assistance. Jalad is no longer human.”

“I can’t go looking like this.”

“You do resemble a muddy puppy.”

“I stink, and you know it. Lady, I’d kill for a bath.” Her eyes turned fierce and begging all at the same time. “We’ve got water and a fire.”

“You cannot manage one right now, even pain-blocked.”

“You can help me.”

Something like a snicker came from Hani`ena’s direction. “You could.”

Oh, Lord and Lady. Just the mere thought of…was enough to turn his blood hot and cold. Her. Naked. Skin glistening in the firelight, droplets of water running down her back to the sweet curve of her… He broke into a sweat at his unchivalrous thoughts. She was injured and under his protection. “Nay.”

She turned from begging to indignation in the blink of an eye. “I granted you a bath, and you were in far less need of it than I. The least you can do is return the favor.” There was naught seductive in her tone. He felt her self-disgust.

“You have soap and clean rags in my saddle bags.”

“Shut up, Hani`ena.” He glared at the mare, who blinked at him. “You do not fool me for an instant.” He turned to Dara. “It would be…” Torture. “Inappropriate.”

“I can’t be the first woman you’ve seen naked. I trust you. Just pretend I’m your sister.”

“Your much younger sister,” Hani`ena commented.

His hand knotted in Dara’s hair. His face went rigid and turmoil smoldered in his heart. “You are not my sister.” It felt like a shout, but his throat was so tight it was barely audible.

“I don’t think clean hair’s too much to ask. Do you want them to follow us by my stench alone?”

“She would smell better.”

“Please? It won’t take long.”

He caved. A quick bath. I can do this. “I shall get everything ready.” He got another skin of water from the spring and then dragged her on his cloak over to the fireside. He got soap, rags and his extra change of clothes out. He frowned at Dara, who tried to sit up. “Nay, wait a minute. I shall help.” Younger sister…younger sister…

Hani`ena cropped grass and didn’t comment.

When much of the filth did not come off with repeated applications of soap, he realized with horror and pity to what extent the bruises spread. He tried to be gentle, but Dara still hissed a time or two. “Sorry.”

“It’s all right.” Her cheeks flamed as he scrubbed every available inch of bare golden skin with fern-scented soap, then rinsed her with clean water.

He kept his face impassive as he ran the rag over her full breasts. Her nipples tightened, beckoning. He forced his hand not to linger. Dara caught her breath. From the coolness of the water, or in reaction to his touch? “Turn over.” He cursed the hoarseness in his voice. He scrubbed her shoulders and back, then lower, below the binding, over the lush curve of her backside all the way down to her toes, until every inch of unbruised skin gleamed golden in the firelight.

His body clenched when she quivered at his touch. Uncertainty. Awareness. Hers, or his own wishful thinking? To distract himself, he stared, entranced, at that skin. He had expected burns in addition to bruises and abrasions, lots of burns. There were none, except from the iron bindings. The rest of her was unmarked by the flames she had stood in, but the ropes and wood had burned away. He himself was blistered and singed. There had been no time yet for trance-healing on this northward flight.

How could this be?

He rinsed the rag and ran it up betwixt her legs, dragging it through coppery curls. Heat greeted his touch, and he hardened to the point of pain.

Fear.

It was a dash of ice water. He froze and backed off. “Did he…hurt you?” Murderous rage flared at what Jalad might have done.

Dara shook her head. When she looked back at him, her eyes were wide with shock and a churning mixture of emotions. A maiden’s uncertainty warred with tentative yearning and instinctive arousal. “Nay. ’Tis just, I’ve ne’er…no man’s e’er…”

Blinding need to be her first, her only, slammed into him. “Never fear that I would hurt you.” He would die first. “Can you kneel? I can do your hair.” He helped her up and unbound her braid. Hot, dirty water cascaded over her hair. That once-glorious river of flame. He scrubbed with the soap. “This is going to be cold” was the only warning he gave her afore dumping icy clean spring water over her, carrying away the last traces of Jalad’s hospitality.

She yelped as she flung her hair back. “It feels so good to be clean again. Thank you.”

Loren helped her wring out long sections. Unbidden, an image of it wrapped around their naked, entwined bodies flashed in his mind’s eye. Silk and fire… He cursed and yanked his spare tunic over her head, grateful when it fell to her knees. “Sit by the fire. It will help dry your hair.” He shoved a wooden comb into her hand and turned away. “I go to wash the cloak so it can dry afore sleep time.” He gathered soap, rags and waterskin and fled to the spring afore she commented on the aroused state of his body that defied all his control. So much for chivalry.

 

***

 

Dara eased onto the ground aside the fire, adding a few more twigs to the flames. Her hair was a right mess of tangles, but the knots inside—from his kiss, from his touch—were worse. He was her rescuer, and a…friend, but she’d never felt such an awareness, a yearning for anyone afore. Her skin still tingled, everywhere he’d touched. Her breasts ached, and heat pooled betwixt her thighs. His touch was like a brand on her heart. She glanced at the brand on her arm—painful and permanent. She felt bereft with his disappearance. Why? Why did she yearn for him when he was gone, and feel so relieved when he returned? And she’d seen the look on his face; he hadn’t been affected at all. She sighed. She’d seen young women pine for this or that village oaf and had always afore been torn betwixt pity and derision. Always she’d been above such things.

Now that ’twas her own obsession with the unobtainable, it wasn’t a bit humorous.

She watched Loren return. “Thank you again.”

He looked at her with an inscrutable expression. His body language screamed discomfort and a wish to be elsewhere, but she had no idea why.

“I would not leave you to the fires,” he said. “Too many have gone.”

The fires. “Jalad killed those hazel sprites on purpose, didn’t he?” she whispered. Their screams of helplessness and despair would give her nightmares. “I didn’t know they could die.”

He knelt aside her and spread his cloak on the ground. “A creature from the abyss would have an especial hatred of healers. Hazel trees are mortal. The sprites do not live forever, either. Like all living things, they can be killed.”

Tears welled in her eyes. She was surprised she had any left to shed. “Why couldn’t they escape?”

“They are bound to the seeds for the length of that life. They nurture the tree as it grows. They shape the healing force.”

“Why?” The word tore from Dara’s throat. “Why would She permit the desecration? The sprites? Tegan—”

“Who?”

“Midwife Lacey’s daughter, Tegan. Jalad murdered her parents and her fiancé and that demon inside him has taken her over. I looked at her, and she was just…gone. ‘The mother of my new army,’ he called her.”

He paled and stilled. “What meant he by that?”

“I don’t know. Something horrible.” Frustration gave way to outrage. “How could She let this happen? What good are the gods if they can’t protect their people from harm?”

Loren’s eyes flashed green fire, and his jaw tightened. “By what right do you challenge the Lady of Light?” he demanded. “We are not puppets on string. All have free will to choose, to shape and guide the Destiny Hand. Jalad chose darkness as a way to power, and he chose to invade Riverhead. Someone chose to betray their king. Xavier and Mag chose to help Moira escape. Xavier chose to go to Hengist. Hengist’s people chose to yield or fight.”

“Tegan didn’t choose. She’s just a child.”

“She must have. She had to. The abyss cannot take. Whatever Jalad offered, she chose to accept.”

She ground her teeth. “She couldn’t have known.”

“Nay. They never do.” His face softened. “Mayhaps there shall be a way to bring her back. I have heard stories of banishments that leave a soul intact.”

“But it’s not right for the Lady to just stand back and let Her world shrink to naught. She could stop it.”

He shook his head. “Think, Dara. That is what the One Truth does now. Tells folks what they can and cannot do, wear, eat, think and feel. That is slavery.”

She glanced down at the brand on her arm. “Don’t talk to me about slavery.” Despite her best intentions, she began to shake. “I will make him pay.”

He pulled her into his arms. “We shall find a way to undo what was done. First we ensure Moira is home safe and the clans gather. Hengist’s folks know to join them there. You and I must head east. My…king must be made aware of the danger. We have powerful mages who can remove the abyss creature so Hengist’s army has a fighting chance.”

Warmth. Strength. She relaxed, reassured by his touch, the conviction in his voice. She tucked her head under his chin. “Why would the elders interfere? ’Tis dangerous for your kind.” So much fear and hate and prejudice. She stared into the flames.

“Too long have we been apart. Much loss from separation, much gain by reuniting. The Lady’s followers become fragmented by differences.”

Hani`ena snorted, folded her long legs and sank to the grass on the other side of the fire.

“Does everyone agree with reunification?” The beating of his heart in her ear lulled her. Dara yawned so her jaw cracked and looked up into his eyes.

He shook his head, eyes sad but resolute. “There are reasons we elders stay behind barriers. The old men of the ministry do not handle change well. They shall argue for things to stay the same. But we must change with the times.”

“And if we don’t?”

“Then we all are doomed.”

 

***

 

They broke camp early, eager to get started on their journey northward; Loren to find Moira and Trystan, Dara to find a healer, any healer. Seated sideways, Dara concentrated on taking shallow breaths. Despite a fresh black moss binding, she gritted her teeth against the pain as she jarred against Loren. His arms about her waist held her steady against his body. The muscles of his thighs shifted against her backside, sending a strange little dart of yearning deep within. Remembering the heat in his eyes, part anger, part desire, made the blood shimmer in her veins. Every breath he took skittered along her nerve endings until her fingertips tingled. Never had she been so aware of a man afore. It was ever-present, inescapable. She held herself rigid, staying as clear of him as she could get. After hours of fighting the temptation to relax against the heat radiating from his body, a cramp developed in the middle of her back. She was exhausted and cranky.

They reached the foothills by late afternoon. “This is Badger territory.” Dara felt for the nonexistent amulet. “I wish I had Mag’s amulet so they’d know we belong to Moira. With all the hostilities breaking out, I don’t know how they’ll receive us.”

“I do not think we shall have to worry about it.” Loren dropped the seeming he traveled with and reverted to his true form, an elder warrior sworn to the Goddess as Lady’s champion.

He was almost too handsome. The shock of his transformation stole her breath. Those leaf-green eyes shone with every emotion, sometimes with a heat that made her tremble. It was disconcerting. She had to maintain control. She was a warrior, a thinker. This jumbled mess of emotion wasn’t her at all.

“…they still revere the Lady and are a matriarchal society with ancient guest laws. We shall be safe enough.”

Lord and Lady, she’d been so wrapped up in her thoughts she hadn’t even realized he’d spoken. Dara pinched herself on the arm. Time to stay in the here-and-now.

Hani`ena picked her way among the rocks on the trail. She stopped, and her ears pricked forward as she snorted.

“Someone is just beyond that curve in the road.” Loren looked up into the foliage. “They track us through the trees.”

Dara tried to straighten. Their ordeal was almost over. Or just begun.

Loren held his hands out from his sides, palms forward. “We come in peace. My companion requires a healer.”

A middle-aged woman, weather browned and tough as cured hide, appeared to block their path with a bronze tipped boar spear. A couple of young men guarded her back with spears of their own, but she was their leader. Loren did not assume they were alone because they were all he saw. “I greet the scouts of Badger Clan.”

The woman’s eyes widened and she bowed low. “Long way from home. We heard it go ill t’ th’ south.”

He nodded. “We seek to help Moira.”

“’Tis verra bad. Darkness an’ death spread like a plague.” Her eyes narrowed on Dara. “What o’ yer lady?”

“She spent time with Jalad. I cannot heal others. Can you help?”

She nodded. “We’ve healers, aye. Follow me.” She turned and walked down the trail. The young men took up positions behind Hani`ena, guarding their rear flank. They followed along for mayhaps an hour afore turning off onto a camouflaged footpath to their right and continued farther up the mountain to the mouth of a cave. The woman stopped and turned to them. “Ye wait. I’ll be back.” She disappeared into the cave, and Loren eased Dara to the ground afore dismounting himself and loosening Hani`ena’s girth.

Dara flinched as she leaned against the mare’s warm side, trying to find her balance.

The scout returned with a white-haired, wrinkled old grandmother of a woman carrying the staff of a shaman. The old woman stared at Dara hard. “I am Agata. In th’ absence o’ our Badger Clan mother Roisin I greet ye, lady-child o’ earth an’ fire. Long’s it been since yer kind walked these lands. Come in. Rest. This place is well protected.” She looked at Hani`ena. “My sister’s grandson has knowledge o’ horses, if ye’d permit? She willna be happy in a dark cave when there’s a fresh spring an’ a small sheltered clearing o’ grass.”

Loren removed the saddle and packs. Tail flagging, Hani`ena followed a gangly teenaged boy. The shaman helped Dara into the cave while Loren followed. They waited while their eyes adjusted to the lowered light. The entrance tunnel made a sharp left turn, then a right for mayhaps a hundred paces, then another sharp left into an enormous cavern.

Dara stared. The rock floor was dry and sand-covered, with majestic columns and scattered boulders. Stalactites and stalagmites gave the cave an otherworldly appearance, but Dara knew from her studies with Fanny a dry cave was a dead cave; no stone growth took place. So, sheltered from the outside weather, the interior a constant temperature, ’twas an ideal home for those who dwelled in the mountains. She counted a large central bonfire, with ten smaller fires. Ten families, then.

The shaman led them to the central fire and helped Dara down into a soft bed of fleeced sheepskins and cured furs. “Rest, lass. I’ll fetch th’ healer.”

A young woman brought a bucket of water and a dipper. “Fresh spring water. Be ye thirsty?”

Dara smiled. “Aye, thanks.” She drained the dipper twice and lay back as Loren took his turn.

“In the name of the Lady, I thank you for your kindness, youngling.” He inclined his head to the Badger woman.

She blushed and retreated.

The shaman returned with a middle-aged woman with short, greying brown curls and warm eyes the color of drenieval whiskey. “I’m Orla, lass. I hear ye spent some time wi’ Jalad. I’d like t’ make ye more comfortable.”

Dara closed her eyes. “Thank you.”

Orla knelt by her side and closed her eyes, extending her hands over Dara’s prone body. The warmth of scanning energy was familiar, but Orla’s was green rather than gold.

“Bruising…broken ribs…branding…an old sword…burn?” Orla’s eyes snapped open and she regarded Dara with an expression betwixt awe and fear. “Black moss? Iron poisoning?”

Dara nodded. “I’m a healer also. Like Loren, I can heal myself. But Jalad’s chains were iron, and since then I’ve been unable to do anything,” she told the older woman, holding out her reddened, flaking wrists.

Orla swallowed hard. “Well, lass, I can heal yer body. But I’m a simple herb-healer. I canna remove th’ iron poisoning. That takes th’ magic o’ a metal mage.”

“Can you summon one?” Dara tried to temper the rising hope.

Orla shook her head as she removed the black moss bindings and turned it over to Agata. “’Tis best disposed of by ye. Removing true-iron poisoning is a power beyond th’ world o’ men.” She turned to Loren. “If ye take her home, isna there any there who can help her?”

“Mayhaps, but metal mages are not common.”

The shaman Agata nodded. “The spirits o’ th’ forest tell me there be more’n one reason fer yer takin’ her home beyond our borders. We’ve sent a runner t’ Wolf Clan. Moira an’ Trystan shoulda be here by morning.” She placed a hand on Loren’s arm. “Come wi’ me, lad. Ye need a bath an’ meal. Michel canst show ye. Let’s leave Orla work.” She turned to the healer. “I’ll be back t’ assist.” Agata gathered up the black moss, careful to touch the outer binding cloth alone.

Loren followed Agata away from the central fire.

Dara bit her lip as she watched his long-legged retreat. A part of her yearned to follow him, an almost physical tug at her heart. She felt dimmed, as if he lit a torch within her that only burned in his presence. Why him? Why now?

“Relax, lass,” Orla said. “Ye know healing canna take place in a troubled heart.”

Dara pushed Loren to the back of her mind. She closed her eyes, felt the softness of the bed and the warmth of the fire against her skin. She took a deep breath of cleansing sage-tinged smoke, held it in, exhaled. Then again. Her racing pulse slowed to normal.

“That’s it,” Orla approved.

Agata returned with a small drum. “Let’s begin.” She began drumming and chanting under her breath. Her heart matched pace with the drum’s slow, steady beat.

Orla placed a hand on Dara’s head and another on her belly. Warm, green energy flowed through her body like a spring mist. The firelight danced behind Dara’s eyelids, almost in rhythm with Agata’s low chant. She saw animals in the flickering shadows—a rabbit, a fox, a wolf, a badger, a deer, a bear and a great long-necked winged creature she’d never seen afore but almost recognized…

Spirits of the forest and mountains, protective totems of the clans, Dara realized, grateful they’d help a stranger. Bruising faded, aches and pain dissolved like salt in water. Ribs fused, muscles reknit until she breathed without pain. The relief was so intense she wanted to shout.

But she sensed something else. A darkness, insidious, like smoke. Nowhere, everywhere. Tears streamed down her cheeks. The healer spoke true. The iron was still with her. Orla withdrew. Agata’s chants and drum silenced. Dara swiped at the tears. “I’m sorry. I am grateful to you both. Thank you.”

Agata inclined her head. “Ye were meant t’ come here, child. In a way, ’tis like a comin’ home. Your folk are from these verra mountains.”

Orla looked tired. “I’m sorry I canna do more, lass.”

“Nay.” Dara placed a hand on the healer’s arm. “Don’t think you failed. You did enough. The rest must follow in the Lady’s own time. You must eat something.”

“Aye.” Orla swayed as she rose. “There’s bean soup in the communal pot, fresh baked flat bread an’ herbed goats’ butter. I’ll bring some. Ye need rest as well.”

Agata returned with the promised food. “I convinced Orla t’ rest.” She handed a bowl to Dara. “Yer elder friend eats wi’ th’ hunters at th’ next fire o’er. A few o’ them have also scouted, so they share th’ lay o’ th’ land.” She shook her head and dropped cross-legged aside the fire. “’Tis no’ just folks fleeing north. E’en th’ birds ‘n’ animals want naught t’ do wi’ whate’er Jalad summons.”

Dara’s gaze strayed to the next fire over. Loren’s silver-gilt hair shimmered in the flickering light. She resolutely forced her attention back to the old shaman. “A demon from the abyss.”

Agata pulled her carved staff closer. “Moira an’ Trystan speak o’ war. As kin, Badger and Bear must march wi’ Wolf Clan. ’Tis a matter o’ honor. But against a demon?” She shook her head. “Sure an’ they march t’ their deaths.”

Dara shuddered at the dark thread of doom wound through Agata’s words. “My father, afore he left this world for the next, said if the world ended I was to head east as far as the rising sun, that help lie from that quarter as well.”

Agata’s face was inscrutable in the flickering shadows. “Mayhaps. Roisin’s harvestin’ willow bark down by th’ river. She shoulda return soon. Rest wi’ us this night. When Moira an’ Trystan arrive we’ll know better how go th’ other clans.”

“I saw them, your guardian spirits. Animals like smoke and shadow against the flames.”

Agata nodded. “Yer people come from these verra mountains, are kin t’ th’ life still here. ’Tis no small wonder ye sense their presence. They fer certain sense yers. Now rest.”

Dara snuggled into the bedding and closed her eyes. The scent of sage smoke cleared her thoughts. A lingering green warmth still coursed through her body. She felt better than she had in days.

Sleep didn’t come easy. All too used to sleeping alone, she noticed every little smell and noise. Her mind caught in the low sound of a flute and drifted away.

A hand shook her shoulder. She opened her eyes. Shadows pulsed and flickered across Loren’s face as he loomed over her in the ever changing light. “Roisin is back, and Trystan has arrived ahead of Moira. You should get up.”

Dara sat up, marveling at the lack of pain movement caused. She reached out a hand and Loren pulled her to her feet. Cleaned up and trance-healed, he looked different in clan garb. Less fey. More earthy and approachable. Standing this close to him, she recalled the feel of his mouth on hers, and trembled at the tingle that shot through her body. Of its own volition, her gaze dropped to his lips.

His hand tightened on her hip, drawing her closer to the warmth of his body. His eyes darkened, seeming to reflect more of the shadows than the light. “What is this spell you cast on me, lady?”

“I could ask you the same thing,” she whispered. She felt complete when he held her, which in and of itself was troubling. Never afore had she this compulsive need to be with someone. Why now? Why him? She barely knew him. But she yearned to know him better, yearned to get closer. She caught herself leaning toward him and stiffened, pulling back at the sound of approaching footsteps.

They turned and watched a broad-shouldered woman with a tanned, ageless face and alert grey eyes draw near.

“Welcome t’ Badger Clan,” the woman said. “I’m Headwoman Roisin, sister o’ Moira’s mother Fenia. Ye’ve had a hard road. I bid ye t’ stay an’ rest afore ye resume yer travels.”

Dara and Loren bowed. “Thank you, Lady Roisin,” Dara said. She glanced down at the giant black wolf padding up behind the Badger Clan leader. It regarded her with a steady intelligence in its not-quite-wolflike gaze. Her eyes traveled up to the man aside the wolf. A true warrior, she noted by his stance, war braids, scars and tattoos. But there was something in his piercing blue eyes, something reminiscent of the wolf itself. Something uncanny and wild.

“I’m Trystan, Moira’s brother. Ye’d be th’ reason he—” he nodded at Loren “— snuck off in th’ middle o’ th’ night like a will-o’-th’-wisp.”

“Time was a pressing concern.” Loren stepped forward to clasp the other man’s arm in greeting. “Well met again, Trys. You made good time.”

Some secret flashed behind Trystan’s eyes. “So’d ye. Glad yer mission was a success. Moira an’ Fenia follow with Rybyk an’ a few others.”

“Come,” Roisin said. “Let’s sit ‘round th’ fire. Niadh,” she addressed the wolf, “wolf-kin, ye may stay as ye wish.”

The black wolf curled at Trystan’s side. His coarse black fur shimmered almost silver-tipped in the firelight. Loren pulled Dara down next to him and curled an arm about her waist. She leaned into the reassuring warmth of his body and studied the two of them, Trystan and Niadh, only to find herself studied in turn. “What?” she asked.

“Moira said ye’r th’ local healer, yet ’tis a warrior I sense afore me.” Trystan cocked his head. “Why’d ye no’ heal yerself once ye were freed?”

Her cheeks flamed. “Jalad bound me with iron. That can’t be removed by healing. None of my healing or sensing will work until the curse is removed.”

Trystan’s eyes blazed into hers. “Iron holds such sway?”

“Aye.” Her gaze swept the entire group. Rolling her sleeve up, she revealed the slave brand. “I’ve as much reason to hate Jalad as any here. Count me in on any plans you make to overthrow him.”

Trystan’s jaw tightened at the sight of Dara’s brand. “How many are marked so?”

“All the surviving women. Most of the men slain, the women enslaved, and Jalad lording it over all.” Her blood boiled with suppressed fury.

His eyes turned cold and deadly. Niadh growled low in his throat, a sound more felt than heard. If her own anger was fire, Trystan’s was pure ice. Dara wondered which of the two was more dangerous.

“Wi’ th’ demon it willna be so easy,” Agata stated. “Th’ forest spirits can guide an’ strengthen our warriors, but t’ banish a demon takes more magic an’ Light than we alone can wield.”

Loren shifted. “We have mages aplenty on the other side, and our priests and priestesses are the oldest in the land. They may have some knowledge of precedence.”

“But would they help?” Roisin asked. “The elders ha’ always kept t’ their side.”

“I believe as Lady’s champion, I might convince them.”

“I’m a citizen of Riverhead and one of Moira’s people,” Dara stated. “I swore an oath to uphold and protect her. I’ve been in the castle and in Jalad’s hands. I can give an accurate report of what I heard and saw, and I can defend myself if need be.” Her mouth twisted. “This cursed iron still left me that.”

Trystan’s gaze held hers. “We’d go with ye, lass. Niadh an’ me. Guard yer back, yer flank. We’re no’ without power o’ our own.”

Agata stared at him. “Ye’d risk so much then, son o’ th’ wolf?”

Trystan’s jaw tightened. “I would.”

Dara reached out a hand and touched his arm. He jumped like she’d scalded him, but did not pull away. “Your time will come. But not yet. You’re needed here, to gather your warriors. To protect Moira, even from herself. You know she’d try something foolish for certain.”

Loren’s arm tightened around her. “And you know what she has at stake,” he reminded Trystan.

Niadh’s teeth closed around Trystan’s hand. Moira’s brother stared at his furred companion for a moment. His shoulders slumped. “We wait. For now.”

“Rest. Morning comes soon enough,” Roisin decreed.

“Niadh an’ me’ll set up a camp by th’ entrance,” Trystan said. “If’n we can have some wood fer our fire?”

“Certain,” the headwoman replied. “But rest, no’ guard.”

Trystan did not answer, but collected some wood for a small fire at the edge of the tunnel, at which he and Niadh settled.

Loren soon dozed off on his side of the fire, but Dara tossed and turned. Odd how the night was anything but quiet, even in a dark cave. She heard every little sound. She gave up and rose to her feet. She wrapped herself in Loren’s cloak and padded to the cave entrance. Niadh watched her, but Trystan’s back was to her.

Hani`ena stood outside in the dappled moonlight. Frosty air streamed from her nostrils with every breath, but the clan boy had covered her with a woolen blanket and she seemed comfortable. The mare nuzzled her when she approached.

“Are you all right?” Dara asked.

Hani`ena tossed her head and whickered.

Dara spied a couple of shadowy forms farther down the trail. Sentries, she guessed.

“Could ye no’ sleep, either?” Trystan’s rough voice asked behind her.

She turned. “Nay. Mayhaps it’s just an overflow of healing energy, but I’m twitchy.”

He nodded and dropped to the ground. “Th’ forest spirits are out on th’ wind tonight. Mayhaps ’tis them ye sense.”

“Mayhaps.” She stared down into his eyes. In the moonlight they glowed feral green, though she knew they were blue. Must be a trick of the light.

Trystan nodded to Hani`ena, who dropped her head and snorted back. He smiled. “No’ much scares ye, warlady, does it?” he asked the horse, as if half expecting an answer. He turned to Dara. “Nor ye, I ’spect.”

“You’d be wrong.” Dara rubbed her hands up and down her arms, stared up at the moon. “Jalad scares me. Wearing this brand for the rest of my life scares me. Demons subverting children scare me. Never getting my powers back scares me. Being alone in this world scares me.” She turned to Moira’s brother. “See? Everything scares me.”

He shook his head and rose to his feet, but did not approach. “Yer no’ alone, lady. The one ye travel with shall ne’er leave ye. As fer th’ rest, ’twould scare anyone. Most ne’er see such times, but those who do live fore’er in th’ future stories.”

“I don’t want to be a campfire story. Most of those heroes are dead, and I still live.”

“Ye’ve fire in yer belly ’twould hold off th’ dark. Why’d ye fight Jalad? Is it just personal?”

She shook her head. “Nay. He slaughtered my people. My kin. He must answer for that. If not me, then whom?”

“Long ago, guardian spirits walked among folk, wrapped in th’ guise o’ men—an’ women.” There was a faraway look in his eyes as he, too, stared at the moon. “Teachers an’ counselors mostly, but there were true-warrior spirits, as well.”

Hani`ena snorted.

“Where’d they go?” Dara asked. “We need them.”

“I’m no’ so sure they be all that far away. Some nights they be close indeed, lady.”

“I hope so, Trystan, for all our sakes.” She shivered in the cold mountain air. “I’d better go back in. I imagine your sister will be here bright and early.”

He nodded, seemingly impervious to the cold. He looked like he belonged here, in the moonlight, in the night. “I’m goin’ scoutin’, see how close they got t’night. Rybyk makes good time when he has a reason fer movin’.” He slipped off into the shadows and was gone.

Dara went back into the cave. Niadh watched her pass as she returned to the guest fire. Loren’s eyes opened as she settled back down. He held up an arm, raising the blanket in invitation. “You are freezing. Come here. I shall warm you.”

She hesitated, then found herself burrowing under the covers, into blissful, Loren-scented heat.

“Did you go outside?”

She quivered as his breath tickled her ear. “I couldn’t sleep, so I went to check on Hani`ena.”

“She is fine. You should try to rest.” He drew her more firmly against him, but made no further move. “It is a long ride tomorrow.”

Knowing she could trust him, Dara closed her eyes. Warmth and peace seeped from his body into hers. His arms held safety, an anchor against the dark. But moments later someone shook her. She opened her eyes and focused on Moira’s pale face. “Your Majesty.” Loren was gone. Dara struggled out of the mound of covers.

Moira smiled. “Dinna fash yerself now. We jus’ got here. I brought ye sommat t’ wear. Me cousin’ll show ye where ye can bathe an’ dress.”

The same woman who’d offered water yesterday showed Dara a fountain and pool fed by a hot mineral spring. The bath made her feel more alert and she dressed in the Wolf Clan plaids Moira had brought.

At the central fire, Moira sat with her mother, her aunt and old Agata. They all ate hot oat gruel with berries. Trystan brought her over a steaming bowl and spoon. “Thank you.” She smiled.

He nodded, not looking at all like he’d been up all night prowling the mountain forest. “They’re waitin’ fer ye. Loren’s jus’ checkin’ his warlady an’ he’ll be joinin’ ye.” He retreated to the warriors’ fire for his own breakfast.

Dara approached the clan women’s meeting.

Moira smiled at her and slid over. “Have a seat.”

“How’re ye feelin’ this morn?” Roisin asked.

“Better, thank you.”

Agata eyed her. “Rough night?”

“Aye.” Dara nodded. “Couldn’t sleep. Trystan told me forest spirits walked last night and mayhaps ’twas them I sensed.”

“Indeed.” Agata went silent.

“Well.” Fenia broke the silence. “Wolf an’ Badger Clans can be ready t’ march wi’in th’ week, but Trystan’ll have t’ get a message t’ th’ others. I ’spect ye can count on Bear, but th’ others—”

“This affects e’ery last one o’ them too,” Moira spat. “Where d’they think we’ll go, shoulda we fail?”

“Easy, lass,” Roisin soothed. “Th’ white warlady an’ Her champion shall bring back aid. We needs wait ’til then. All o’ us wi’ all o’ them…”

“Riverhead’s seer Xavier rode south fer Hengist,” Moira said. “What I wouldna give t’ know if he made it or no’.”

“Farseein’ be a talent in tales, no’ in life-true,” Agata said. “We live or die by our own hands.”

“True ’nough.” Fenia nodded. “Ye go wi’ him?” she asked Dara.

“Aye.” Dara polished off the last of her breakfast. “I’m stronger than I’ve been in days. I see no reason to wait.”

“Good,” Loren said behind her. “Hani`ena is ready to go. Ladies, I thank you for your hospitality.”

“Let’s ride,” Dara agreed.






Chapter Eight
 

Energy tingled over Dara’s skin, waking her from a half-doze. “We’re here?”

Loren’s arms tightened around her. “We just passed through the last barrier.” His body was tense.

“You shouldn’t have brought me. You told me people weren’t welcome here.”

“I did not. Stop crediting your thoughts as my words. We are expected.”

“Expected?” She leaned back against him, puzzled. Hani`ena’s head bobbed in front of them as the mare picked her way among the rocks. “How can we be expected?”

Hani`ena snorted, ears cocked backward. He grimaced.

Dara got an apprehensive lump in her throat, and she stiffened. “What’d she say?”

Hani`ena snapped her tail.

He squirmed. “You needs know the truth afore you meet them. I have been in direct contact with my father all this time. Not constantly, but we can contact each other at will and I have apprised him of what goes on.” He sobered. “Hopefully Granna Lorelei has a metal mage in mind familiar with iron poisoning.”

“How much do they know?” Dara kept her voice calm, but there was a hard edge she couldn’t avoid; pointless to try with an empath.

“The battle, being wounded, Jalad, demons, finding Moira.”

Dara narrowed her eyes. “What about me?”

“Life-debt, burning, iron poisoning…miss anything?”

Bone-melting kisses, baths, sleeping together… She elbowed him. “Well, since he knows all about me, seems only fair I know all about him.”

Hani`ena stopped. “Tell her or I shalt.”

Dara nearly fell off. The voice in her mind was strident, with militant overtones. “I can hear her?”

“Her choice, not mine. Dara, my father is a political figure. The position is not elected. Deane shall inherit when Father retires.”

Dara went very still. “You’re talking nobility.”

“Higher,” Hani`ena said with a darkly gleeful undertone.

Dara’s body went ice-cold. “Royalty?” she squawked aloud.

“Aye, and nay. My father is king. Deane is heir.” Loren spoke quickly. “That has naught to do with me or Brannan. The title ‘Lady’s champion’ holds more power and prestige than ‘second son of Cedric’.”

“High King Cedric ta Pari ta Lir,” Hani`ena clarified in a most oh-so-helpful tone.

“Why does that name sound familiar?” Dara’s eyes widened. “Your grandfather wasn’t named for that king Grandmother Lena met. He is that bloody king.”

“Father has been king longer than you have been alive. Five hundred years.”

Blood roared in Dara’s ears. “How old are you, Loren?”

“Three—”

“Centuries?” The edges of her mind blurred.

“Do not faint. You ask, you had best be prepared to handle the answer. We do not lie.”

Dara glanced down at Moira’s second set of dress-plaids. “You lied to me.”

“Not precisely.”

“Omission is still a type of lie,” she snapped, rubbing her hands up and down her arms. “What will they think of me?” Lord and Lady, royalty and immortality. Her stomach roiled.

“They shall be happy to meet you and my father shall thank you for saving my life.”

“We should get going. Camping is fine. For squirrels.” Hani`ena broke into a canter and emerged from the tunnel into a land such as Dara had never seen. A golden cast settled over everything. There were trees bigger than she had ever imagined, both leafed and evergreens, ferns as big as Hani`ena, butterflies in vivid colors that made her squint. Birds sang, insects flitted about, and in the distance was a grassy hill full of flowers she smelled even this far away.

Dara fought nausea. What was she doing in this place? A nameless, homeless orphan so far removed from royalty and immortality—

“Okay, stop the self pity right there. You are a warrior by your own declaration. For Goddess’ sake start acting like one.”

Dara glanced at Loren. He stared straight ahead.

“He cannot hear me this time. Just you.”

“Can you hear me?”

“With a lot less effort than you are using now. Just think at me like you were thinking aloud.” Hani`ena paused. “You are easier to speak to than I expected. You at least can focus.”

“We shall be able to see Poshnari-Unai, the capitol city, within the hour,” Loren stated.

“Wonderful. What’s it like?”

“I didn’t know I could mind-speak.”

Hani`ena snorted. “Do not flatter yourself, youngling. I am doing all the work.”

“Cymry Hall stands atop a hill in the center. You shall love my cousin Sirona’s gardens. Granna Lorelei has ponds and fountains and little waterfalls. It is a beautiful place for escape. The baths and spas are famous throughout the land.”

Dara slumped, then regrouped. “Sounds like paradise.”

He shook his head. “Nay, not paradise. Just home.”

Her spine stiffened. “Why speak to me now, horse?”

“Better. Because you shalt need an ally. Not all shalt welcome your presence here. Lorelei and Pari, however, shalt adore you. They are surprisingly emotional. Most are very understated and composed.”

Understated and composed. Dara grimaced. “Sounds like I’ll fit right in.”

“Cedric is very dignified but wise and fair. Losing Ayala and Markale has taken much from his spirit, and he is a worrier by nature, but he has everyone’s best interests in mind at all times.”

“How did they die?”

“Markale was the youngest and Ayala’s favorite son. A warrior like Loren, but more eager and less skilled than his older brother. He and his war mare Ainakea were killed by trolls in a skirmish at Enoka Pass. Ayala was a gentle soul. No spine. She just gave up on the rest of the family and faded away.” Hani`ena paused. “Elves can grieve themselves into mortality and will themselves out of existence.”

Trolls? Dara paused to consider. “Immortality must become a heavy burden after a time.”

“Indeed. Astute of you to get past the obvious.”

“Tell me about your brothers. What are they like?”

“Brannan likes to use words no one understands just to show off but he is a good sort. Deane is the future king and stands very much on ceremony and protocol.”

“Who’s your best friend after Hani`ena? Who’d you get into trouble with growing up?”

Loren grinned. “Cianan ta Daneal. We stole snow-apples from the temple orchard and slid down the palace railings. We hung Sirona’s pantaloons from the bell tower. He went to the academy with me and is now archery instructor. I do not know if I should introduce you. He is quite the ladies’ man.”

“Cianan is a harmless flirt. Deane you must watch. He ever wants what Loren has. Beware.”

“What about you, Dara? Who was your best friend?”

Dara rode in silence, unable to answer. How to describe growing up with secrets and forbidden knowledge, abilities and training? Her disaffinity for animals prevented having a pet. Her parents were her instructors and the villagers thought of her as but useful. “I was too busy for friends.”

Loren looked at her for a long moment. “Sirona would love a friend with whom to share new ideas and adventures. She is not circumspect either and is often at odds with those around her.”

Sounded like any family. Loren’s vow returned to her, but Dara wondered whether she was ally or captive.

They crested the hill, and Hani`ena stopped to let her take it in. Poshnari-Unai, the capitol city of the eastdawn elves. Once, her grandmother stood here, Dara shivered. What family secrets would she discover from Pari ta Lir? The city gleamed white and gold in the sunlight, rising tiers of walls and buildings and colored banners fluttering in the breeze. Its sheer size and beauty took her breath away. She stared at the biggest, highest building. Cymry Hall. Loren’s home. A royal palace.

The very thought made her ill all over again. She glanced back at Loren. Not a common warrior. A prince.

A liar.

Loren closed his eyes. He took in a long slow breath and held it, then exhaled. “We are home.”

“We are welcomed.”

Dara stared at the approaching cloud of dust. A white war mare and her rider galloped toward them.

Loren laughed and waved. “Cianan and Kikeona.”

Dara straightened and tried smoothing her rumpled wool skirts as the other warrior approached. Kikeona slid to a showy stop afore them and with a whoop Cianan clasped Loren’s forearm in greeting. “About time you arrived. The entire place has been in an uproar since we were told you would arrive today.” He stared at Loren’s appearance. “Are you well?”

Loren stiffened. “Well enough.”

“Lady’s champion.” Cianan shook his head. “Lord and Lady, I sense a tale there.”

Dara blinked at his unexpected appearance. She’d been under the mistaken impression all elves had light hair, but Cianan’s hair was long and black. His features were elf-cast, with slanted cobalt eyes lit with roguish good humor.

Cianan stared right back while Hani`ena and Kikeona touched noses. “You never told me the women outside our realm were so fair of form. Mayhaps I should venture out more often.”

Dara glared at him. “The women outside your realm are fairer of mind than form and can speak for themselves.”

“She speaks.” He clutched his heart.

“And knows which end of a blade to hold, so I would have your respect, sir.” Dara planted her fists against her hips.

Loren grinned. “She saved my life. The Boars would have had me for their fires.”

Cianan sobered. “My thanks, vertenya. He is my best friend. I would have mourned him and avenged his murder.”

“Vertenya is a very old word meaning Goddess-warrioress. What does that tell you of women warriors?”

“That you are overdue for the next generation.”

“Since he rescued me from those same fires I’d call us even.”

Cianan stared at them. “Life-debt?”

“Indeed.” Loren pulled her closer.

She fought the urge to relax against him. Lying prince. No wonder he acted so high-handed all the time—he was used to ordering people about. Well, he’d not order her.

“Ah, well. Good.” Cianan beamed approval at them.

What was she missing? Dara wondered.

“I want to get home.” Loren rubbed his hand up and down Dara’s arm. She wondered if he was even aware he was doing it, but was grateful for the comforting gesture all the same.

She frowned. She didn’t want to be comforted, or grateful. He’d lied to her and dragged her here against her will. All she wanted was to go home to her simple life. Fighting, healing—those things she understood. Royalty and immortality and magic? She wanted no part of that.

“Demons?” Hani`ena added.

Dara wanted to kick something. Demons were out of her league. She knew she needed help, and Loren was right to bring in more aid, but she didn’t have to like it.

“It has been too long, and a hard road,” Loren stated.

“You have news?” Cianan asked.

“A demon escaped the abyss and subverts Arcadia as we speak. First Westmarche, now Riverhead.”

“As if that cursed One Truth was not enough.” Cianan struck his chest with a fist. “You shall have a time with the ministry, but I stand with you, brother.”

“My thanks.” Loren duplicated the gesture.

Both mares turned toward the city and started off at a showy trot, matching strides.

Dara grinned in spite of herself. Showoffs.

They entered the opened gates. The thick walls towered over them as they passed through. The war mares’ hooves rang as they struck the brick roadway. People stared as they passed, but a few children cheered and waved. Hani`ena arched her neck.

One daring little girl ran up with a bouquet of purple flowers. Kikeona stopped and knelt down so Cianan could lean over to receive the gift. He kissed the girl’s cheek, and she blushed bright crimson and fled. Cianan grinned as he straightened, and Kikeona rose to her full height.

Loren turned to his best friend. “Rather younger than your usual fan.”

“Easier to impress and much less demanding,” Cianan retorted. “Asides, I like flowers. She is a florist’s daughter, and they know me well at that shop.” He sniffed, then yelped.

“What?” Dara asked.

“A bee.”

Loren howled with laughter as they wound their way ever upward.

At the palace gateway, they were greeted by an older elf with ancient eyes on a scarred, greying war mare. “Lord Elio, it is good to see you again.” They clasped forearms in what Dara now recognized as a ritual warrior greeting. “My former weaponsmaster, and his war mare, Milisena,” he told Dara. “Lord Elio is Minister of Defense. Lord Elio, Dara Kahn Androcles from Hengist’s kingdom of Riverhead.”

“Welcome, child of man.” He did not sound welcoming.

Dara wasn’t sure of his tone, or the coolness of his gaze. “I thank you for your welcome, my lord.”

“Well, I am off for an all-night game of howgarth with the city guard,” Cianan said. “I shall see you both tomorrow.”

“Thou hast classes in the morning,” Lord Elio reminded him.

“So I do.” He grinned at Loren. “I think I had best have a drink or six too. Never face that lot with a clear head.” He waggled his eyebrows at Dara and kissed her hand with a flourish. “Farewell, vertenya. Save a dance for me.”

Loren laughed. “Get him out of here.”

“Gladly,” Lord Elio muttered. “I had best accompany him, make sure he stays out of trouble. A good night to thee both, lad. Come on, pup.” He led Cianan away.

Loren whispered in Dara’s ear, “We dismount and walk from here.” He nodded at the young elves in page livery, standing at attention. “They shall take Hani`ena to the stables. My family awaits us on the front steps.”

“Spine, vertenya.”

Dara slid to the ground and leaned against the mare for support. Loren dismounted and stood behind her with his hands on her shoulders. She straightened and motioned forward with one hand. “Lead on.”

The moment of truth had come.

Dara eyed the elves awaiting them at the palace entry. Great Goddess, they corralled the entire herd for the show.

A younger version of Loren bounded down the stone stairs and threw his arms around Loren with a whoop. “Welcome home, wanderer. It has been too long.”

“Bran.” Loren hugged him back. “Good to see you again.”

A beautiful woman with Loren’s eyes smiled at Dara then glared at the man next to her. Dara stared at him. A small grey cloud hovered over his head; rain poured down his body and soaked his clothes. Dara glanced up at a clear sky, then back at the man. He winked at her and heaved a dramatic sigh.

Loren burst into laughter. “Lord and Lady, Granther, what did you do to Granna this time?”

“Thou wouldst be best served by ignorance,” the woman stated. “Welcome home, lad. Thou hast been missed.”

Dara blinked. The rain-soaked mess was former High King Pari ta Lir? The woman was Lorelei, the family water mage? She swallowed hard. “Remind me to stay on her good side,” she murmured to Loren.

He just grinned and shook his head.

Brannan smiled at Dara and bowed. “Lady’s blessing on you, Lady Dara.”

Lady? Dara opened her mouth to correct him, but Loren’s hand on her hip stayed her words. “Th-thank you, Prince Brannan.”

The prince grinned at his older brother. “I must get back to my potion making. I shall see you at dinner. Cook prepared your favorite dessert, crème rija pudding with hukoberry sauce. If you are late, I shall eat your portion too.”

Loren unsheathed his sword as he climbed the stairs to greet an older man with a simple circlet of gold and jewels. Loren handed his king the blade. “Thy Justice returns.”

“Thou hast been gone a long time.” Cedric studied his son for a long moment. “Bound to the Lady’s Justice now. Thou hast done well.” Cedric nodded as he handed Justice back to Loren. “We shalt speak later.”

“What is this I hear about Brannan potion making?” Loren asked his father. “His last experiments turned all the geese green for a week until Gwendolyn reversed it.”

Green geese? Dara choked at the image.

“He hast taken an interest in healing and apprenticed to Benilo himself. Benilo hast him making his own medicines.”

Lorelei smiled. “It is good to see him doing something useful with his questioning mind other than seeking knowledge for knowledge’s sake. It is a good calling. He hast compassion and talent for finding problems beyond the obvious.”

Cedric stared at Dara. She felt weighed and measured, and tried not to shake. “Thou art welcome, youngling. Long hast it been since thy family graced our home with its presence. Enter. Be at ease.”

She looked around. The whole herd wasn’t here…quite. Where was Deane? She glanced at Loren, puzzled.

“I see Deane’s duties detained him again. Might we see him and Paulette at dinner?”

“Thou wilt indeed.” Lorelei stepped forward and addressed Dara. “Thou hast come a long and frightful way. Thou need rest. Come with me to thy quarters.”

Dara turned to Loren in panic at being separated from the one familiar thing in this new and—she glanced at Pari—strange world.

Loren nodded. “It is all right. Take a bath, eat, rest until dinner. I shall come for you then.”

Dara looked into the too-familiar eyes of the elven mage. They were the kindest she’d ever seen.

“Be easy, youngling. Thy chambers are aside Loren’s. Thou wilt see him soon. Please, follow me.” Lorelei turned and climbed the stairs, entering into the palace antechamber. Velvet-cushioned benches lined the walls to either side. Passing through a narrow door that could be barred from the inside, they entered the main formal hall.

Cedric’s dais and throne gleamed with gold and gems, with arms like a giant swan’s folded wings. They walked through the hall to a smaller doorway guarded by a uniformed warrior, who snapped to attention as the dowager queen approached.

“I promise the full tour later, but for now this is a shortcut to Loren’s tower suite.”

They followed a green-leaf-patterned runner down a marble-tiled corridor. The family portraits eyed her as she passed. Dara stared at one mounted king and his war mare. They doubled for Loren and Hani`ena.

Lorelei noted where her gaze had come to rest. “Kiel Brightblade and Aka`ula, our first high king. He ascended during the first goblin war. He was every inch a warrior yet ruled for three hundred years afore he was killed in the Battle of Carolwyn’s Crossing and Joran ascended. Loren reminds me very much of Kiel.”

Did she say goblin war? Dara wondered. The first goblin war? First Hani`ena mentioned Loren’s brother Markale was killed by trolls and now goblins? Dara began to wonder about the barriers betwixt the realm of the dawn and the world of men. Just who protected whom from what?

“Loren didn’t tell me of his heritage.”

“Nay, he does not. Loren discovered early on people treat royalty differently.” Lorelei shot her a sharp glance, but Dara caught sadness behind wariness in her eyes. “He prefers things simpler, so he says naught. Loren hast a heart for adventure and travel. We cannot keep him home and wouldst not clip his wings.” She produced an elegant key and handed it to Dara. “Here. For thee. Through here.”

Dara turned the key in the lock and entered the room. She stopped and stared. Even bigger than Hengist’s bedchamber. And so grand. The furniture was made of golden wood. There was a bed as wide as she was tall. Aside it a nightstand held an oil lamp. A bookshelf stood on the opposite wall. A long, low table surrounded by four upright chairs set afore an enormous mirror and a rocking chair brought a lump to her throat. There was rich fabric in red, orange, bronze and gold. She eyed the various doors. “Where—”

Lorelei opened the first one to a closet full of dresses. She gestured to another door. “Loren’s chambers. Asides the housekeeper, thou holds the only key.”

Dara stared at Loren’s door with trepidation and swallowed hard. Surely not? Had Loren’s family misconstrued their relationship? Adjoining rooms were reserved for married couples, at least in her world. Did the rules differ here? Mayhaps they let her stay close to the familiar? She hated not knowing and was afraid to ask.

Lorelei opened the last remaining door into a room such as Dara had never seen afore. There was a tub, and a waist-high basin held up on an odd pillar from the floor. She eyed the handles and looked at Loren’s grandmother. The elven woman smiled and turned one. Water poured into the basin from the spout in the wall.

Dara squeaked and jumped back.

“Fear not, youngling. This place is built on a sleeping volcano, with heat vents and hot springs. It is a matter of pipes and fancy bellows and waterwheels. We hath heated floors and access to hot and cold water.” She smiled. “Our builders hath had much time to think of ways to make life more comfortable.” She indicated a small doorway beyond the tub. “Indoor privy.”

Dara noted the seat-covered basin held water. “How?”

Lorelei indicated the pipes entering from the ceiling. “Pull that handle there. The bowl’s contents drain though pipes in the bottom and water refills from the pipes atop.”

Dara had never conceived of such a notion. She stared at the tub with longing. “A hot bath?”

“As much as the tub holds and hot as thou couldst wish.” She pulled both handles on the tub. “Tell me when it suits.”

Dara did. “Warmer.” Lorelei adjusted the handles until the girl smiled at the rising steam. “There. Perfect.”

The mage stopped the drain in the bottom with a circle of sanded wood and then poured a generous dollop of dark red oil into the water. A cloud of spicy-scented steam rose.

The scent hit Dara hard, straight into her brain. She purred. “What is that?”

“Valerian blend. The maker tells not the recipe. Attempts to copy, fail.” Lorelei smiled. “It was thy granna’s favorite scent.” When the tub was full she turned off the water. “Very well, climb in.”

Dara looked at her askance. “I can bathe myself.”

Lorelei was adamant. “Thou hast had a hard week. I know of the branding and the iron poisoning. I wish to look at that clan-healer’s work. Thou canst hardly be shy of an old woman.” She laughed. “Asides, who shalt wash thy back?”

Dara crawled out of Moira’s clothes and slid into the tub. The heat seeped into her bones and she relaxed and closed her eyes, leaning against the sloped back of the tub. Paradise.

Lorelei’s hands entered the water, and her fingertips touched Dara’s sides. “She healed the ribs and bruising just fine. Couldst she not heal the iron poisoning as well?”

Dara shook her head. “Nay. She said ’twas beyond her skill, that I needed a metal mage.” She opened her eyes and looked down at the brand on her right shoulder. “She said she couldn’t remove that, either.” Dara glared. “I will, even if it means cutting it out. I can fight left-handed.”

“Well, youngling, that is a bit drastic.” Lorelei’s eyes narrowed. “I am not a healing mage, but this goes beyond even their scope. I know no metal mages. Here they are rare as a phoenix egg. They exist, but in another land far away. We hath not dealt with those people since they refused us aid in the second goblin war, but I shalt call.”

“Can you not do something yourself?”

Lorelei looked rueful. “Didst thou think immortal meant all-knowing? Mages hath access to their own element of magic, but that is all. I am a water mage, youngling; I hold no sway with metals. I am sorry.”

Without power, it would take some nerve to cut the mark from her arm and risk it not healing properly. Dara swallowed her disappointment when she wanted to howl it aloud.

Lorelei frowned. “There might be another who canst help.”

“Another person?”

“Nay. Thou might call it a family heirloom. Thy mother Sheena left it years ago.”

“My mother was here?”

“Aye.” Lorelei’s expression was guarded. “Thou might not want it. It is a magical torque, sentient with the spirits of thy ancestresses, bound to thy family by blood magic. Thou art the only one who canst claim it and use it. Hopefully thy warrior training shalt give thee the needed discipline to prevent it from using thee.”

Dara’s temper flared. “No one uses me.”

“My point.” Lorelei radiated satisfaction. “I shalt leave thee to soak whilst I fetch something to eat. When I return we shalt get thee washed and dressed. Dinner is not for three hours yet. Time enough for a nap. Thou need rest if thou wouldst face thy destiny.”

Dara closed her eyes. The scented steam seeped into her, and she relaxed, enjoying the rare peace. She ducked under the water, letting her hair soak up the scent as well. All her aches melted away, and though the worries were still there, they seemed distant, more manageable.

A knock at the door stirred her from her doze. “I hath returned,” Lorelei announced. “May I come in?”

“Of course.” The dowager queen asked permission in her own home? “Please.” She sat up as the woman entered.

Lorelei rolled up her sleeves. “Well, there is food on the other side of that door. No eating in the tub, so let us get thee washed and out.” She scrubbed Dara head to toe with gentle efficiency, washing her hair and rinsing it with more of the oil-scented water. “It shalt make thy hair gleam like bronze fresh from the forge.”

“Thank you for your kindness, lady.”

Lorelei waved her words away. “Thou art no trouble, youngling. I foresee much-needed change with thy arrival.”

Dara sobered. All she seemed to bring was blood, death and destruction. If the elves were smart they’d send her right back to Jalad. She stared at the slave brand on her arm.

Lorelei helped her from the tub. Drying, Dara changed into clean undergarments and a simple white shift while Lorelei drained the tub. Out in the main room, they sat on the bed. Lorelei settled a tray across Dara’s lap. There was some sort of paste on flaky rolls, raw root vegetables, a piece of purple fruit and a pot of tea.

Dara took a cautious bite of one roll, and her eyes widened. The rich earthy taste, somewhere betwixt a mushroom and a truffle, was somehow familiar on a visceral level, spicy and filling. “It’s wonderful.”

“Tasi root spread. A family recipe—thy family, not mine.”

“You knew my family?” Dara’s heart began pounding.

“Indeed. Eat up. Trust me, thou shalt need thy strength.”






Chapter Nine
 

Tugging his velvet tunic down, Loren knocked on the door adjoining Dara’s room to his own. Did he thank or strangle his meddling grandparents for this?

“Come in.” Lorelei’s immense satisfaction hit him, and a shy uncertainty that was Dara. Lady knew what his granna had done to the poor girl.

He stepped through the door and froze. He knew he stared, mouth agape, but he could not seem to close it. Dara was a vision in a long-sleeved shimmering gown of gold brightcloth split over an undergown of sheryl-silk that gleamed maple red and burnt orange as she moved. Lorelei had wound her hair with gold braiding but left it down; it flowed like a river of fire over one shoulder to her waist.

“I look like a butterfly.” Topaz glinted at her throat and ears. Dara glared at Lorelei and tugged at the brocade train. “I break my neck on those stairs, you’d best throw me the world’s fanciest funeral. What fool invented skirts longer than the ankles?”

Loren dared not laugh. “You are beautiful.”

Dara walked straight up to Loren. Her scent, and something else, hit his senses, hard. He swallowed and tried to ignore how her breasts plumped over the maple leaf-shaped neckline. He envied the large topaz nestled betwixt them. She shall put all the court ladies to shame. He stared into her golden eyes.

They narrowed on him. “You gonna stare all night?”

“Probably.” Fear lurked beneath her carping words. She complained to cover her nervousness.

Lorelei chuckled. “Thou wilt do us proud, youngling. I take my leave now. I wilt see thee both downstairs.” She swept from the room.

He presented his arm to her. “Here, let me help you.”

She knocked it away, scowling. “Did I ask for your help?”

It was going to be a long night. “We need not go to dinner yet. We can just walk about for a bit. I know you feel overwhelmed, but there is no need. You look splendid. You shall be the envy of everyone present.”

“Who’ll be there?”

“Tonight shall be just family.”

“Can’t I eat in my room?”

“You did not strike me as a hider. Show them all what you are made of. There is naught to fear.”

A troubled look crossed her face, and she bit her lip. “Why did you bring me here?”

He frowned at the wave of suspicion emanating from her. “Because you need help to oust Jalad. Mages against a demon.”

“But why am I here?” She indicated the room. “In the family quarters, in a room next to yours, rather than some distant guest suite? Why do they call me ‘lady’ and gift me with gowns and jewels?”

“You came with naught of your own. You cannot go without.” The memory of her “without” was burned permanently into his dreams. “The clothing and jewels are to help you blend into the household, of a rank as to accord you proper respect.”

“But why am I roomed next to you?” Dara persisted. “I’m no lady, I’m not your wife, nor am I some fancy lightskirt accorded easy access—”

“What?” Anger boiled. “Is that what you think, that I’d take advantage of your predicament, that you’d ‘repay’ my aid?” He wanted to shake her, and gripped the back of the rocking chair instead.

Her gaze met his in the mirror. “What else is a peasant abducted by a prince supposed to think? I have naught else to repay you with.”

“First of all, I am not a mercenary to be paid at all,” he growled. “Was I to leave you to burn?”

Loren reached out to take her hand—anything more would only reinforce her fears—and turned her to face him. “You were placed next to the only person you know here. My family was concerned you would be uncomfortable enough without being isolated. If you prefer, I can request you be moved immediately to the best guest chamber in the palace. It is in an entirely separate wing.”

Her cheeks flamed. “I apologize if I offended—”

Loren shook his head and cupped her cheek with his hand. “I should apologize for offending you. It was not my intention to give you pause for concern. I forgot how adjoining rooms are viewed in your world. I do not deny the attraction betwixt us, but I assure you I shall never take advantage of my position.”

“Who will be at this dinner?” Dara took as deep a breath as she was able and gave him a tentative, hopeful glance. “Sirona?”

Loren let her change the subject. “Aye. Sirona and Falak, Deane and Paulette—”

Her spirits drooped. “Oh, joy.” She tugged at her long sleeves.

He ignored that. “Father, Brannan, Granther and Granna.”

“She didn’t even let me keep one blade.”

“Do you always go to dinner armed?”

“I’m armed even in my sleep, warrior. I’ll never be helpless again.” A shadow crossed her face. Fear darkened her eyes.

He hated that fear. Loren pulled her toward him. She trembled but fought to hide it. “Dara, you are safe now. Jalad cannot reach you here. You can handle anything. You are strong, courageous and as beautiful as anyone.” Loren trailed a finger down her cheek. He knew touching her was a mistake, but her skin was so soft… “You shall be fine. I shall be there the entire time.”

She rested her cheek on his chest. “I’d eat in my room. I don’t know anything about royal protocols. I’d not embarrass you, Loren, but I might.”

He reached under her chin and tilted her face up so her worried gaze met his. “You could never embarrass me, Dara.” Another mistake, Lady knew, but this close, Loren needed to kiss her like he needed his next breath. Just for reassurance, he told himself. By the way her eyes darkened, she wanted it too. He leaned in, absorbing her warmth, her scent. Her eyes closed and her lips parted, and he was lost. His own eyes closed the moment his lips touched hers.

He meant to keep it light, consoling. It stayed that way for but a moment afore she melted against him and pulled him closer. She could rail against it all she wanted, but her body did not lie. So soft, so sweet. Her heat fueled his. All thoughts of chivalry flew straight out the window. He stroked his tongue across her lower lip, and after a startled moment she opened her mouth under his. The rush hit him hard.

A knock sounded at the door. Dara jerked herself from his arms. Her cheeks flushed, her eyes glazed. He cursed the interloper’s appalling sense of timing. Sirona. He would know that laughing presence anywhere. Granna Lorelei had sent someone to bring them along. “What?”

Sirona opened the door and peeked in. Loren glowered at her, trying to get his breathing under control. Her eyes twinkled at him with mischief and not a hint of remorse. “You hold up supper. I am famished and they shall not let me begin without you, so move.”

Loren willed his body to behave. “We know the way.”

“And you were in such haste to get there.”

“Sirona, this is Dara. Dara, my cousin Sirona.”

Sirona smiled. “You look amazing, Dara. Those colors suit you. Come on.” She held open the door for them while they stepped out into the hallway.

Loren offered Sirona his hand, and she laid hers atop his. He offered Dara his other arm human-style and she tucked her free hand around it. He pulled her closer.

Sirona watched without comment.

The three of them went down the winding marble staircase, past the doorway to the main hall, to a rear doorway guarded by a houseman. “Good evening, Kennet,” Loren greeted him.

Kennet stared at Dara for a long moment.

Loren cleared his throat. “If you would, Kennet?”

Kennet flushed. “Welcome back, my lord.” He opened the double doors with an extra flourish. “His Royal Highness, Loren ta Cedric, Comtessa Sirona te Zanzhara and Lady Dara Khan Androcles.”

Dara flinched at the word “lady”. Stars, if she did not believe it, Deane would be all over it.

Everyone at the table rose as Loren escorted the women in. At the head of the table, Cedric inclined his head. Deane was to his left, with Paulette next to her husband. Cloud-free and dry, Pari stood at the foot of the table, with Lorelei at his right and Brannan aside her. Falak stood to Pari’s left.

Sirona took her place aside her husband. Loren moved to Cedric’s right, his place as right hand, leaving a space betwixt himself and Sirona for Dara.

With everyone in place, Cedric motioned them to sit.

Pages poured wine. An acolyte in white plucked at a harp in the corner. The table glittered with crystal and silver.

Cedric raised his glass. “A toast. To Lady Dara, for rescuing Loren and bringing him home safe and sound. My gratitude and welcome.”

“So the hero returns.” Deane sneered. “Welcome, little brother.”

“He was showing Dara a bit of the palace,” Sirona lied with sheer innocence on her face.

Deane stared at Dara. “I bet you were.” Beneath the gleaming heir’s crown, his gaze raked her with burning insolence.

Loren clenched his jaw. The heir’s crown told Deane of the lie; fortunately it did not divulge the real truth. Dara leaned into Loren’s free arm, her cheeks scalded. He reeled in his temper as bowls of broth were presented.

“Are you comfortable, Lady Dara?” Paulette inquired.

“The room is lovely, thank you.” Dara stared at the pink flowers floating in her bowl.

“I knocked on the Starlight Suite door,” Paulette said. “That is our best guest chamber. Imagine my surprise when you were not there. Where have they put you, child?” She sipped her soup, flower petals and all.

Dara followed suit.

“She is next to me,” Loren growled at his sister-in-law.

Paulette’s eyes were pure ice above her sapphire necklace. “What would Lady Alani say if she knew you had your human sensuri right next door?”

Loren’s hand tightened around the stem of the wine glass until his knuckles whitened. The crystal shattered, spilling wine all over the tablecloth.

Dara flinched.

A servant hastened to clean up the mess; another brought a fresh glass.

“That is quite enough.” Lorelei glared at Paulette. “Thou shalt address Lady Dara with the proper respect, or leave this room immediately.”

Dara raised her chin. “I learned long ago I have no control over others’ thoughts. Some prejudge regardless of evidence. As long as I know the truth of my own life, then I have naught to hide.” She shrugged.

Loren knew what that show of proud nonchalance cost her. Whatever, whoever she was, she did not carry herself as a mere peasant. Her bearing was a lady’s, and that was how his family would treat her.

“Your lady’s maid must meet the staff,” Paulette stated. “My girl Gwynne would be happy to show her around.”

“I left my lady’s maid behind.”

Paulette’s eyes widened. “The two of you traveled here unchaperoned?”

“The trip was far too dangerous. We escaped with our lives and the clothes on our backs.”

“Well, that shall not do,” Paulette said. “I have a girl I can spare. Prys is a wonder with hair. I wager she could even do something elegant with yours.”

Heat poured off Dara in waves—anger, not embarrassment.

“Is there something amiss with my maiding skills, youngling?” Lorelei inquired with sweet venom.

“Not at all, madam. But I would not think you had the time. My thought was for you.”

“I am sure that was thy sole intent. Anything else would be foolish.”

“Dara does not need one of your little spies tattling to you every time she sneezes,” Sirona added. “My girl Veona has a younger sister should suit.”

“Verdeen?” Paulette looked scandalized. “She is a complete hoyden. She has no respect for her betters.”

Dara bristled at that last word.

“She tells the truth and says what she thinks,” Sirona told Dara. “And she is wonderful at massage.”

“She sounds perfect.” Dara hid her anxiety well. She caught Loren’s eye.

He nodded. She relaxed.

Sirona smiled. “I shall bring her in the morning, Dara.”

“Lady Dara is a renowned healer among her people.” Lorelei changed the topic.

“Not a very ladylike pursuit,” Paulette observed. “What if you caught some vile disfiguring disease?” She shuddered.

“In my land, it’s not enough to be ornamental. Paintings are pretty, but they serve no purpose save collecting dust. It’s our duty to help those in need.”

Brannan leaned forward. “I have an interest in healing as well, Lady Dara. Mayhaps I could show you our House of Healing. We could compare notes on different treatments.”

“Are you implying human medicine is superior to ours?” Deane raised an eyebrow as pages traded salads for the empty bowls and poured more wine.

“Not superior, not inferior, just different.” Brannan’s face was all earnestness. “All healers know not everyone responds to the same treatment in the same way. What works for one might not work on another.”

Dara flashed him a genuine smile. “True. I would enjoy speaking further on this subject, Prince Brannan.”

Loren watched Brannan’s ears turn pink.

“Consider it done.” Brannan looked at Loren. “We need your assistance as well. There are some wounds beyond the physical.”

“I am but newly healed myself, but would be happy to help if I can.” Dark emotions born of pain and despair hovered around the House of Healing. They were brutally hard on an empath, but if he could lighten someone’s burden, as Lady’s champion it was the least he could do.

Deane stared at Loren. “Why did you need a healer?”

“I rode to the aid of a friend and was wounded. Not only did Dara help heal me but defended me against corpse-robbers. She fights with the skill of a ranger.”

Paulette sniffed. “Well, that is much more ladylike.”

Dara speared the greenery on her plate.

Cedric inclined his head toward her. “My thanks, vertenya.”

“What man would not appreciate a woman who can handle his weapon with skill?” Deane asked.

Falak sputtered and began coughing. Sirona poked him in the ribs with her spoon. Hard.

Lorelei frowned at her eldest grandson. “I find this turn of conversation inappropriate for the dinner table.” The lights dimmed for a moment. “I suggest a change of topic.”

“Like the weather?” Falak teased.

Pari laughed the hardest of all.

 

***

 

The rest of the endless dinner passed uneventfully. Dara yearned to be away from Deane’s lustful gaze and Paulette’s nastiness. She should’ve eaten in her rooms. Loren’s homecoming shouldn’t have been wasted defending her.

Finally the dessert plates were removed and Cedric stood. “I am sure thou art much wearied by thy long journey,” he said to Dara. “I believe we shalt call it an evening. There wilt be time enough to exchange tales on the morrow.”

“Thank you, Sire.” Dara stood and turned to Sirona. “I look forward to meeting Verdeen. Thank you.”

Loren also rose. “If you would excuse us.”

Dara preceded him out of the dining room. As soon as the door shut behind them, she sagged against the wall. “What’s a sensuri?”

“Exactly what you suspect.” He placed his hands on her trembling shoulders. “I apologize. Paulette has ever been so.” He rubbed his hands up and down her arms. “And Deane is a boor.”

She leaned against him, taking comfort from his warmth, his strength. “Such a lovely couple.”

“I suggest a walk in the gardens.” Loren dropped a quick kiss on the back of her neck. “I need some fresh air and moonlight to clear my head.”

She wished his lips had lingered just a moment more. Frowning at her wayward thoughts, she tried to distract herself. “Good idea not to have been armed.”

He chuckled. “They do not allow weapons in ministry meetings for much the same reason.” He stepped around her and offered an arm. “Shall we?”

They walked in silence through a series of corridors and rooms until Loren led her through a small unassuming door into paradise. Dara stared at the profusion of night-blooming flowers and colorful mage-lit fountains. She couldn’t have dreamt up a more romantic setting for lovers. “Why would anyone plant a garden just seen at night?”

“Being king means many sleepless nights. Granna wanted a place of peace and perspective. Would you sit or walk?”

The scent of the flowers was almost cloying, and Dara noticed their soporific effect. “Walk,” she answered, shaking off the creeping lethargy. “What are these flowers? I won’t be drugged.”

“Be at ease. They have a relaxing effect but shall not affect your mind nor bring you to harm. Trust me.”

Dara did. Now when had that started? She sat down on a bench and willed herself to relax. Willed the world away. Peace. Sanctuary. Moonlight poured over them. Loren’s silvery hair shimmered pale blue from the nearest lit fountain. She closed her eyes, letting the sound of the fountains and the scents of the flowers wash over her. Loren sat aside her and pulled her closer. She relaxed against the warmth of his body, hearing his heart beat beneath her ear. His clean masculine scent wove through the lesser scents of distant flowers. His was a familiar presence—she felt complete when he was with her, safe and comforted within his arms.

Such strong arms. Her savior, her anchor.

She snuggled closer, feeling oddly boneless. She loved his scent. She’d never had time to appreciate it afore. Now, in the magical stillness of the garden, it did odd things to her stomach, made her tingle in secret places. She almost felt the brush of his lips on the side of her neck, and quivered with the memory. What was it about him that made him so different from other men? Always afore men had left her indifferent. But not Loren. One touch, one kiss and she yearned to rub against him like a kitten. She wished this moment could go on forever. Purring, she nuzzled his neck.

“Dara?” Her name on his lips was the merest whisper.

She dragged open her eyes to look at him. His green eyes gleamed teal, dark with a heat that made her quiver with unspoken yearning. Loren slid a hand up her arm to curl his fingers behind her neck, caressing her skin with barely there tenderness. She leaned in closer, unable to stop herself. When he dipped his head to brush her lips with his, she met him more than halfway.

The kiss started out gentle, coaxing, as Loren worshipped her lips. But heat rose quickly, and Dara found herself growing needy, impatient. With a whimper, she opened her mouth under his, stroking her tongue across his lower lip. She tangled her hands in his hair, pulling him closer.

Loren’s kiss turned hot, aggressive. His arms tightened around her as his tongue stroked hers. Dara shook with need, and tension coiled deep within her. His lips moved to her ear, raining a trail of fire down the side of her neck. Eagerly, she tilted her head to the side. His fingers brushed the side of her breast, and she gasped as her nipple pebbled against her gown. Her body awakened with a need all its own. “Loren!”

She barely recognized the breathy whisper as her own voice. Loren shuddered, cupping her breast in his hand. Dara choked as his thumb circled her nipple, sending darts of almost painful pleasure deep into her. His touch made her reel, and she clutched his shoulders, digging her nails into the plush velvet of his shirt. A twinge of unease, uncertainty, shot through the haze of new passion. Her body protested, reveling in the shivers aroused by his touch.

Loren stopped, pulled back, forcing her to look at him. His face was flushed with passion, and his eyes glittered. “Easy,” he soothed, rubbing a hand up and down her back as if she were a nervous horse. “Do not be afraid. I know this is new for you. If you would stop, I shall.”

She didn’t want to, that was the problem. A part of her was all for dragging him off to somewhere more private—a part of herself she’d not known existed. Who was this creature of passion and fire that consumed every rational thought in a blaze of heat and need? She didn’t recognize herself—and that scared her.

Loren took a deep breath. “I feel your fear. What if we just walk about for a bit?” He rose, stiffly, and pulled her to her feet.

Dara bit her lip and fidgeted. She looked everywhere but at him.

“Hey.” He placed a hand under her chin and looked into her eyes. “You are beautiful, Dara. It is easy to get carried away under the moonlight, but I would never force you, or hurt you. Always you can trust me.”

She knew that, but had a sinking feeling it was herself she couldn’t trust. Rather than dwell on her own unexpected weakness, she changed the subject. “The party’s tomorrow night?”

“Aye. Everyone shall spend most of tomorrow preparing. Sirona and Verdeen shall take you to the spas. You may spend hours relaxing and being pampered. You have earned it after everything we have been through and still need to do.”

She wasn’t used to such luxury, or idleness. “I feel guilty leaving even a day unspent.”

“This is not a situation where we can just round up an army and charge off half-ready. Banishing a demon takes many people and very specific rites. The people we need to work with are going to be at the party. I shall introduce you.”

Dara took a deep breath, savoring a dozen unfamiliar flower scents. Moonlight and magelight created dappled shadow patterns on the cobbled walks. A light breeze cooled her still-heated skin as it rustled through trees which retained green leaves. How different this glorious place was from her own land. Was there no struggle? “It’s never fall here?”

“In Poshnari-Unai, nay. In the surrounding countryside we have planting and harvest seasons. In the Shadowlands on the edges of our realm there is a brutal winter coming, but we have power enough to keep those storms at bay. It is cool and we have rain and mists.”

What a waste, planting for the sake of beauty. Her own small gardens were given over to vegetables and healing herbs. But then she reconsidered. Anything that relaxed the mind and spirit would be welcome. She recalled Hengist’s frown lines and headaches. He needed a garden like this. When they returned, she vowed to see he got one.

If they returned. “I think I’m ready for bed.”

“Absolutely,” he acceded. “Sleep. Tomorrow shall be brighter. Things always appear darker to the tired mind.”

If only ’twere so easy. Dark was still dark.

 

***

 

After leaving Dara at her room, Loren came up to the library, his sanctuary. Voices stopped him afore his hand touched the door handle. The somberness of Cedric’s voice gave him pause. Hearing Dara’s name, his knees went weak and he slumped against the wall.

Pari chuckled. “The spirited mares throw the best foals.”

“They also throw the best riders.” Cedric sighed. “Thou felt the same things I did; not a male in the room wast unaffected by the girl. Pride, beauty, unbreakable spirit, overwhelming and undisciplined passions—we couldst almost envy the lad. The girl be dangerous. She bringeth passion to reason, conflict to peace, chaos to order. Duality be in her blood, her soul, her very nature.”

“Mystria left behind a powerful legacy indeed. We owe it to the old harridan to protect Dara—even from herself and her own divided nature.”

“The world shalt not welcome such as she. I worry if Loren hast strength enough to stand for her. To defend her.”

“He hast strength enough. He loves her.”

Love? Loren’s stomach churned.

“Dara is not one of us,” Cedric stated. “She knows naught of our traditions, our ways. Loren hast wandered quite long enough. He shouldst wed and begin a family.”

“With Alani?” Skepticism colored Pari’s voice.

“It be a good match. Dara shalt disrupt everything. She is mortal, raised a common peasant girl.”

“She is not a common peasant girl. Dost thou not feel the Hand in all this? They were meant to meet.”

Cedric’s voice was glum. “What doth I tell Raun?”

“The truth. It is a life-bond. Wouldst thou defy the Hand itself? Alani wouldst be a wife in name only, and Dara wouldst never accept the position of sensuri.”

“She and Loren shalt destroy each other.”

“Nonsense. He canst use a bit of stirring up.” Pari paused. “Thou knows why he left.”

“Markale.” Cedric was silent for a long time. “It is not fair. All know thou favor Loren, some say for the crown itself.”

Horror struck Loren. Him? King? He would rather be boiled in oil.

“I understand him, which be more than thou canst claim,” Pari stated. “If Deane canst but conquer his unreasoning jealousy of his brother, wisdom shalt come with time. Loren shalt be the right hand of the king and champion of Her will and just causes. We canst afford for him to follow his heart.” Pari paused. “One thing, a Kahn Androcles is not boring, or hast thou forgotten already? Unpredictable, exasperating, infuriating, aye. Insolent, insulting—”

Cedric snorted.

“—temperamental, for certain,” Pari continued. “But boring? Never. Asides, it is not the fighting—”

“—it is the making up. I miss Ayala.” A long pause. Loren closed his eyes at his father’s grief. “Thou hast given me much to think on, as usual.” Cloth rustled as Cedric rose. “I bid thee good night, Father.” A door opened and closed.

“Thou canst enter now, lad,” Pari called.

Loren was beyond embarrassed. “I did not intend to…”

“Nonsense, lad. Thou wert always a nosy little thing. So? Art thou after thy brother’s throne?”

“Nay.” How to dispel that awful bit of gossip?

“Of course not. Thy father knows this as well. Thou art not responsible for Deane’s erroneous beliefs about Markale’s death.”

Loren kept silent as he sat down against the wall and drew his knees up to his chest. He wrapped his arms around them, like he did when he was little, sitting at his granther’s feet.

Pari chuckled. “So. Set out to catch a fox and thou bound a dragon.”

“Granther, that was not kind.” Loren frowned. “Dara has a temper, but that is no reason to call her names.”

“Nonsense, lad. I meant it quite literally.” Pari’s blue eyes twinkled. “Dara Kahn Androcles shena Sheena Kahn Androcles shena Lena Kahn Androcles shena Ilya Kahn Androcles shena Rala Kahn Androcles shena Vana Kahn Androcles shena Mystria Kahn Androcles. Dragon queen to dragon queen for seven generations back to the great shapeshifter herself.” Pari laughed outright at Loren’s dumbfounded expression. “She wast given dragon blood in prison by a servant of the Lady. It awakened her own.”

“Dara is draconian? I bound a dragon?” Loren’s voice rose from strangled cat to near-shout. “No queen would live so.”

“Sheena wast a bit of a rebel and strayed into a mortal love affair. Dara is not a queen yet. She is but half dragon. Her father, whoever he be, is mortal and his human blood prevents her shape-shifting. But it is all still there, the potential in her blood. I couldst tell soon as she entered the room.” Pari’s eyes grew distant with memory. “That hair, those eyes, that sensual lure—imagine a full-blooded dragon queen.” He slanted a look at his grandson. “Thou knows Dara’s effect on thy senses. Imagine it doubled.”

Loren gulped. The need she aroused in him was overwhelming. Her unique mixture of maiden and wanton inflamed him. Every time he saw her, it was all he could do to remain a gentleman and not pin her to the nearest wall.

“Mystria couldst bring a man to his knees without even looking at him. Dara hast enough elder blood for thy little oath to be quite binding.”

“But that means…” Loren’s eyes narrowed. “She was never in danger from those flames, was she?”

“It wouldst be a poor dragon indeed who wast not fireproof. But consider what questions wouldst arise at a mortal witch who wouldst not burn.”

“The Lady said, ‘My daughter’s secrets must be kept safe.’”

“Indeed. Many other ways art there to kill, to which she is not immune.” Pari settled back in his chair. “Her blood runs red as any other creature’s. This thou witnessed, when she placed herself in harm’s way for thy sake.”

“She does not know?”

“Nay. I imagine to her the flames wert real. She expected to die. Thou expected her to die. When she rescued thee, she knew not thy wounds were not fatal. But those blades to her might well have been. Thou both risked thy lives, each to save the other. To the Hand, lad, intentions mean everything. Life-debt, Loren, has become Life-mate.”

“You lie.” Loren’s voice shook.

“I am incapable of lying.”

Loren winced. The crown of Cymry, like the heir’s crown, ensured truth in all elven rulers. There was no spell of reversal and passing on the mantle of leadership did not break the vow. Once sworn to truth, justice and mercy, always sworn. He closed his eyes and slumped down in the corner. “So, asides being fireproof and sensitive to iron, what else should I know?”

“Dragons are acquisitive, possessive, passionate and temperamental. What they want, they take, and what they take, they hold. Once they learn, they never forget. They are quick to anger, slow to forgive. And they mate for life.”

Loren jumped to his feet. “I am not her mate. She is not my bride. I would know had I wed.”

“She may not be your legal bride, but she is the mate of thy heart and thou art for certain hers. Try flirting with another maiden in her presence and see.”

Dara. His mate. The mere concept was staggering. “Does she know?”

“Nay, and she needs to be told. Lorelei thinks Dara’s only salvation is the blood torque.”

Loren quailed at that. “Dracken rue!” Metal-and-blood sorcery—even the most powerful elven mages feared it. Living souls trapped in metal, keyed to a certain bloodline. “How?”

“Their memories and knowledge—she canst access them.” Pari frowned at Loren. “Thou must be the one to tell her. She shalt believe no other.”

“When?”

“Tomorrow is good. The sooner she decides on the blood torque, the better.” Pari sobered. “I know this monster within Jalad. We hath not had such crisis in centuries. There is no time to waste. He shalt not stay in Arcadia.”

Loren wished he had never eavesdropped. “Good night, Granther.” He hurried to his rooms. There, he knocked on the adjoining door. There was no stirring from the other side. “Sleep well, my lady,” he murmured. “While you can.”

It was a long time afore he followed suit.

 

***

 

“Dara? Time to wake up,” Loren called.

Dara burrowed deeper into the covers. No way she was surrendering the luxury of a feather bed so soon. “Go away. I’m sleeping.”

He pounded on their dividing door. “Not for long. It takes most people all day to get ready. The palace has been in an uproar for hours.”

A knock sounded at the hallway door. “Dara? Are you awake?” Sirona called. “Verdeen is with me.”

With a growl, Dara stomped to unlock the door. “Morning.” She yawned.

The young elven maiden with Sirona stared at Dara with unabashed curiosity in her wide grey eyes.

Dara frowned. “What?”

“I have never met a human.”

She was not awake enough for this. “How many heads did you tell her I had?”

“Four,” Sirona retorted. “Dara, this is Verdeen.”

“Is it true you saved Prince Loren’s life?” Verdeen gushed.

Dara still could not imagine Loren prince of anything. “It is, but he saved me, too, with Hani`ena’s help.”

“So you did fight.” Verdeen’s eyes were wide with wonder. “I want to learn, mistress, more than anything.”

“Pardon?” Dara stared at the girl askance. Her gaze held Sirona’s, and she noticed the lack of surprise there.

“Verdeen wants to enter the academy, but she lacks the most basic self-defense techniques,” Sirona stated. “Let alone the riding and fencing most of the boys get.”

“This wasn’t an accident, you suggesting her.”

“Of course not. She wants to be more than a lady’s maid.”

“A soldier?” Dara blinked. Verdeen looked so pampered and frail. “It’s a rough life.”

“A bodyguard. I would protect my lady as well as do her hair. And you could teach me. Then maybe you could help Comtessa Sirona convince the king to let me take the entrance exams. I just want the chance to try.”

Sirona shrugged. “Someone has to be first.”

Loren would have her hide on a drying rack. “If I agree to take you on, would you help me learn how to be a lady?”

The girl thought for a moment. “If I teach you to be a lady, would you teach me how to defend one?”

“Sounds like a bargain,” Sirona commented.

Dara grinned. “We’re about to turn this country inside out. I can see it now. What do you do to seal a bargain?”

“We drink a toast over breakfast,” Sirona answered. As if on cue, a knock sounded at the door and she let in a maid with a very full tray. “Perfect timing, Celeste,” she told the newcomer, relieving her of her burden. “Return in one hour.”

“Aye, milady.” The kitchen maid bowed herself out.

“What’s for breakfast?” Dara asked.

Sirona snooped under the lids. “Tea, eggs, fruit, scones, juice.” She sat down at the table. “Both of you, sit down.”

“Ladies should not sit with their maids.” Verdeen’s gurgling stomach betrayed her.

“Nonsense,” Sirona tossed her hair back over her shoulder. “I order you to sit and eat.”

Verdeen sighed and sat. “Veona says she never wins arguments with you, milady.”

Sirona poured tea. “Eat everything, lunch shall be light. Afterward we have a spa appointment. There shall be time for a nap afore the party. Dinner is at dusk, followed by fireworks, and the dancing can last until dawn.”

Dara’s head buzzed. “I can’t dance.”

“You never learned?” Sirona asked.

“Children’s round dances and country romps, naught more.”

Sirona waved that off. “You are a warrior. You have fought hand-to-hand?”

Verdeen stared wide-eyed at that question.

“Aye.” What did that have to do with anything?

“Then you already know timing and rhythm. Asides, most court dances are glorified round dances, except arelles. For them all you do is relax; your partner pretty much makes all the moves for you.”

Verdeen nodded. “I attend you, in case you tear something or need hair repairs, and keep track of your dance card. A good ploy for escaping is either a headache or dizziness. Just tell your partner you cannot catch your breath and ask him to bring wine.”

Having been stuffed into her first corset the night afore, Dara imagined she’d not have to stretch her acting skills far.

“We have all morning to practice,” Sirona decreed.

“Mayhaps just the common ones,” Verdeen suggested. “I can play the drum for rhythm or the flute for a simple melody.”

“We had best rope Falak and Loren in on this,” Sirona decided. “I can show you the women’s steps, but group dances are easier with more than two people.”

Dara’s fork froze halfway to her mouth, her scrambled eggs forgotten. “Do we have to bring them in on this? I don’t want everyone to know my shortcomings.”

“Bless you, Loren thinks of you as anything but deficient, and Falak is the soul of discretion,” Sirona reassured her.

Verdeen gulped down the last of her tea. “I shall tell them to come in an hour. I shall be back to help you dress, Lady Dara.” She was gone afore Dara could form a retort.

Dara stared at her fork as if discovering eggs for the first time. “Help me dress? It’s a wonder I haven’t been naked and frozen all these years, isn’t it?”

“Do not let last night’s gown give the wrong impression. Most ‘proper’ clothing fastens in back. If you have no man taking your clothes off on a regular basis, then you need a maid.”

Dara’s cheeks flamed at… She banished Loren from her mind and finished her breakfast afore Verdeen returned.

“They are both coming,” the maid reported, stealing the tray from the table and walking it to the hall door. She set it just outside for Celeste to find. “I sent for my instruments as well. Up, ladies. Lady Dara, I shall draw a quick bath.”

Dara soon found herself settled into said bath, scrubbed by Verdeen, then whisked out and dried.

Verdeen looked her over. “A simple garden gown,” she decided. “It is short and loose enough to romp in.”

Layers of gauzy yellow linen draped around Dara. A winding belt gave the sleeveless dress a basic shape and it fell in simple pleats to just above her ankles. “It’s lovely,” Dara told Verdeen as they left the bathroom.

Verdeen sniffed. “This is a work dress. You shall wear gowns much finer than this.”

Dara caught and held her gaze. “Almost as good as breeches for fighting too. Breeches are better, though.”

Verdeen looked scandalized. “You cannot wear breeches.”

“Tights? With one of those long tunics?”

The maid’s face turned sunset-purple. “Nay.”

“You’ll change your mind when you have to start tumbling around in a skirt with the hem around your ears and your backside out for all to see. There’s naught ladylike about combat.”

Sirona snickered from her chair at the table.

A knock sounded at the door. A young elf-boy stood there with a drum and a flute. “These were requested?”

“Aye, lad.” Verdeen looked grateful for the interruption.

Another knock announced the arrival of Falak and Loren. Sirona smiled. “Verdeen and Dara have come to an agreement. Verdeen shall stay on as Dara’s personal attendant.”

Dara’s heart did an odd little flip as Loren’s gaze met hers. Remembering their interlude in the garden last night made her cheeks flame.

He smiled. “Good. There is naught to this,” he assured Dara. “Dancing is much easier than you think. Let us start with a simple chain dance, Verdeen.”

Dara watched Loren’s cousin as she and Falak paraded the length of the room several times to the beat of the drum. She watched Sirona’s feet, when they hit the ground as opposed to when Verdeen struck the drum. Loren was right. She caught on to three staid dances because of the simple even beats. Her feet itched for something livelier. “Are all dances so formal?”

Verdeen grinned. “Fancy a gallop, lady? There is a romp called ‘Whirling Dervish’ if you want to bound about. The younger set gives this a go so the oldsters go home early.”

Falak burst into laughter. “Mind your tongue, wench. That would be Lord and Lady Oldster to you.”

Verdeen’s lips twitched. “Aye, my lord.”

It proved a fast-paced combination of galloping and bounding with a great deal of Loren whirling her about the room. Dara was laughing and breathless by the time the song ended. “That’s more like it.”

Sirona told Verdeen to start up an arelle. “Lorelei is very fond of an arelle. This you must do, and it is easiest of all. Just follow Loren.”

Dara watched Sirona and Falak with awe and a little envy. They were so in tune with each other, and so much in love they moved as one. After a moment or two, Loren took her into his arms and they began the dance, as well. Dara stopped trying to count, relaxed and just followed Loren’s lead. It was a great deal easier then.

He pulled her closer, to an intimate distance surely less than was publicly proper. She blushed as his thighs brushed hers, as his body crowded hers. Pulling her forward, pushing her back, twirling her in a tangle of cloth and limbs. Lord and Lady, the yielding of her own body felt entirely too symbolic, like making love on the dance floor. In front of everyone.

“You move well together.” Sirona smiled. “You shall be the envy of the ball.”

“We’ll be a topic of conversation. Intruding mortal corrupting an innocent prince and dragging him off on a dangerous quest.”

Loren’s arm tightened, drawing her even closer. “I would not have it any other way,” he whispered.

Dara’s cheeks heated and she glanced over to meet Falak’s amused gaze.

“I fear we have other duties at the House of Healing. Brannan expects us. You shall do just fine, Lady Dara.” Falak kissed Sirona’s hand, his lips lingering. “Later, love?”

“Out,” Sirona ordered. “Afore I melt into the floor.”

“My ego thanks you.”

“Your ego needs no encouragement, sir. Now get.”

Falak laughed. “Aye, ma’am.”

Loren kissed Dara on her forehead, but ’twas like a brand on her heart. She watched as he and Falak left. Emptiness nagged again. Next time she saw him, she’d ask him about that.

Dara had never envisioned such a place as the royal spa. She flinched when the attendants undressed her, but no one commented on the slave brand. The attendants scrubbed them head to toe with sand-textured citrus foam that left Dara’s skin glowing and tingling. Her hair was twisted up out of the way and she was led into a pool of warm, milky fluid. Sirona and Verdeen were waiting for her there. The—water?—smelled somewhere betwixt flower and fruit, and Dara found it very soothing. She leaned her head against the headrest until a light chime and the attendant’s voice stirred her. She rose from the pool. Two attendants worked on her hands and feet, removing calluses from her softened skin. They led her to a padded table for a hot oil massage with the scented oil Lorelei had introduced her to. Lastly her hair was brushed with the same scented oil.

For the first time, she felt like a lady, a pampered princess. She wondered what it would be like to have this to look forward to, every day of her life. Then she envisioned herself getting wrinkled and old, Loren’s once-loving gaze turning from attraction to revulsion, to pity. She shuddered. Don’t be a fool. This is only temporary, a pretty dream.

Draped in fresh white linen, Dara followed Sirona and Verdeen back to her rooms. The few male servants and guards stared at her as she passed, and she shivered at the veiled heat in their eyes. What was wrong with them?

Grateful to escape, she yawned as she stepped through her doorway. “I’ve never felt so relaxed in my life.”

Sirona smiled. “Go rest. I shall see you at the party.”

“Thank you. For everything.”

“What are friends for?”

Friends. Were they? Was Sirona sincere, or merely polite for Loren’s sake? How Dara wished she had his gift of empathy. But she didn’t. She had naught extraordinary, not even clothes of her own. What would the evening hold in store for her? A common mortal asking for aid. Why should they help her? What did they care for the world beyond their perfect realm?

What if they said nay? What if they even forbid Loren to aid her? What would she do then?

She had to convince them. Whatever price they demanded in return, she’d pay.






Chapter Ten
 

Dara stared at the wisp Verdeen held. “That’s like no ball gown I’ve seen.”

“Precisely.”

Dara stared at the layers of gauzy material in many shades of yellow and gold, orange and red. “I’ll look like a campfire.”

“These shalt help,” an amused voice said from the doorway.

Dara turned to see Lorelei standing there with a velvet jewelry case in her hands. “Forgive me, madam.”

Lorelei waved away her apology. “Try the dress on.”

“Here, let me help you.” Verdeen dropped the material over Dara’s head, twisting and knotting the various scarves into an x-shaped bodice with two waistbands. There was a diamond-shaped opening over her navel, tying behind her back at her true waist, and a second banding at her hips from which multi-layered scarves hung, forming the skirt that fluttered to the floor. Long scarves hung down her back from the knots at her shoulders, leaving her arms bare. Her back was also bare but for her long hair.

Dara frowned in the mirror. Her skin still shimmered from the spa oils. “I’ll freeze.”

“It is a warm evening. Now, try these on.” Lorelei revealed a full set of fire opals.

She’d never seen anything so beautiful in her life. Dara reached out a shaking hand and pulled out a dangling earring that flared with flashes of red and green. Verdeen helped her put them on, then the matching bracelet, anklet and ring. Dara stared at the single remaining piece. It looked like a miniature fishing net. “What is that?”

“It drapes over thy head, like so.” Lorelei pinned it to Dara’s hair.

Dara shook her head at the weight.

Verdeen tucked a single flaming tiger lily into the bodice. “Perfect.”

Dara looked down at the slave brand. “Can’t we hide this?”

“Not tonight.” Lorelei shook her head. “It shalt bring thy quest into a more personal light. It is a battle scar, Dara, naught more.” She changed the subject. “I knew those stones wouldst be perfect, youngling. Thou dost them proud.”

“I’ll return them in perfect condition.”

“Return them? They art thine now, youngling.” Lorelei’s eyes twinkled at her. “I shalt see thee at the party.” She handed the empty case to Verdeen and left.

Dara looked at Verdeen. “I feel ridiculous.”

“You look wonderful. Just wait until Prince Loren sees you.”

The sun just kissed the horizon outside Dara’s windows when a knock sounded at the adjoining door. “Dara? Are you ready?” Loren called.

“’Course I’m not ready. Wait ’til you see what they’ve stuffed me into this time.”

Verdeen opened the door and curtsied. “Highness.”

Loren entered. “Keeping Lady Dara out of trouble, Verdeen?”

“With great difficulty.” Verdeen shut the door.

Dara sighed. “Oh, get up, Verdeen, afore you strain your back.”

Loren froze as he turned his attention to Dara. Heat flared in his eyes. “Verdeen, await us downstairs.”

Verdeen curtsied again and showed herself out, shutting the door.

Loren locked it.

Dara’s sucked in a startled breath. His gaze traveled down then up again…slowly. Possessively. Her body tingled at the frank desire on his face, and she rubbed her hands over her bare arms. “You’re staring again. Don’t blame me for this one, either.” His long silence unnerved her. “Well, say something.”

“I would, could I find words.” His voice was hoarse and sent a shiver down her spine. “Where is the rest of it?”

She rolled her eyes. “They carted it off to the stables for insect netting. This is all they left me. I look like a heathen idol, don’t I?”

“If you were, a thousand men would change their religion.” Catching the blasphemy, he made a sign of supplication to the Lady. “If you wanted our cause to be visible, you succeeded. Everyone shall wish to meet you. None shall even notice me.”

She snorted. “Doubtful. The wanderer returns, heroic, covered in glory and still unwed. All the mamas will throw their daughters at your feet.”

“You are the only one I want.” Loren reached out to stroke a hand down her glistening arm. Dara trembled and stepped closer. She loved the way his eyes darkened, the way her body tingled at the open appreciation and desire on his face. Her pulse pounded in her throat, and she swallowed nervously as she raised a hand to trace his lips with her fingertips. He captured her wrist in his hand, turning it to place a burning kiss against the sensitive skin there. She gasped in reaction, and his eyes ignited.

The blood shimmered in her veins. She’d give anything to have him look at her that way forever. “We should go—”

“In a moment.” He pulled her flush against him. “I would have you to myself…for a bit.”

The hard planes of his chest thrilled her, and she softened against him. He stroked a hand down the bare skin of her back, and she whimpered. “Careful, you’ll squash my flower.”

“I shall get you another one.” He nuzzled her hair aside to lip at her ear, flicking his tongue against her neck and nipping her shoulder. “I need to hold you…touch you…taste you.” His mouth captured hers, his tongue surging in to duel with hers.

Dara’s head spun. She clung to him, overwhelmed by desire. Her body awoke, alive with need. Everywhere he touched caught fire. She arched against him with a gasp as his hands lowered to cup her backside and haul her into a burning erection. Half shocked, half intrigued, she rubbed against him. The ache within her intensified and she shook in his arms as he caressed her backside and his lips devoured hers with a hunger that bordered on desperation.

Trembling, on fire, she clung to him as he crowded her back into the hard, gilded surface of the door.

Door. Party.

She tore her mouth from his. “Loren, wait. Stop.”

“In a minute.” He slid a hand under the material of her top and found her breast, tweaking her nipple into a point of hot need.

Dara barely remembered her own name, but struggled to focus. “Loren, they’re waiting for us.”

He groaned, and pulled back. Her body ached at the loss. Frustration glittered in his eyes. “Forget the party. Stay here, with me.”

Oh, how tempting that was. She frowned. “I think your family would notice. I don’t want to offend your grandparents. Asides, I’ve never seen fireworks afore.”

“We shall make our own fireworks.”

She placed a hand over his mouth. “Don’t say another word. I swear, you could tempt a nun. Now enough. We should go. If Sirona had to fetch us two nights in row, we’d never hear the end of it.”

He grinned, pulling the crushed flower from her bodice and replacing it with a fresh one from the nearby vase. “A nun?”

Dara’s cheeks flamed anew as the cool water from the stem trickled down the heated skin of her belly. “Where’s the party?”

“Out in the courtyard.”

Dara froze with her fingers on the door handle. “Must we meet all?”

“Lord and Lady, nay. I shall introduce you to the ministers, the chief mages and some close friends. This is just a party.”

A dark part of her flinched. Her world enslaved while his family attended a birthday party? She had no time to spare for frivolity. She couldn’t allow herself to become distracted. People were counting on her.

Dara started down the winding marble staircase, Loren right behind her. Downstairs, they came upon Cedric waiting with a very tense-looking Verdeen. Dara froze, and flushed guiltily. If he even suspected the reason for their delay…

The high king bowed over Dara’s hand. “Well met, daughter. I am glad thou shalt share in the celebrations.”

“I confess, Sire, I hope to meet some to help with our current situation. Time presses us.”

“The appropriate parties art already forewarned. I would not hesitate to say they shalt seek thee out.” Cedric turned to Loren. “May I walk with thee?”

“Of course, Father.” Loren rested a casual hand against her back and waited as Cedric placed Dara’s hand atop his. The three of them strode to the main entryway, where two royal guards in formal livery snapped to attention as they opened the doors.

Dara noticed the soldiers’ eyes lingering on her legs as she passed betwixt them. “Bloody campfire dress.”

Cedric and Loren exchanged a look. The king smiled at Dara. “Wouldst thou save me a dance later?”

“O-of course, Sire. Verdeen?”

“Would the first arelle suit you, Sire? It would be the third dance of the evening.”

“Perfectly.” Outside, Cedric waved his free hand at the display. “Well, what dost thou think of our gathering?”

Dara stared. “Amazing. Like a bard’s tale.” A rainbow of people milled around while pages circulated with trays of appetizers and wine. Kitchen staff put finishing touches on the buffet table. Musicians tuned instruments while squires lit torches.

Seeing their king approach, all conversation ceased and everyone bowed low.

“Rise,” Cedric stated. “Relax and enjoy the evening.” He turned to Dara. “I see Elio. I believe thou hast met?”

“Aye,” Dara said, intimidated. She’d no idea why Lord Elio affected her so. “But I’d greet him anew.”

Lord Elio was speaking with Brannan and Cianan as they approached. All three men turned to greet their king, but all three gazes froze on Dara. Lord Elio was the first to recover. “Greetings again, child of man,” he rumbled. “Cedric, I am glad thou wert able to get free so early.”

“I threw everyone out,” the king confessed. “They wouldst have nattered at me for hours yet had I not.”

Loren grinned. “Royal prerogative?”

“What good is being king if none do as I say?”

Brannan and Cianan bowed to Cedric and Lord Elio. “Excuse us, Majesty,” Cianan said.

Cedric waved them off as he accepted wine from a page. “Go. Enjoy thyselves.”

Loren frowned at his younger brother and growled. “You may cease staring now.”

Brannan blinked. “Nay, I do not think I can. Lady Dara, you are beyond description.”

“Hardly.” Her skirts fluttered around her. “Just call me a campfire and be done with it.”

Cianan snickered. “One any man would warm aside.” He held up his hands, laughing as Dara rounded on him. “Peace, vertenya. Any man with eyes shall be most attentive tonight.”

Loren’s were the only eyes she cared about.

Loren drew her closer and handed her a glass. “We seek aid for Arcadia tonight,” he told Brannan and Cianan. “Stay sharp for the mages Gwendolyn and Anika.”

“Raun and Alani alert,” Cianan said.

“Let us get this over with.” Loren slipped an arm around Dara. “My Lord of the Treasury, Raun ta Pietr and his daughter Alani.”

So this was Alani. Like Cianan and Falak, Alani had black hair and eyes the piercing blue of a shadowed glacier. About as warm as one too. “Greetings, Lord Raun, Lady Alani.”

Alani looked down her nose at her. “Loren, be she part of the entertainment? Dancing girls should bow to their betters.”

Dara stiffened.

Loren intervened. “May I present Lady Dara Kahn Androcles?”

Raun reddened. “Alani, apologize at once. That was beyond rude.”

“Well, one can understand my error when she shows up wearing a slave brand and the garb of a sensuri.”

Dara went cold and still. Now she knew what that word meant.

“Peace, vertenya,” Cianan warned.

Brannan stepped forward. “May I offer you a glass of wine, Lady Alani?”

Alani glared at the arm Loren had around Dara’s waist. “I would speak with you, Highness.”

“We have naught to say. My grandparents have arrived. Lord Raun, please excuse us.” He led Dara away as Brannan and Cianan moved to prevent Alani from following. Loren glanced at her sideways. “I am sorry for that. Alani fancies herself my wife. The feeling is not mutual. She is the reason I stay away so often and long.”

Dara bristled. The image of Alani in Loren’s bed made her blood boil, and she froze. How many times had she seen a couple of local girls fighting over a village lad? She was not one of them. What cared she of Loren’s future plans? “Send her packing and be done with it, if you don’t want her.”

It couldn’t be simpler. She wouldn’t put up with unwelcome attention—why did he?

“Her father is my father’s oldest friend and now, as Lord of the Treasury, he is one of the most powerful men in the kingdom.”

Politics? Was that so much more important than personal happiness? What were the rules in this land? Villagers had the right to choose. Wouldn’t a prince have even greater power and freedom? Dara turned to face him. “I’m not here to cause trouble.”

“This trouble has naught to do with you and your troubles are much more pressing than mine. It is naught I cannot handle.”

Pari and Lorelei approached. Dara was grateful for the interruption. “Happy birthday.” She smiled.

“I thank thee, youngling,” Pari replied with a slight bow.

“Thou hast met Alani?” Lorelei asked.

“Aye.” Dara kept her voice carefully neutral.

“Well, I shalt introduce thee to some friends of mine,” Lorelei said. “I wouldst introduce thee to Gwendolyn, an earth mage, and Anika, an air mage. I hath summoned a metal mage, but I hope this person shalt stay to help with Jalad as well.”

“That leaves fire,” Loren said.

“It does.” Pari’s face was impassive. “The Goddess shalt provide that person at the opportune time.”

Two women approached. “Happy birthday, Pari,” the younger said.

“I thank thee, Gwendolyn,” Pari replied. “Loren hast returned with one who couldst use our aid.”

Gwendolyn nodded to Dara. “Greetings, youngling. I understand thou hast a demon running amok in thy lands. I am certain we can put it back from whence it came.” She turned to Loren. “I heard thou wert made Lady’s champion. Thou shalt play a key role in this, as well.”

The older woman studied Dara. “Winds of change. Child of earth and fire indeed. Long hast it been since thy kind walked these lands, lady.”

Dara frowned, puzzled. “Lady…Anika?”

The woman smiled, patted her arm and cackled a bit. “Thou must think me a bit barmy, eh? Well, wait and see. Count me and mine in as well.”

Lorelei beamed. “I knew I couldst count on thee both. Now if I couldst but find the right person from my calling…”

Anika snorted. “Luck with that. Might show, might not.”

“They must,” Dara burst out. “I can’t go on like this.”

“Rest easy, youngling.” Gwendolyn frowned at Anika. “There is formidable aid coming from Lorelei’s calling. It shalt just take time to arrive.”

“Dinner is served,” a male voice called out.

“They shalt not begin without me, so we had best go sit,” Pari said. It took quite a while to make their way to the head table; everyone wanted a quick word with the former high king. But they eventually found their seats.

“Everyone’s staring,” Dara whispered to Loren.

“Relax. Ignore them. I always do.”

“Easy for you.”

Pari leaned forward to catch her eye. “A few still remember thy Granna Lena’s visit.”

Hope flared, a shock that skittered down her spine. Finally, an answer to all the questions. “You knew my grandmother? What was she like?”

“She hath red hair and gold eyes like thee. She wast beautiful, fiery, opinionated and brave.”

“Why was she here?” Why had she left her home, her family?

“Who knew why Lena Kahn Androcles did anything?” The former king shrugged. “She went where she pleased, did what she pleased and said what she pleased.”

“I’ll wager that made her popular.” Since childhood, her own mouth had gotten her into trouble. To think it might have gotten her ancestor into trouble, as well.

Pari laughed. “She wast a surprise. Thou comes from a proud and bold people. When all this is done and over with, thou hast much to learn of thee and thine.”

“What did she do while she was here?”

Cedric leaned forward to join in the conversation. “She threw the crown of Cymry down a well.”

Dara choked. “Truth?”

“I wast the one had to get it back.” Lorelei rolled her eyes. “My elementals thought it a fine jest at the time.”

Dara took a sip of wine. “Elementals?”

“Magical beings that assist mages in their learning and work,” Lorelei replied. “Each element hast an opposite—earth versus air, water versus fire.”

“Water and fire would cancel each other out,” Dara observed.

“Correct,” Lorelei agreed. “And earth being corporeal and air being ethereal, they do as well.”

“Can’t someone be of more than one element?”

“Aye, and nay,” Pari answered.

“Healers call on all elements,” his wife elaborated. “They possess a balance that allows them to use all four to fix whatever is wrong. But that very balance prevents magic, because each element cancels the opposing one out.”

“So magic’s an imbalance?”

Pari grinned. “Some wouldst call mages imbalanced.”

Lorelei glared at him, then continued. “A mage must have a predominant element.”

“Why are metal mages so rare here?”

“Other cultures consider metal the fifth element, and work on a pentacle principle rather than the compass,” Lorelei answered. “I know not why they be uncommon here.”

“Who’s the metal mage you summoned?”

“That element be very common in the dwarvish culture, but being called by an elf…well, our two lands do not see eye to eye on many things—”

“We disagree on everything,” Pari interrupted.

“I know not who is coming in answer,” Lorelei confessed. “A woman, adept-class, did respond, but she hast not maintained communication with me.”

Dara finished her soup in silence. An unknown mage, called on behalf of a mortal, forced to work with not-quite-enemies? It sounded like a recipe for disaster.

Loren raised her hand to his lips as the bowls were cleared away. “Worry not. Mages often work together for the greater good.”

After countless courses, the tables were cleared. Pari rose. “I thank thee all for coming. The musicians art just tuning their instruments. I propose we adjourn to the other side.”

Dara rose with the rest of the family, and they made their way off the dais, through the guests’ tables, toward the dance floor.

Sirona and Falak found them. “I cannot wait for them to start,” Sirona said.

Verdeen hurried over. “My lady Dara, your dance card is full.” The maid grinned when Loren frowned. “Worry not, Highness. Barring one arelle each for King Cedric, King Pari, and Sir Cianan, all the rest of the slow ones are yours.”

Falak laughed at Loren’s expression. “Aye, you were that obvious, cousin.”

The music started, and Dara was pleased she recognized the chain dance melody she’d practiced earlier. She and Loren took their places with the rest.

Cedric found her just afore their arelle. “Greetings, daughter.” He bowed.

She curtsied as they started the dance with Lorelei and Pari. After several moments, everyone else joined in. Loren stood on the sidelines with Cianan and a few other warrior-types. Dara wished she could join them; she would have been far more comfortable with them than dancing with the king.

“I wish to thank thee again for saving my son’s life. I know of these Boars and the fires of the One Truth. The loss of one son was unimaginable. I am relieved it is not two.”

“Markale. I’m sorry. War’s a terrible thing.”

He inclined his head. “I am sorry for thy own loss. I promise thee, this talishrog’s days art numbered. Thy people shalt live free once again.” He hesitated as Deane and Paulette twirled by, then his attention returned to Dara. “I am sorry for thy imprisonment. Matre Lorelei sent what aid she couldst.”

“The old mountain woman.”

He nodded.

“She called it dragon’s blood.” Dara laughed. “Whatever it was burned like a volcano going down, but it kept me warm. I’ll have to thank Lorelei.”

“A unique potion. Its powers are long-term and far-reaching.”

“I hope this coming metal mage can remove the iron poisoning. I feel so helpless without my powers. Even the tiniest healing spell is beyond my grasp. It’s like trying to fight one-handed while blindfolded.”

“Thou must be patient.”

“Your son will tell you that’s not my paragon virtue.”

“Thou hast many fine qualities thou hast yet to discover.” The dance ended, and Cedric returned Dara to Loren’s side. “I thank thee for the honor thou hast bestowed an old man. Enjoy thy evening.” He took his leave.

“That was interesting,” Dara told Loren. “At least I didn’t stomp on his foot.”

“That is reassuring, vertenya, because I believe the next dance is mine.” Cianan spun her away.

Dara laughed all the way through the caper. Cianan was fun and amusing, and not at all inappropriate, unlike Deane, who claimed her for the next stately dance. His hands lingered, and he kept trying to look down the front of her gown. Relieved when it ended, she pleaded a cramp afore the next and begged Verdeen to fetch water, not wine. “I wish I could bathe in it.”

Verdeen’s face glowed with sympathy. “He has that effect on everyone.”

Dara danced with Brannan and Cianan. Pari claimed her afore Loren did. “How art thou holding up?”

“Fine.” She flashed him a brittle smile as they finished the dance and he handed her over to his grandson and took his wife’s hand.

“This is the last dance afore the fireworks show,” Pari assured Dara.

The haunting tune brought a sting of tears as Loren spun her away from his grandparents. She looked up to see him staring at her. “What’s wrong?”

“I missed you.” Loren’s eyes blazed down at her. “Seeing you in the arms of other men, even those I know and trust, is not an experience I care to repeat. You are mine, Dara.”

She bridled at his tone and stiffened even as she blinked rapidly. “I am my own, prince. You don’t own me.”

He sighed. “I do not wish to fight. Can we not just dance?”

“Fine.” She listened to the music. Sweet, haunting, resonant. It washed over her, a warmth that proved impossible to resist. Dara relaxed against Loren. Tears threatened again. “What’s this song?”

““Heart Eternal”. Granther wrote it for Granna. They play it every year.” He brushed an errant lock of hair from her cheek. “It is not meant to be a sad song.”

“Not for some, mayhaps. But love leaves you vulnerable, weak.” She looked away, “It can be used against you.”

He frowned. “Nay. True love makes us strong, gives us hope.”

“When all you love are gone? What then?”

“Then you find new love. We are not meant to be alone.” His gaze held hers, willing her to believe. In what, she didn’t know. “There are many kinds of love, and when one ends, another begins.”

What did he imply? She searched his face for a clue to his thoughts. His words found a home deep within her, and the pain eased just a little. She bit her lip. “I’ve lost everyone so far. I don’t want to lose you too.” I don’t want to care about losing you too.

For lose him she would, even if only to the passage of time and the reality of mortality.

“Loss is the price of love. Fleeting time makes it sweeter. I would not forsake true happiness because I feared how long it would last, but rejoice in having found it.”

What was he saying? Surely what they had—this slippery quicksand of mutual attraction—wasn’t anything as awe-inspiring as true love? She’d seen it, rare and priceless, with Fanny and Rufus, with Pari and Lorelei. She took a deep, shaky breath. As Loren pulled her closer, one hand clasping hers, the other resting on her hip, she thought about what he’d just said. She rested her free hand on his shoulder as he turned into the dance. It’s already too late. I already care too much about him.

Dara assumed they would join the rest of the family, but Loren surprised her by leading her over to a quilt on the ground. “I thought some peace and quiet might be appreciated.” He smiled.

“You were right.” She lowered herself to sit in the center of the quilt, tucking her legs beneath her.

Loren joined her. “Still angry I brought you here?”

“I was furious,” she admitted. “You with your lies and your bossy ways, just deciding what was best for me without so much as a by-your-leave.” She trembled. “I thought I was dead. I never thought you’d come back for me.”

He stiffened. “I told you I would. I do not make promises I do not keep.”

“I know that. But things happened so fast, I thought you’d return to avenge me, not rescue me.” She stared at him, hard. “I’ve seen death by fire. Not a nice way to go.”

Loren gave her an inscrutable look she couldn’t even begin to decipher.

“But now I’m relieved.” Her abrupt change back to the original subject made him blink. She floundered to explain. “Somehow it doesn’t seem so overwhelming here. With other hands and minds on the problem, it’s not such a personal responsibility. I trust your family to do what’s right for everyone.”

“They shall. They see how all things must work together better than most.” Loren stared up at the sky. “The fireworks begin in a few minutes. Relax.”

Trumpets heralded the beginning of the lightshow. She jumped at the first explosion, and Loren sat up to settle her betwixt his legs. She leaned back against his chest, relaxing in the security of his arms. The noise was tremendous, the smell of sulfur and smoke vaguely disturbing. Beautiful pinwheels and waterfalls of light, born in such violence, troubled her if she thought too hard about it. So she simply closed her mind. When it was over, she turned to see Loren staring at her with that disturbingly sober expression. “What?”

“You were enjoying yourself. I did not wish to interrupt.” Loren was quiet for a moment. “Dara, we need to talk. Would you join me in the moonlit gardens? Please, it is important.”

Her skin crawled with foreboding. A sudden impulse made her want to silence him, certain she did not want to hear whatever it was he wished to say. Nay, it wasn’t something he wanted to say. It was something he did not want to say, but something he was certain had to be said all the same. “How mysterious! Every time someone says ‘we need to talk’ it’s never good news.” She searched his face for a clue.

His face gave naught away. He was probably a ruthless howgarth player. “Let Verdeen make your apologies.” He waved the maid over.

“All right.” Dara handed her dance card to the maid. “We’re taking a walk.”

“We shall be in the moonlit gardens,” Loren told Verdeen. “We are to be interrupted only in the event of an emergency.”

“Aye, Highness.”

They had to have a serious conversation here in the garden, after last night? She quivered, recalling the kiss that had all but melted her bones. She was half-afraid he’d choose the same bench—she’d never be able to concentrate. But he took her to the other side of the garden, to a marble bench bathed in a golden light that somehow managed to convey warmth and reassurance.

“Here, sit with me.” Loren pulled Dara down aside him.

Dara perched on the edge. “What’s wrong?”

Loren’s face was serious and uncertain in the dappled moonlight. “I know your mother died when you were very young. Did Fanny or Rufus tell you anything about your family history? Your mother and grandmother’s heritage?”

Dara frowned, thinking hard. “Not really, nay. Just that they were great healers, like me.”

“Did you never wonder at your differences from other people? Your sense-casting, your magical healing abilities that come from within, your sensitivity to iron?”

She shrugged, wrapping her arms around herself. “Sometimes. ’Tis hard to be different from everyone else, especially when they’re so intolerant. To have to do everything connected with power or the Lady in secret…” Her voice trailed off, then she took a deep breath. “Hengist can’t protect us forever.”

Loren nodded. “The One Truth. The fires. Dara, did you not notice the fire did not harm you?”

“You rescued me afore it could.” He had come back for her, risked life and limb to do so. He and Hani`ena might have been killed—and it would have been all her fault.

“Nay, Dara.” The intensity of his stare made the breath catch in her throat. “The ropes burned through. Hani`ena’s mane and tail singed. My hands and face blistered; I healed them in the thicket the following night. You were untouched.”

She reached out to caress his healed cheek. ’Twas like he’d never been harmed. “What are you saying?”

“Iron can harm you. Fire cannot.”

Fear built up. This was a new kind of dread. She didn’t want him to say any more. Dara tried to swallow it down. He was trying to tell her something she needed to hear. “What are you saying?”

“Remember how the clan shamans treated you?”

She frowned, trying to remember specifics beyond the healing. “Like an honored guest?”

“Very honored. Like a guardian. Remember their words about your people coming from those very mountains, about how long it had been since your kind was there, about your affinity with the other guardian spirits?”

Nay. Blood roared in her ears. “Guardians aren’t human.”

Loren shook his head, placed his hands on her shoulders. “Nay, Dara. They are not.”

“But I am. Look at me.” She held up her hands. “Five fingers, two arms, skin. I walk. I talk. Do I look like a wolf or a bear? I am not a guardian.”

“I am looking.” Loren’s hands tightened. “You’re beautiful, compassionate and brave. You care about others—you put their welfare above your own, even face death to protect another. Like a guardian. Your father was human, Dara. Your mother, and all afore her, were draconian queens. Shapeshifters. You are half human—and half dragon.”

Breathe. She panted until she was dizzy, tried to slow the pulse hammering through her body until she wanted to jump out of her skin to escape it. “Dragon,” she repeated like a simpleton. Nay. “You’re mad. I can’t shapeshift.”

“Nay, you are but half dragon. Your human blood prevents full shapeshifting. But on the battlefield when you hit the Boars with the power shockwave?”

Oh, Lord and Lady. He would bring up that mistake. “I lost control.” Such a slip could have gotten them both killed.

“You shimmered when you did it. I guess your human half prevented the transformation your dragon half attempted.”

She shuddered. Naynaynay. Lady, make him stop. I don’t want to hear anymore. “I’m not human.”

He brushed the very human red hair from her face. Dragons didn’t have hair. They had scales, wings, teeth and flames. She had none of those. He was wrong. Wrongwrongwrong. This was all a bad dream.

“Nay, Dara. You are not,” he stated gently. “But neither am I. Does that make me less of a person?”

Time to wake up… “It’s not the same thing.”

“Aye, it is.” He pulled her to him, wrapped his arms around her.

She clung to him, grateful for his support. He rubbed comforting circles on her back with his hands. The hands of a warrior. Strong, with sword calluses. Capable. Warm. So warm…

“There are many non-human peoples in this world—elves, trolls, dwarves, goblins…and dragons. Only men would be so arrogant as to think otherwise. Please do not make the same mistake.” He paused. “Who knows but all this came together for you to learn the truth of your being? Would you go through life not fitting in but never knowing why?”

She flinched. Could the Hand be that manipulative? Had Mag died for naught other than a lesson? She recalled the old tree sprite, the woman in the prison. Dragon’s blood, that let her see Jalad for what he truly was.

“Would you hide and deny forever who and what you are?” Loren continued relentlessly. “Trust your own good sense. You know what I say is true.”

Dara swallowed hard, took a deep shuddering breath. His words made sense in a horrible sort of way. Her temper. Her love of combat. Her disaffinity for other animals. Her need to protect others and her intolerance of bullies. Now she had a reason why she didn’t fit in with the rest of the villagers.

But if she wasn’t human, then she was in the same danger of persecution as the elves. Would she spend the rest of her days hiding behind barriers too?

“Nay. It is not a dragon’s nature to hide.” Loren’s voice was sad. “It should not be the elves’, either.”

Curse empathy. It must be a heavy burden to feel everyone around. “Can you turn it off?”

He shrugged. “Shields help, but nay. It is more help than hindrance, though, and I am used to it.” He smiled. “There you go, worrying about others again. We were discussing you, not me.”

She didn’t want to hear any more and leaned forward to brush his lips with hers. Anything to make him stop talking. She slid her hands through his hair, holding him to her so she could tease his tongue with hers. For a moment Loren’s hold tightened, and he returned her kiss with a desperation that almost matched her own. Then he groaned and sat back, untangling her fingers from his hair and setting her from him.

“Nay,” he said. “We have not finished this discussion.”

Dara growled. He didn’t even blink. Fine. “Your Granna Lorelei mentioned a torque…”

Loren went very still. “Aye. The blood torque. It has belonged to at least six draconian queens of which we know. You would be the seventh generation. It can guide its wearer with information and the past memories of the others, but it is also a focus stone for magical power, and that makes it something of which to be cautious.”

So her being a dragon didn’t scare him, but a mere necklace did? Strange man. “Why do they call it the blood torque?”

“It was created by your family ages ago; dragons are very long-lived. It has been kept in and keyed to your family. It shall work for no other. But if you do not accept it, your descendants would be unable to use it. The line would be broken.”

She rubbed her hands up and down her arms. “I have so little from my real family, and I know even less. I must confess I’m…curious. Where is it kept?”

“Warded in Granna’s treasury tower. Being a dragon piece, water magic is an effective block.”

“I would like to see it, afore I lose my nerve.” She glared at him. “I’m making no promises beyond that.”

He nodded and rose, held out a hand to her. “Come.”

Her mind and soul were in such turmoil she barely noticed the route, only that they climbed up and up and up a winding stone staircase for what seemed like forever. Too soon they arrived at the top of the tower, and stood afore a solid wooden door barred by a bronze bolt as long as her forearm.

Dara took a deep breath of dry dusty air and drew back the latch. The door pivoted open on well-oiled hinges. She glanced at Loren.

His eyes glowed in lamplight. “Whenever you are ready.”

She stepped through the doorway, and something cold and wet passed over her as she entered the room. It was a horrible clammy sensation, suffocating, in its own way worse than the iron- poisoning, and she shuddered. “What was that?”

“Water wards.”

Everywhere jewels shone in the flickering lamplight. Deep red rubies reminded her of drops of fresh blood. The clear bottomless blue of sapphires reflected the ocean at the edge of the world. Pieces of the moon had fallen to earth as gleaming pearls. The clarity of emeralds and the smoky, mysterious haze of jade hinted at every shade of forest and glen. Diamond shards of glacial ice took their color from whatever they lay closest to.

The sheer vastness of the wealth made Dara’s head swim. One stone would feed her village for a year. To the royals they were pretty trinkets. Except for…

She picked up a small jewel-encrusted dagger. It was slim and perfectly balanced. Something pulled at the edge of her consciousness; a not-quite-audible hum sent a pulse of energy skittering along under her skin. She flinched. She was getting all too used to what that particular sensation meant. Magic. The tang of metal made her mouth water, and she sneezed from the dust. The sense of age was a tangible weight on her soul.

In a trance, listening to something not-quite-music, she stretched out a hand and stepped over to an imposing side-buffet. She reached toward the small box of stamped copper, which was the sole occupant of the surface. Dara cocked her head to one side, humming under her breath as she flipped the lid up.

She caught her breath. Nestled in a bed of black silk was a gold torque, antique in style and finish, with the dulled patina of great age and a surprising neglect. A great stone glowered up at her, the dark, sullen red of drying blood.

“Feared…forgotten…so alone…” Dara no longer sensed Loren’s presence behind her. Something called, blocking him. Blocking all else. Of its own volition, the dragon within reached toward the jeweled torque. The human was unable to resist the compulsion.

“Come to usss.” Half a dozen voices echoed like a chorus in her mind. They swallowed her whole world. “For unssspeakable agesss have we awaited thee, She Kahn Androclesss. Pick usss up. Hold usss. Tell usss thy name and thy most sssecret desiresss. Join with usss. We are come from afore, the power which wasss, isss and shalt be. We are thy mother’sss, thine, thy daughter’sss. Thou art oursss. Ssso it hassst ever been. Ssso it shalt alwaysss be.”

Dara again began humming in an eerie minor key. She drew the blade across her palm and picked up the torque with the injured hand. Her blood flowed across the sleeping stone, swirling around it…and abruptly within. “I am Dara Kahn Androcles shena Sheena Kahn Androcles shena Lena Kahn Androcles.”

The stone glowed red with the infusion of fresh draconian blood, a willing sacrifice and offering to power. With the true-name a new queen was made and bound. Still entranced, Dara drew up the torque. Of its own volition, the gold wound itself around her neck and fused solid and seamless. The stone flared with the beat of Dara’s heart and then stilled, its eerie glow fading.

The voices hit her all at once, a chorus of chaos and madness. Images of times long gone, of countries once visited, of faces of those long dead. Gold eyes, red hair and flames. They were her. She was them. A never-ending circle. An unbroken chain. “Hear usss, know usss.” Too much, too sudden, it ripped Dara from the here-and-now, and she spun away in a maelstrom not of her own making. She struggled to breathe, to focus, to remember who she was…

A sharp white light glowed in the back of her mind. “Dara, hear me.” The male voice was calm, but Dara sensed the urgency beneath his tone, the effort it took for him—Loren—to reach her through the voices. “I am here. Focus on me. Take my hand. Here.” A glowing white hand appeared. Desperate, she reached out to grasp it with her mind.

The voices faded, enough to regain her grip on herself. “Loren?”

His physical hands tightened around hers. “Hang on, Dara. Stay with me. Focus on my voice, my hands. You are stronger than they are, warrior. Focus. Send them back into the stone.”

Dara focused her will into erecting a barrier betwixt herself and the voices. They twisted, protesting, resisting. As they faded away, her strength grew. Anger blazed bright and brittle. “You have no control over me. Back down. Sleep.”

Surprise. Silence. Grudging respect. Peace.

Dara swayed and blinked, like a sleepwalker awakening. She opened her hand, the injured one.

There was no cut, not even a scar.

“Dara?” Loren broke in. “Are you all right?”

She focused on his worried eyes. Those beautiful green eyes, like the first new leaves of spring. “It’s awaited me.” The heat swirled around the edges of her consciousness, just out of reach. Like a vivid dream after waking, fading and elusive in the details.

Footsteps sounded behind them. Dara turned to face Cedric, Pari and Lorelei. Lorelei spoke first. “I felt the breaking of the wards. Thou hast been accepted by the blood torque into the royal draconian house. Thou art now bound to the purpose of the stone, as its power is now bound to thee.”

Dara trembled, leaning into Loren as he wrapped his arms around her. “It chose me.”

Cedric nodded. “The blood of thy ancestresses. Blood magic in its purest, and one of its more benign, forms. Mystria, Vanna, Rala, Ilya, Lena, Sheena, and now thee—bound in an unbroken bloodline to the stone. Each is able to draw on the power of the stone and the memories of the others because of the blood. The stone can bond with all through the line of blood because each of thee is a part of the same whole.”

“To what point and purpose, my lord? It is alive. It senses. It feels. It thinks.” Dara frowned, troubled, as her fingers caressed the stone. “It knows me.”

“Thou canst summon them by name,” Lorelei assured her. “They possess vast knowledge and great power, and canst help thee. Thou hast the strength and discipline to make them do thy bidding. Thou shalt not lose control again.”

Pari spoke up. “If thou hast any doubts as to thy heritage, come with me.” He led her to a mirror. “Be not afraid. See what thou art.”

Dara gasped and started to tremble. Her eyes were their normal gold, but more slanted and glowing. It was the change in her pupils she noticed most. They were no longer round, no longer human. Slit, but not vertically like a cat’s or an elf’s. Horizontally, like a dragon’s. Her golden skin gleamed in the lamplight, but she saw the faint patterns of not-quite-scales. She gulped, and her eyes filled with tears. “I’m a monster.”

The voices protested with savage indignation. “Thou art beautiful and unique. The bessst of both.”

Loren put an arm about her waist and met her gaze in the mirror. “You are special, Dara. We are one, remember? I know you—your strength, your compassion. I am here for you. I shall help you through this. They are your family. Do not fear them, and they shall respect you.”

“What was that of memories?” Dara asked. “Can I learn of my father from my mother’s memories?”

“Just those memories made prior to binding with the stone,” Cedric said. “Sheena bound to the stone afore she left for mortal lands. I am sorry.”

Her shoulders slumped, then she regrouped. “Well, half is better than naught.” ’Twas more than she’d had afore she entered this room. “I think I’ll return to my rooms.”

“Thou wished to learn of thy mother’s family,” Pari said. “Now is thy chance. Get to know them.”

“Are you certain you do not want company?” Loren asked.

Dara shook her head and stared at the bloody knife in her hand. She didn’t want to be alone, and yet she was. For all Loren’s support, she was alone. The last of her kind. “For this, I want to be alone.”

Her head and heart ached. There was no denying the visible proof. She was not human. How did she begin to come to grips with the fact her whole life was one big lie? What kind of future could they have, she and Loren, when everything about them was a continuous circle of omissions, half-truths and outright falsehoods? Relationships needed trust for a solid foundation to grow upon.

If only it were a dream. All she’d have to do was wake up.






Chapter Eleven
 

It had been a long, sleepless night with the voices and visions in her head. She missed Loren. If only she’d said aye. To be alone was exhausting. Why couldn’t they have been two ordinary people? Prince and peasant, elf and dragon, immortal and mortal—what did they have in common asides a demon and a mission? Bleary-eyed, Dara looked around Justice Hall and sighed, tucking her knees under her chin. She’d fished a verdant green tunic of twice-combed wool and hose of finely spun undyed wool from the back of her wardrobe. Almost familiar, yet softer, finer. Too perfect. Verdeen had somehow missed them among all the dresses. Dara’s head ached. How had she sunk so low, so fast, hiding from her maid?

She shuddered. Royalty. How could anyone live like this? No privacy? All the demands, the conflicts? Having to always put the interests of others afore your own? Not unlike what Loren had described as a guardian-mentality. Maybe they did have something in common, after all. Not enough, but something. What did Cedric do for fun? Why in the Lady’s name would anyone want the job? She knew why Loren spent so little time here. She’d no idea why Deane found it appealing.

“Power. Look at Jalad. Face the darknesss of Loren’sss truth and learn from it. Tegan chose darknesss.”

She still wasn’t used to their presence. “Nay—”

“Thou knowsss thisss to be true.”

“Get out of my mind.” She was so tired, but she couldn’t sleep. Dara sat in one of the wingchairs under a giant portrait of king somebody-or-other. She couldn’t keep them all straight. The chairs were straight-backed and armless and should have been uncomfortable. But the cushions were covered in a velvety purple and seemed to mold themselves to the sitter so they oozed comfort. Like the clothing she wore, like everything else in the elven realm, too perfect to be real.

This land, this palace swallowed her soul until she didn’t know who she was anymore. She had to get away. She had to go home.

Footsteps sounded on the marble tile. Dara looked up to see Alani striding toward her. Well, make that almost everything perfect. “What do you want?”

Alani stopped in front of her. “You. Gone.”

“Thou asssked.” Their ire rose at the presence of a rival.

“I’m not a rival.” Dara flushed and bristled. She wasn’t up to dealing with would-be princesses right now. “Now’s not a good time.”

Alani’s chin rose and she stared down her long, aristocratic nose. “Fact outdoes rumor. You are a filthy half-breed, mortal.”

Dara’s blood boiled at the slur. Fanny’s distant childhood warning, “’Tis but words, ignore them” was drowned out by a newfound fury, swifter and stronger than any she’d ever known. “I am the daughter of queens. Tell me, what are you?”

“Loren was pledged to me in childhood by our fathers.”

Dara bared her teeth. Alani didn’t deserve Loren. “Mistakes happen. That was afore Loren met me,” she said. “Loren bound himself to me by life’s blood and Lady’s vows.” Her skin heated with a rage not entirely her own. “You’re too late. Where I come from, we don’t share.”

“You think to hold him with your whorish stench, mortal? Sensuri?” Alani edged closer. “We shall be producing heirs for this kingdom long after your rotting corpse returns to the dust of your pathetic and savage world.”

She was sick and tired of being called a whore, in any language. “That’s Paulette’s job. Deane is the heir, not Loren.” Sadness for Loren mixed with anger. Alani had grown up with him, but she didn’t know him at all. How could Alani think he would ever be happy with her? “If all you want is to marry a king, then you waste your time. That’s the last thing Loren wants.”

“What do you know of what he wants?” Alani swung her hand. “He does not even know what he wants.”

Quicker than thought, Dara blocked the blow. “Don’t start something you can’t finish.” She leaped from the chair and shoved past her attacker to give herself some room. “I know more of him after a week than you’ve learned in a lifetime. Loren’s already given himself to me, and I keep what’s mine.”

No sooner had she spoken than she knew how Alani was bound to interpret that. No surprise then Alani screeched and launched herself at Dara. But she tripped on her own skirts and all she got was a handful of red hair.

“A little overdressed for a brawl, aren’t we?” A red haze threatened to obscure Dara’s vision and she fought it down. ‘Never attack in anger,’ Rufus’ spirit—or whatever—counseled. Too late. Although, to be honest, she hadn’t attacked. Alani had started it.

“Man’s clothes, man’s body.”

“You wish.”

“Ahem.” A familiar male voice made both women freeze. “A bit early in the day for a taproom brawl, ladies.” Cedric’s eyes were leagues beyond frosty. “Alani, I shalt speak to Raun on this matter. Fighting with an honored guest?”

Alani’s face fell. Her body drooped as she slunk off.

“As for thee…” He turned the full weight of his gaze on Dara.

Her chin rose. The fire in her blood burned away his censure. “That colorless cow started it. You’re a fool to tie Loren to that—”

“Enough.” Cedric’s glare froze the very thought from her mind. “Now. Thou saved the hide of my overadventurous second son. For this, thou hast my gratitude.”

“You’re welcome,” Dara gritted out through clenched teeth. The voices roared in her mind. She tried to force her body to move, but remained frozen in place. Her mortal human blood was no match for his ancient elven will.

“I welcome thee as a daughter into my home and this is how thou repayest my hospitality?” Cedric raised a hand, and her voice failed. Her true helplessness afore the high king of the elves penetrated the green cloud of jealousy. All protest died at the ice in his eyes.

Cedric lowered his hand and raised an eyebrow. “What to do with thee?” He sighed.

“I’m not a child.”

“Thou acts afore thinking. That is the nature of a youngling.”

His too-reasonable tone rankled. The voices howled their indignation.

“Thou speaks afore thinking. That is the trait of a fool.”

Her hand lashed out. He parried her blow, capturing her hand in an unbreakable grip. They stood that way for long moments. Cedric’s eyes were unfathomable. “Thou reacts instead of acts.”

Dara jerked away. “So, what will you do with me? To the dungeon with bread and water? Without bread and water? Throw me from the highest watchtower? Drag me behind a fast horse by my ankles?”

“Wash thy mouth out with vinegar, put thee over my knee for a solid whipping and send thee to thy room without any supper like the insolent youngling thou art.” Cedric stated it so levelly Dara believed him.

She drew herself up, trying to focus through the red haze. She didn’t know where all this fury was coming from. Just one more thing… She had to get away afore she snapped. “If you’ll excuse me…” She stalked off to her rooms. Inside, she threw herself on the bed. “I defend myself and I’m the one sent to my room?”

A fist hit the other side of the adjoining door. Dara leaped off the bed as Loren marched in without awaiting an invitation. “What in the seven goblin hells were you thinking?” He grabbed her arms. “You attacked Alani? She said she was walking through the hall looking at the family portraits when you attacked her. She did not lie.”

Dara’s temples throbbed. “Nay, she just left out the critical middle part when she struck first. If you can’t tell truth from lie then Goddess help you.”

“A skilled warrior such as you must know better than to pick a fight with civilians.”

Rage built all out of proportion to the situation, but she couldn’t help herself. It was like watching someone else in a dream. “I didn’t start it.” Dara thumped him on the chest.

“No, you would not.” He took a deep breath. “Dara, step back and look at yourself. This is not you. You are a guardian. You would protect people—unarmed civilians—and no amount of insults or lies should have provoked this.”

Dara stepped back, vibrating with rage. She almost choked on the burning acid of it. “You’re one to speak of lies. How long have you known about the whole elf-prince fact, Your Highness?” she spat.

“And how does that come up in casual conversation?” he challenged. “You need to calm down and start thinking, instead of just reacting.”

“You’re as bad as your father!”

“I shall take that as a compliment.” He moved toward her.

“Don’t touch me.” The torque burned so hot Dara was certain her skin blistered beneath the metal. She wasn’t sure she could control it if he touched her. Her hands curled into claws. She tried to relax them, tried to take a deep calming breath. She shook with the effort.

And still he came toward her, arms outstretched. “You shall not hurt me. I am unarmed; I am not here to hurt you. That is not your way, guardian. I trust you. Now you need to trust yourself. You are stronger than they are. Come back to me. Come back to yourself.”

What did he know of dragons, calm, condescending elf? This was his fault. She’d been perfectly happy being a human nobody. Well, less miserable. Then he had to show up and ruin everything. Prince of truth and lies. She growled and backed away from his reach.

“Alani is naught to me. That was Father’s dream. Never mine. The two of you need to keep your distance. You can stay in here tonight. I shall bring supper later. We need to talk. Later, when you have calmed down.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Now, Father and I have to go talk to Raun. Thanks to you, a civil war brews under our own roof.”

He turned and retreated toward his own doorway.

“Idiot! Coward!” Dara raged at Loren’s retreating back. Calm down? She’d take his bloody elven calm and shove it up his oh-so-superior princely backside. She flung the water pitcher at the slamming door and it shattered against the wood. The bowl followed. She stormed around the tower, overturning and smashing and tearing whatever crossed her path. She couldn’t believe what she was doing, but couldn’t stop. It was as if her body was no longer hers.

The blood torque crackled with black fire. Her fury was a living beast, a half-broken colt straining to break free. It pushed and pulled and writhed, heavy and molten. She barely saw through the red haze. “How dare you?” Something snapped within her. Her soul shattered as, with a roar, the demon burst free. A flash of light, a clap like thunder, and the curtains burst into flames.

Dara swayed and fell to her knees, dimly aware of her surroundings. There was only the fire of rage…fire…fire! She struggled to rise, cursing the weakness of a week-old kitten. Lady Goddess, she’d set the palace on fire. What had she thrown that was flammable? She couldn’t remember.

Where was water? The puddle by the door—she’d tossed and broken the once-full water pitcher. Dara looked wildly about her. No water, but there was a horrifying amount of fabric in this chamber. Her insides churned. She’d go mad from the burning pain, and she retched and fell to her hands and knees. “Help. Somebody help me…”

Another presence entered in the room. Cooling mists enveloped the flames and smothered them. “Be thou still and at peace, Flame of Androcles,” Lorelei’s voice commanded. Hands touched her, and the pain vanished. The torque resisted, but Dara was no match for an opposing sorceress at full strength. Dara looked up into compassionate Loren-green eyes and burst into tears.

Lorelei pulled her close and let Dara cry herself out. When the sobbing reduced to an occasional hiccup, the older woman produced a dainty white linen handkerchief. “There now, that is more like it. Thou art exhausted. Dost thou wish to discuss it, or wouldst thou rather give my bullheaded peacock of a grandson a good swift kick in the teeth?”

“How did you know?”

“I felt the flash of power and came running. I canst still run quite fast.” Lorelei grinned. “For an old granna.”

Dara found herself returning a shaky smile. Then she looked around the room and her eyes widened at the general devastation. The curtains sullenly steamed in the corner window seat and the pungent odor of smoke hovered in the air. A feeling of spent violence still lingered. “What have I done?”

“Oh, pfft.” Lorelei waved her hands in the air, the very picture of unconcern as she conjured up a full tea set. “Come. Sit.”

Dara obeyed, her eyes round with wonder, more at Lorelei’s nonchalance than the actual act of conjuring itself. To make something so magical seem…everyday…astonished her. Truly the elves were the greatest of the races. She was but a tempestuous child aside them.

The voices raised their indignation.

Lorelei hesitated. “Thy tantrums require energy. Thou shalt need to replace it. Eat.”

Dara sagged. Now the surge had worn off, she was exhausted and shaking. She reached for a roll spread with tasi root.

Looking lost in thought, Lorelei sipped her tea.

Dara’s own eyes swept the shambles of the bower. Her cheeks flushed. “I’ll clean up the mess, my lady. I swear it.” She wasn’t sure how she’d replace everything. “I’m sorry. I lost my temper and…”

“Everyone has a temper. From what I hear, thou wast provoked. I know the feeling well enough.”

Dara recalled the rain cloud pouring over Pari’s head. She shook her head, haunted by the memory of fierce rage and an almost unholy glee at the wanton destruction. “Not like mine. It’s always been a problem, but now with them,” she touched the torque, “it’s a thousand times worse. As soon as my control weakens or slips… Well, you’ve seen it.” She indicated the damage.

“Any fires afore today?” Lorelei’s question was casual, but her eyes were intent as she awaited Dara’s response.

“Nay.” Dara frowned in confusion, trying to think.

Lorelei nodded. “This palace was built on earth and fire, volcanic rock, ages old and dormant, but never dead. Thy natural dragon’s blood is too dilute to manifest itself in the ordinary mortal world, but that dose of undiluted dragon’s blood in prison, coupled with the blood torque in a realm rich with magic of all five elements, hast changed thee.”

Dara gulped. Her hands shook, and tea sloshed over the rim of her cup into the saucer.

“It is unheard-of for an untrained talent to be able to draw on raw power; fire is quick to turn on pretentious amateurs. But in thy case, the fire within fueled the fires without. Thou needs learn control afore thou destroy thyself and all about thee. The very nature of fire-powered magic be chaotic, lending itself far more to destruction than order. Easily summoned by strong dark emotions—jealousy, possessiveness, anger, hate, rage—it is difficult to control and harder to banish. It burns its wielder in the very flames of the power summoned. Natural, for a dragon, but usually fatal for a mortal human.”

“We protect thee,” the voices assured her.

“Thou needs learn control,” Lorelei said. “We hath mages to help teach, and I canst supervise any further mishaps.” She paused for a moment. “There is another gift Mystria left behind. A book of spells on the Isle of Mysts. The book teaches thee the spells and torque gives thee the power to use them and make them become reality.” The dowager queen looked her in the eye. “If thou wouldst defeat the abyss and Jalad, thou shalt need this.”

Dara stared back. “Real spell-magic?”

“This goes beyond healing. I speak of true sorcery. Fire magic used to purpose.” Lorelei frowned. “Pari knows the way and the passwords. The path is dangerous, through the Shadowlands. It is a true quest. Wilt thou go?”

Elation swept through her. “Aye. I’ll go.”

Lorelei stood. “Come in, lad. I was just leaving.”

Loren entered the room and looked around as his grandmother left and shut the door behind her. “I love what you have done with the ‘early cyclone’ theme.”

Dara was too tired to react. “I’m going away.”

“I heard. You shall not go alone. I go with you.”

“Nay.” She shook her head. “It’s too dangerous. I’m too dangerous.”

He pulled her into his arms, cradled her head against his heart. “You would never hurt me, or anyone else you care about. Of that I am certain. You ransacked a room, a one-riever army. That is all.”

Strange how soothing his heartbeat was, how it banished despair.

“You are not alone, Dara. We started this together. We finish this together.”

“Stubborn elf,” she muttered.

“Best you remember that.” He rubbed her back and kissed the top of her head. “It would save a great deal of difficulty if you would just accept that one simple fact. Face it, woman. After hoards of trolls and goblins—and one upcoming demon—a temperamental dragon just is not all that intimidating.”

She growled.

He laughed. “Look at me.”

She did, only to get ensnared by those eyes. He was the dangerous one. Dangerous to her heart. When he dipped his head to capture her mouth in a kiss, she moaned and burrowed closer.

“We were meant to be together,” Loren whispered against her lips. “Better we fight others, together, than each other.”

How could he be so sure? Dara was tired of fighting, tired of thinking. She just wanted to feel, to have the magic of Loren’s kisses sweep away all else. She clung to him, teasing his lips with her tongue, sliding her hands beneath his tunic. Hard muscle under hot skin, heart pounding beneath her fingertips. He pulled her back, down onto what remained of her bed, rolling her beneath him. She gasped at the foreign, thrilling sensation of his weight pinning her to the mattress. His hand stroked up her side, barely brushing her breast. Teasing.

Heat. Yearning. She arched up, legs tangled with his. Frustration made her want to scream.

“Easy,” he soothed, raining a trail of fiery kisses down the side of her neck as he curled his hand around her breast, stroking his thumb over her aching nipple. Afore she’d time to react to that, he’d lowered his head to take her nipple in his mouth, right through the material. The hot suction of his mouth sent a dart of need straight to her womb.

“Loren!” She twisted in his arms. Wanting more. Needing more. The intimate stroke of his tongue drove her mad. Liquid heat pooled betwixt her thighs. He slid his hand into her hose, his fingers caressing the skin of her legs. Closer… Her eyes snapped open, staring up into his flushed face. She burned, on fire, alive with a need she couldn’t name.

His eyes glittered down at her, dark with passion. Smokey, like jade. “I know, elingrena. I know what you need. Trust me. Give yourself to me. I am yours. You are mine.” His mouth captured hers in a carnal kiss of absolute possession, as his hand slid betwixt her legs, fingers stroking softly over swollen, passion-slick folds.

Dara stiffened with shock at his audacity—for about a second. Then she sank into a storm of pleasure. Whatever he was doing built her need to a desperate edge. She moved on his hand, sure she’d die if he continued. She’d die if he stopped. She’d kill him if he stopped. He moved to her breast again, drawing strongly, his tongue teasing the very tip of her nipple as his fingers circled a hidden bud of pure heat. She panted with need, arching into his mouth, his hand. Need coiled, tighter and tighter. The ache was excruciating. What was happening? Her body was no longer her own, but his.

“Easy, elingrena,” he whispered. His voice was hoarse. “Trust me. Let go. I have you.”

The explosion of pleasure took her by surprise. Her eyes flew open as she jerked in his arms. Waves of sensation rippled through her. Elation. Exhaustion. She gasped at the look of fierce satisfaction of his face, despite the fact he lay rigid aside her whilst she sank into a boneless puddle. “What did you do?”

“Gave you pleasure. And answered a very important question.” He kissed her with long, drugging kisses. His hands soothed where moments earlier they’d aroused. “You trust me.”

She did. She shouldn’t, but she did. She was just too exhausted to admit it right now. Her eyes fluttered shut. Later. She’d tell him later.

“Rest, elingrena. You need to sleep.” He kissed her temple, tucked a pillow beneath her head and drew a coverlet over her. “We have a long journey ahead of us. It starts tomorrow. Together.”

Together. Her mind drifted off on a cloud built of that one word.

 

***

 

Dara could barely look at Loren the next morning. Every time he caught her eye, he’d smile, and her cheeks would flame. ’Twas a miracle she got through the packing. ’Twas amazing how quickly and efficiently the elves mobilized once they’d reached the decision to travel to the Isle of Mysts. It boded well for their return to aid Riverhead. Cedric and Lord Elio selected who would go—Dara, Loren, Lord Elio, Cianan and Pari, along with a half-dozen rangers briefed by Cianan. Supplies were packed by first light.

Everything went smoothly until Dara had to find a mount. Because of her draconian nature, she now knew why no ordinary horse would let her near it. As the war steed herd was sentient and able to reason things out for themselves, the elven royals assumed there would at least be a small handful of volunteers.

Apparently they’d assumed wrong.

“Shall not one of you help us?” Loren’s voice rang out across the field. “She cannot walk to the Isle of Myst. What we go to do affects all creatures of this free world. Shall not one of you help her?”

The young stallions shifted. Behind them, the mares whickered amongst themselves. “Dragons eat horses.”

“Not onesss we know.”

Clad in the squire’s armor of Loren’s youth, Dara yanked away from Loren’s restraining hands. “Release me. I would answer them.”

He bowed and stepped back.

Dara’s eyes locked with those of the stallion at the head of the standoff. “That charge is true. So, which am I? Am I dragon, come to devour and destroy, or am I mortal and fellow prey? You do well to wonder, for that is the question I now face every day.” She fingered the torque around her neck. The blood stirred, but she forced it to be still.

“And what is your answer?” a deep voice called from the rear of the herd. Mares and stallions parted and up the opened pathway strode perfection incarnate. Gleaming white, with a broad chest and deep girth, he stood a little taller than the rest, with more muscle and bone and presence to spare.

“Which am I, dragon or woman? Destroyer or savior? I am Dara Kahn Androcles, the daughter of queens of dragons that were, born to mortal men who are, here and now.” Dara’s voice rang out in the clear air of the early morning.

“I am both, my lord, with all the strengths and weaknesses and conflict my blood must bear. I must now conquer my very nature every day of my life, and by finding a balance within myself may I find the balance for us all.”

“Stand easy, daughter of queens.” The stallion strode forward. “I carry you myself, as far as you need go.”

She placed one hand on his muzzle, the other on his neck, under his mane. “I name you Gloreriell, for by ‘Flamebearer’ will history remember you.”

“‘Flamebearer’ shalt I be. My life is yours, ’til journey’s end.”

The group prepared to depart within the hour. To Dara’s surprise, Deane came from the palace in full ceremonial battle gear. When Loren raised an eyebrow, his older brother scowled. “The king should have battle experience. I have studied. We are going through the Shadowlands.”

Cianan snorted. “This is no classroom exercise. The Shadowlands mean real goblins. Real fighting. Real blood.”

Deane turned to Pari. “Are we free to choose?”

Pari nodded.

“Then I choose to go.”

He intended to become a hero, Dara realized. He still sought to compete with his brother, in a contest that was not a fair one. Loren had actual field experience; Deane fenced with men who let him win. The difference was a dangerous one. She looked to Lord Elio.

He nodded back. “Cianan, get him some proper armor.”

Deane looked down at his breastplate. “What is wrong with my armor?”

“You look like a beacon,” Dara snapped. “Might as well paint a target on your chest and be done with it.”

“Less shine, more substance,” Lord Elio agreed. “Come, my lord. Go with Cianan. He knows what warriors wear.”

Deane’s eyes lit with a fanatical light. Dara watched him return to the armory with Loren’s best friend. “He’s a liability,” she murmured to the stallion as she double-checked Gloreriell’s girth.

His ears swiveled. “He is not a warrior. He wants to be.”

“He is an idiot,” Hani`ena snapped from across the compound. “He rides that bloody palfrey.”

They all stared at the flashy but non-sentient chestnut stallion with high-stepping parade gaits.

“Better this than open war,” Gloreriell countered. “Mayhaps we shalt have no problem.”

“You don’t believe that,” Dara argued.

“I have…reservations.”

Cianan returned with the re-fitted heir in his wake. Deane was now dressed in plain, practical armor, like everyone else.

“Riders up,” Lord Elio ordered.

Cedric and Lorelei came down the walkway to see them off. The dowager queen stared at her husband and her eyes shimmered. “Thou art too old to camp with these younglings. Linger not. Get the book and hurry home.”

Pari snorted. “We shalt be eating Elio’s cooking. If that doth not induce one to rush the journey, then naught else shalt.”

“Better mine than thine,” Lord Elio retorted. “At least I know the difference betwixt hukoberries and alderill berries.”

Loren rode Hani`ena over to Gloreriell and grinned at Dara as she pulled herself into the saddle. “You have tasted hukoberries. Alderill berries are less sweet and have a bad cramping effect on the stomach.”

His nonchalance after last night’s passion made her blink. What was he thinking? Was it just to prove a point, his actions, or had it meant something more?

Pari swung up into Eryl’s saddle. “Everyone should be allowed one mistake every few centuries,” he grumped.

Even Cedric almost cracked a smile. “Lady’s blessings upon thee. Return home safe.”

Deane trotted Torgon over. “See you soon, Father. I shall make you proud.”

Single file, Lord Elio in the lead, Cianan in the rear, they rode out.

All through the Shadowlands, they rode with hands on their weapons. To Dara’s relief, all appeared normal. Birds sang and flitted here and there among the branches. A rabbit hopped across the trail. Torgon shied, but Deane was an expert rider and did no more than sway in the saddle.

Her backside went numb. Gloreriell was stockier than Hani`ena, with a shorter stride. For all his strength, he moved less fluidly than the smaller mare. For hours they rode, eating cold rations in the saddle, stopping only when someone’s call of nature couldn’t wait another moment. A dream, she was doomed to ride forever under the mist-shrouded trees.

Near dusk the trees thinned out to a ragged, rocky coastline. Across the water, barely visible in the fog, was the hulking dark shape of an island. Dara stared at it.

“Welcome home, little queen,” the voices said.

She couldn’t imagine a less welcoming image. Dark volcanic rock, with a jagged silhouette and a few stunted trees. She cursed the loss of her senses and willed that unknown metal mage to hurry.

“How do we cross?” Cianan asked.

Pari pointed up the coast. “I left a boat chained to a mooring, when last I wast here. It shouldst still be there.” He turned to the group. “Howbeit, the boat seats three. Dara, Loren and I shalt go. The rest of thee guard the way back.”

Lord Elio dismounted. “We shalt make camp here.”

“Get a fire going,” Deane ordered.

“Aye, Highness,” one of the rangers responded.

Cianan smiled at Dara. “We shall be fine. We shall be right here when you return.”

Pari led the way to the oilskin-covered boat. He flung the cover off, revealing a stout little skiff. He got in the rear, Dara followed to perch in the middle, and Loren pushed off and hopped into the front. As her two companions turned the skiff around and began paddling toward the island, Dara clutched the sides.

“Relax,” Pari told her.

“I can’t.” All the water was…unnerving. “I can’t swim.”

“Do not worry,” Loren said. “This boat is stable, and we would not let you drown. Granther and I both swim very well. I shall not let anything happen to you. Trust me.”

A twinge of need at those words made her face flame all over again. The last time he’d spoken those words… He drove her insane.

They made it to shore and, after securing the boat, Pari led the way up a winding cliffside trail to a boulder-covered opening. “We are here.” He backed away for Dara to take the lead.

“Beware,” the voices warned.

She stared at the sealed entrance. “It’s guarded by more than one element. You can’t enter.”

Pari unshouldered his pack. “This be where I come in. Music or passwords?”

“Musssic,” the voices ordered. “Music,” Dara repeated.

Pari pulled out his wooden flute and played a simple melody. Dara saw the notes shimmering against an invisible shield—yellow, blue, pink, green, violet. Every note flared against the shield, little by little thinning it into nonexistence.

Dara stepped up to the barricade and studied the runes above her head. She’d seen their like but once afore, on the bottle of dragon’s blood she’d held in prison. “What’s it say?”

“Enter here, all ye who fear not death. Bow to thy queen and live.”

Dara frowned. “You have some arrogance issues.”

They did not reply. “Place thy left hand over the blue clawed hand on the wall. Sssay thy full lineage name back ssseven generations to identify thyssself as one-who-belongsss.”

Dara announced herself. A golden glow emerged from the stone, and with a rumble it swung open.

“Bow to thy queen and live,” they reminded her.

Pari found an unlit torch just inside and handed it to Loren. The former king stared at Dara. “Thou must be the one to light it.”

She gulped. “You jest.”

“You have done it afore,” Loren told her.

“That was different. I was angry. I had no control. I’ve never done it on purpose.”

“Well, at least now you know you can,” Loren replied. “If not for that little demonstration, you would have thought us mad did we suggest it to you now.”

“We can help. It mussst be dragon-fire.”

“Of course it must. Naught ever comes easily.”

“Visualize,” Pari suggested. “I wouldst wager thou didst something similar during thy time with Jalad.”

Dara nodded. “Like the snowflakes.” She glanced at her sleeve-hidden slave brand. “When I got this.”

Loren’s jaw tightened.

Dara pictured flames, a campfire, a lit hearth. When she had the image in her mind, she looked at the torches, picturing fire springing from the oiled ends. The voices chanted in the back of her mind, but she couldn’t hear actual words. Heat built within until sweat broke out across her brow. Her stomach churned. Gasping for air against the rising acid, she pointed at the torch in Pari’s hand and focused hard. “Go.”

The oil-soaked end of the torch burst into flames, then settled into a bright flicker. Dara staggered against Loren, who steadied her with a hand on her arm. Dara turned to the elves. “The doorway translates into ‘Enter here, all ye who fear not death. Bow to thy queen and live’.” She swallowed hard. “I don’t think the warning is a jest.”

Pari shook his head. “Nay. Thou must be on thy guard.”

“You’re not coming with us?”

“This is thy quest. I but opened the door. I shall wait here, guard thy way back.”

Dara led the way. Loren followed close behind with the torch. Just inside the entrance began a long dark passageway. “Light the wall sconces as we pass them,” Dara instructed at the torque’s prompting.

Loren did so, revealing colorful pictographs of dragons flying over forests and sea cliffs. Dara stared at the images, entranced. They were rendered in exquisite detail. She saw flowers in the grass and fruit on the trees. The dragons themselves were every shade of red, orange and gold. Belatedly she recognized the unnamed spirit creature she’d seen in Badger Cave, during the healing ceremony. A dragon. A guardian. Farther down the passageway, she saw flame-haired humans, both male and female. They walked among ordinary humans and other peoples too. She recognized elves, but there were others, as well—grey-skinned giants with huge bulbous noses, short, stout people with long, curling hair and beards and a small hunchbacked race.

“Trolls, dwarves and goblins,” Loren identified. “This looks like a history of this world.”

The pictographs changed. They showed the races fighting bloody wars amongst themselves, then breaking apart and going their separate ways, the building of the barriers. The final scene showed the dragons flying away across a vast ocean, from a flaming forest toward a half-sun. Dara did not know whether it was rising or setting, and the voices were silent on the subject. Her throat tightened and tears threatened. “They left. They’re all gone.”

“We know not for certain,” Loren protested. “They left, aye, but all and sundry? They may be like you, scattered throughout these lands.”

“Trystan should see these,” Dara said.

“I see no reason why he could not someday visit here with you, if you have no objections. You are in charge of all this now.”

Dara blinked. “I am, aren’t I?” It was a strange sensation, realizing this sanctuary was her own personal property and responsibility.

The passageway opened to a room so vast the torch did not pierce the gloom to the other side. Dara hesitated at the edge. “‘Enter here, all ye who fear not death. Bow to thy queen and live’. If there’s a trap in those words, it’ll be here. I can feel it.”

“A queen bowsss to no one.”

“Whatever is in here, my best guess says it passes over our heads.”

Loren dropped to the floor. He handed his torch to Dara.

Dara started forward, Loren following in her wake. A sudden gust of wind blew from nowhere, and a furnace blast of heat as flames shot at them from all sides. They flared above Loren’s head.

“Bow to thy queen and live.” A disembodied feminine voice echoed throughout the cavern.

Dara stood tall, the flames swirling around her. “A queen bows to no one. I am Dara Kahn Androcles shena Sheena Kahn Androcles shena Lena Kahn Androcles shena Ilya Kahn Androcles shena Rala Kahn Androcles shena Vana Kahn Androcles shena Mystria Kahn Androcles and you will let me and my companion in.”

The stone in the blood torque shone with the brightness of a red sun. It caught the flames and fired them back into the darkness. The flames swept through a web-maze of torches, and the entire chamber became illuminated.

Dara handed the torch back to Loren as he rose to his feet. They stared at the ancient, charred bodies littering the cavern floor. Dara swallowed hard. This was the price of pride.

Loren touched her shoulder. “You can do this,” he assured her. “You were meant to do this.”

Her gaze followed the flame-bordered pathway. An enormous gold dragon with ruby eyes lay curled amongst a vast treasure horde. Odd how she was able to identify whose treasure was whose. Mystria’s gold and jewels, Vana’s weapons, Rala’s tools, Ilya’s musical instruments, Lena’s fabrics and furniture and Sheena’s books and scrolls. Dara wondered what her own contribution would be.

“Welcome home,” the voices sang.

Dara strode forward. The voices chanted in the back of her mind. Beneath the idol’s sinuous neck stood a stone altar covered with a blood-red cloth. A slight tug and the silken cloth slid off a leather-bound book two hands thick. A circle of draconian runes wreathed in flames was stamped in pure gold into the cover. Dara caressed the runes. She could almost read them…

“‘The book of ssspellsss’.”

Dara stared at the curious five-holed lock.

“A clawed hand. One for each of the five elementsss.”

Dara flexed her own clawless five fingers and held her right hand out over the lock. “Water,” she named the first, placing her little finger against a hole. “Air,” was her ring finger. “Metal,” for her middle finger. “Earth,” for her first finger. “And fire,” she finished, placing her thumb over the last hole.

The stone in the blood torque pulsed with the beating of her heart. For long moments naught happened. Then a flare of light beneath her hand revealed a shining gold pentacle. There was a clicking sound, and the leather strap fell away, leaving the book free to be opened by the last guardian queen.

Loren rested his free hand on her shoulder. “No more doubts, guardian. This is your destiny. You were never just a common peasant girl. Embrace who and what you are.”

Dara flipped open the cover. The smooth ivory pages did not feel like either papyrus or paper. Whatever they were made of, they were thick and heavy. The ink was a liquid that had dried rust-brown. She shuddered. “This was written in blood.”

“Dragon’sss blood. Each of usss wrote our own ssspellsss in our own blood. Blood magic. Power.”

Loren stood aside her. “We must return. We cannot linger.”

Dara noticed the amber-colored stone on a gold chain, coiled aside the book. She picked it up, and almost dropped it. The stone was body-warm. “What’s this?”

“A seeing stone, looks like. Granna has one. It can be used for reading ancient text. It works with the power of thy mind to translate the unknown into the known. Best take it and the book with us. We must leave this place.” He laid his hand against her cheek. “You show such strength, in all you accept. You constantly amaze me.”

She blushed at the praise. All her fears, insecurities, and he thought her strong? Dara slipped the gold chain around her neck and closed the book, locking it. She picked it up and clutched it close. “I’m ready.”

“I have no doubt.” Loren led the way out. At the tunnel they stopped. Dara turned around. “Sleep and watch. Let no one pass.” One by one the lights snuffed out, returning the cavern to suffocating blackness. She led the way out. One by one the tunnel’s torches darkened as she passed. Once outside, she placed her hand against the boulder. “Close and guard. Let no one pass, on pain of death.”

The doorway swung shut until it was just another part of the mountainside.

The sun was setting when the three of them climbed down the cliffside to the boat and rowed back to the opposite shore. Cianan and Lord Elio met them at the water’s edge.

“Prince Deane took the men hunting,” Cianan reported. “We must camp here tonight. It is suicide to attempt crossing the Shadowlands at night. We shall leave at first light.”

“Agreed.” Pari nodded. “I hope our return is as quiet as our coming.”

To Dara, the former king sounded doubtful and worried. Remembering the pictographs, she’d have to agree.






Chapter Twelve
 

The company broke camp first thing in the morning. Hours later they reached the edge of the Shadowlands again. Cianan now took point, followed by two other rangers, then Pari, Dara, Loren, two more rangers with the pack horses, Deane, Lord Elio, and the last two rangers as rear guard. Dara recognized she was in the relative safety of the middle. She gritted her teeth. Without her powers, still acclimating to the voices and bearing the book of spells, she realized they saw her as a liability. But the warrior within her still bridled at the implied, albeit unintentional, insult.

Loren nudged Hani`ena up to Gloreriell’s side. He reached out to touch her hand. “We mean no disrespect. You are our greatest hope. We but protect the treasure you are.”

He thought she was a treasure? Her heart flipped at the notion, and she frowned. How was she to keep her distance if he kept saying things like that? Pretty words and passion. She’d never find the strength to leave.

Heavy mists swirled through the forested valley, and Dara just discerned the curve of Eryl’s white tail ahead of her. The fallen needles in the mud muffled the horses’ hooves. Beneath her, Gloreriell shook his heavy mane and tossed his head.

The unnatural silence of the place grated on Dara’s nerves. Weapons and armor clanked despite the riders’ many attempts at quiet. Where were the birds? The animals? A sense of being watched prickled at the back of her neck as she strained to see, to hear. “Something is here,” she whispered to Loren. “It waits.”

“They, not it. Goblin raiders,” Loren whispered back. “We shall be ready.”

“Look out!” Cianan barely got the words out afore a shower of short green-fletched arrows descended through the mist-shrouded trees. He’d loosed three arrows of his own by the time the column stopped and wheeled to face the threat.

Loren raised his shield betwixt the goblin raiders and Dara. “Stay behind me.”

“We are under attack.” Deane moved Torgon to the relative safety of the rear of the column.

Gloreriell reared, nearly unseating Dara, who clung to his mane. One of the goblin arrows streaked under his neck where he’d stood but a moment ago.

Pari loosed an arrow of his own, right through the throat of a distant black form, which crumpled to the leaf-strewn ground. The old king was no slouch for all his years away from the battlefield. “Rangers to me.”

Loren drew Justice, a gleaming white beacon of Light, and moved Hani`ena betwixt Dara and the hill. “I mean it. Stay behind us.”

Dara burned to join in the fight. Rot it, she was a warrior, not some helpless lady he had to defend. His nobility choked her. She eyed Deane with contempt. Every other elven warrior and Pari fired arrows back at the goblins except the heir. He seemed to have forgotten he possessed a bow. Some hero. She looked up the hill at the descending horde and saw her first goblin. The pictographs in the cave had been vague. The creature plunging down the steep incline at her now was short, dark and lean, with a hunched back, short wispy hair on its round head, and black, empty eyes too close together. Its facial features were almost human, with a flattened nose, flared nostrils and a tiny slit for a mouth. It wore a loincloth, and there was no way to tell if it was male or female.

“Male.” Hani`ena’s mind was focused on the enemy, hard and bright as Justice. “They do not permit their females to fight.”

Dara bared her teeth, a throwing dagger in each hand. “Then they are in for a shock.” She eyed the distance to the goblin, not wanting to waste good blades by throwing short in a swirling crosswind. How Cianan and the other rangers compensated she had no idea.

The blood torque stirred to life. “We can help.”

Dara clenched her jaw. “Not now.”

“We can help.”

Loren held Justice aloft, the Lady’s Light a deterrent. He looked like the champion of a fable, noble and heroic. A sense of wonder made Dara’s breath catch in her throat. Her heart stuttered with fear, though, at what a target he made. Please, Lady, keep him safe. Cianan and Elio fired round after round of a never-ending supply of arrows back up the hill. Goblin arrows flew toward Loren and Hani`ena and were turned away at the last second by an unseen force.

Deane muscled Torgon betwixt Hani`ena and Gloreriell. The heir’s stallion ducked his head as Hani`ena snapped at him. “It is the right hand’s duty to protect the heir.”

“The right hand protects the king,” Dara corrected him. “You aren’t king yet, Highness.” Gloreriell whirled and lunged to where Kikeona and Milisena spun and reared to avoid goblin arrows.

“Dara!” Loren shouted. “Get back here!”

Dara eyed one bandy-legged goblin running down the hill toward her. She threw her left-hand dagger, buried it to the hilt in the goblin’s belly.

He didn’t even slow down.

Cianan shouldered his bow and drew his own toshi sword. Kikeona shrieked and charged straight at the should-have-been-direly-wounded attacker. Cianan swung his sword, and the hunched body fell over. The head rolled the rest of the way down the hill.

“Belly wounds shall not stop them,” Cianan called above the din of battle. “Eye. Throat. Beheading.”

“And trampling,” Gloreriell added.

Dara swallowed. “I’m not big enough to trample anything.” The eye was a small target in a surrounding shield of facial bones. “Are those skull bones as thick as they appear?”

“Aye,” the stallion confirmed.

She didn’t have a blade long enough for beheading a creature that low to the ground, and had never been trained in swordplay anyway. “The throat it is.”

A trumpeting bugle pierced the air, and Dara watched with horror as Eryl crashed head-over-knees with three green-fletched arrows buried in his chest. Pari was already rolling when he hit the ground and staggered up, blood running from a cut on his forehead.

“Nay!” Loren shouted.

“To the king,” she yelled.

Milisena wheeled, Lord Elio dismounting and drawing shield and sword. The two of them stood shoulder to shoulder as they prepared to protect their friend and former king on the ground. Eryl lay unmoving in the faded leaves.

“We can help,” the voices insisted. “They be not fireproof.”

“Fire?” Dara sent to Hani`ena.

“Nay. You have no control.” The mare was adamant. “You would burn down the entire hillside.”

Dara gritted her teeth. The rangers and Cianan fired arrows up the hill. Lord Elio and Pari hacked with their swords any goblins that got through the wall of arrows. The war horses accounted for as many kills, kicking and stomping enemy raiders into the leaf-strewn mud. No longer a heroic symbol, Loren swung Justice with grim determination while his brother struggled to string his bow.

This was the warrior-prince she admired—a man of action and skill. Her heart beat faster as she watched him fight with courage and honor, defending his brother, who should have been able to defend himself.

Cianan cried out. Kikeona turned, and Dara saw a green-fletched arrow protruding from his shoulder. “Go,” she ordered Gloreriell, drawing her last knife and throwing it through the eye of the goblin who’d shot Loren’s best friend.

Gloreriell reared over another arrow. Dara lost her balance and fell to the ground. She lay there, stunned, trying to will her body to move. The voices screamed at her as a goblin stood over her with a triumphant sneer and a raised long-knife. The white stallion held off another, but Cianan was off Kikeona and betwixt Dara and the enemy. She rolled away as the goblin’s knife came down. It clashed against Cianan’s sword and slid aside, leaving the elf a split-second opening. He pushed the goblin into Kikeona’s path and she stomped it into the hillside. Gloreriell finished off his own opponent, as well.

The surviving goblins began retreating up the hill. Green-fletched arrows flew back down at the defenders. Dara smiled weakly as Cianan held out a hand and hauled her to her feet. He yanked the arrow from his shoulder with a grimace. Her eyes sought out Loren and found him farther down the hill, betwixt the hill and Deane. A goblin arrow streaked past her, betwixt Loren and Hani`ena’s neck.

A gurgled cry told its target. Loren spun in Hani`ena’s saddle. Above his armor, Deane clutched his throat. Blood spurted around his fingers with every heartbeat.

“Shut it down. Lock it down,” Loren yelled.

Dara and Cianan ran down the hill.

Deane shook his head. He slid sideways off Torgon’s back.

Loren was off Hani`ena and caught his stricken brother afore the heir hit the ground. “Trance. Banisha verilli far—Gloria verilli far—” He spoke too fast, trying to hold back the blood. “I cannot heal you, brother. Please—”

Dara knelt aside the brothers. She reached for her powers, but they did not respond. Silently she raged at her iron-bound helplessness and cursed Jalad.

Deane paled and went limp.

“Nay,” Loren yelled. “Focus. Trance down. Stay with us.”

Deane stilled as the light faded from his eyes.

Pari and Lord Elio reached Loren’s side a moment too late. He knelt frozen, covered in his brother’s blood, a terrible look on his face. Pari took both of his grandsons in his arms and wept for all of them.

Dara swallowed hard. “What happens now?”

Lord Elio’s voice was grim. “My lords, we must get him home. There is naught more we can do for him here. We must go.” He pulled Pari to his feet.

Torgon would not let them near him with a body smelling of blood and death, so Loren wrapped Deane in his own cloak and laid his brother’s body across Hani`ena’s back. The white mare stood silent on the death of the heir.

Gloreriell was equally pragmatic. “We go home.”

Lord Elio mounted Milisena and turned to one of the rangers. “Ride ahead and tell what has befallen here.”

“Aye, my lord.” The ranger’s mare took off at a dead run.

Dara hopped down and strode over to Loren. He would not shut her out. She placed a hand on either side of his face and forced him to meet her gaze. “Gloreriell’s strong enough to carry us both. You ride with me.” He stared right through her as if she wasn’t there. She frowned and tapped his cheek twice, just hard enough to make him focus. On her. For real. “You ride with me,” she repeated. He nodded, gave her a leg up and swung up behind her.

After a sharp smack on the neck to get the chestnut stallion’s attention, Pari mounted the still-skittish Torgon. Cianan took point again. Hani`ena strode out alone, bearing her burden behind Kikeona. Pari followed, then Dara and Loren. Then came the remaining rangers, with Lord Elio as rear guard.

Loren rode as if in a trance, automatically adjusting for the stallion’s movements, but his mind was miles—or years—away. Dara leaned back, tried to will some warmth into him. “I’m here,” she told him. “Never forget that. I’m here for you.”

Hours later they were met at the border by the palace honor guard. “Queen Lorelei sent us, my lord,” their commander reported to Pari.

Lorelei? Why not Cedric? Dara cursed her own failure. Never had the iron blocks felt so impenetrable. This was all her fault. She should have been able to heal Deane, remove the arrow.

“This is not your fault,” Gloreriell stated. “If you must blame anyone for your failure, it is Jalad. Blame Deane; self-healing should be automatic. It is taught when they are very small. He should not have panicked. He killed himself.”

Now within sight of Poshnari-Unai, they relaxed and continued on with their journey. Once within the city walls, they wound their way through the streets. The few people they encountered bowed their heads with somber respect and whispered amongst themselves as the column passed.

Loren kept a tight rein on his emotions, but disbelief, self-recrimination and a murderous rage kept leaking through his shields, into Dara.

At the palace, Benilo and his assistants took charge of Deane’s body. Cianan followed them to the House of Healing. Pages took the horses while the warriors continued on to their own destinations. Brannan and Lorelei met their surviving family and Dara atop the steps.

Lorelei gripped Pari’s arm so her knuckles turned white. “Art thou all right?”

He nodded, cupping her cheek with one hand. “Where is Cedric?”

Her lips thinned in her pale face. “Justice Hall. He hast barred all from his presence.”

Brannan moved to help Loren. Dara knew Brannan needed to do something. She caught a flash of irritation from the elder brother, but Loren, not as steady as he would have said he was, allowed the assistance. Not wanting to come betwixt the two surviving brothers, she moved to support Loren from his other side, sliding an arm around his waist.

“Where—” Loren’s voice cracked. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Where is Paulette?”

“In her rooms,” Brannan answered. “She has been told, but is…in no condition to greet anyone at this moment. She has her women with her, and her relatives have been summoned. Speak with Father first.”

Loren shuddered. Pari came over to place a hand on his elder grandson’s shoulder. “Thou cannot blame thyself. Deane chose to go. He shouldst have been able to survive the injury. He failed himself. This was not thy fault.”

Dara did not think Loren heard him. Something terrible and not entirely sane glittered in his eyes. She caught a sense of twice now from him, quickly blocked. Markale. Loren still blamed himself for his younger brother’s death, and their mother had died after as an indirect result. Now Deane was dead, as well. Again, Loren blamed himself.

Dara was surprised to see Raun pacing outside the hall door. Two impassive warriors guarded it with crossed spears. Raun turned to Pari as the family approached. “They shalt not let me see him.” There was a frantic edge to the Lord of the Treasury’s voice. “He shouldst not be alone.”

Lorelei placed a hand on his arm. Light and compassion poured from her into her son’s best friend. “I thank thee for coming. Thou art a true friend. Go home. Rest. We wilt take care of him, I promise thee. Naught wilt happen to him. Please. Rest.” Power backed that last command.

Dara saw Raun relax. He bowed. “I thank thee, lady, and take my leave. I shalt return tomorrow.”

“That is acceptable.” Pari nodded. He turned to the guards as Raun left. “Stand aside.”

“My lord, King Cedric left strict instructions none were to see him,” the braver—or more foolhardy—of the two said.

“Suffer him later, or suffer me now,” Pari growled.

Dara did not think that much of a choice.

Brannan drew himself up to his full height. “You shall let us pass.”

“Stand aside,” Pari repeated.

The guards’ eyes took in Loren’s appearance and they made a path. Their relief was almost palpable.

Brannan whispered something to one of the guards, who nodded back as the other opened the door. The guard addressed Dara. “Lady, I shall have thy book taken to your chamber.”

“They may.
You have other dutiesss.”

Grateful to be freed from the reason for Deane’s death, Dara handed the warrior her leather-bound burden.

Pari led the way into the hall, Lorelei right on his heels.

Dara saw Cedric slumped in his throne in the darkened room, as clearly with the few candles as in full daylight. Cedric looked like he’d aged a millennium in a day; he looked centuries older than Pari now. The weight of his shattered heart, atop Loren’s, was almost more than she could bear. She could barely breathe.

Loren shrugged away from Dara and Brannan, staggered to the dais and dropped to his knees as if he’d no strength left. “I have failed you, Father.” He stared at the hem of his father’s robe as if he dared not look Cedric in the eye.

For long moments Cedric did not respond. Lorelei swayed as if she wanted to move, but restrained herself. Finally the king spoke. “We hath heard accounts of thy valor and how thou tried to save his life after.” Cedric sounded like he was choking.

“Deane panicked,” Pari stated. “He couldst not trance down to stop the flow of blood. Thou knows we cannot heal others. It wast up to Deane alone, and in the panic he forgot how. There was naught Loren, or anyone,” he stared hard at Dara, “couldst do.”

Dara gulped.

Loren shuddered, his shoulders hunched. “I did not wish him dead. He was my brother, for all our differences.”

“I do not blame thee, son.” Cedric’s voice softened. The father returned. “I almost lost both of thee to those accursed goblins.” The king straightened on his throne. “They broke the treaty by their ambush. The ministry is screaming for blood.”

Lorelei laid a hand on her son’s arm. “First we have a funeral to see to. Then we need name a new heir.” She stared at Loren. “Deane was without issue and Paulette is not with child now. The laws of succession must be upheld or there shalt be unrest.”

Loren looked to bolt. She knew he avoided anything to do with royalty and the crown. Only now did she realize what an issue it was. His stance screamed denial; only his grandmother’s will kept him silent.

“Father, let Granther see you to your rooms,” Brannan encouraged. “This is no place for you right now.”

A shiver shook Cedric’s form. “I wouldst see my son.” He reached out to help Loren to his feet, then rose, himself.

Dara watched father and son embrace, a lump in her throat.

“Very well,” Lorelei agreed. “Brannan, wouldst thou show us where they have taken thy brother?” She turned to Dara. “Pari and I shalt take Cedric to Deane. Wouldst thou stay with Loren?”

Wild horses couldn’t have dragged her away. He needed her, whether he’d admit it or not. Dara nodded. “We’ll follow when he’s ready. I won’t leave him, I promise.” She moved to Loren’s side as the rest of the family filed out. When they were alone, she wrapped her arms around him and held him, trying to breathe for both of them. “Let’s go. You need to get out of this room.”

He followed along, outwardly docile but inwardly raging shock and denial. Dara guided him all the way up to their suites, stopping to order food and drink from a page.

Loren opened his door, not saying a word of protest when Dara followed him into the darkened room.

She shut out the world and guided him to a chair afore his unlit fireplace. She stared hard at the ready wood. “Don’t even think about making this difficult,” she ordered the torque. Focusing hard on flames, she pointed to the wood. “Go.” A red ball of energy leaped from her finger into the wood and the kindling burst into flames. She followed with the other fireplace and the torches until the room was daylight-bright and warm. “I’m getting better at this.”

A knock sounded at their adjoining door. “My lady?” Verdeen called.

Dara growled. “Not now. Leave us.”

“Aye, lady.”

Loren spoke not a word to her, his mind a jumble of dark emotions. Her heart ached for him. Dara went into the bathing room and started a hot bath. From the bottles of bath oils, she identified one with a mixture of calming and relaxing herbs. She wondered which healer prepared these. Somehow Brannan came to mind.

A page knocked on the hall door. She opened it and took the tray from his hands. He bowed and left.

Dara set the tray on the table. “A hot bath first, then something to eat.” When he didn’t respond, she moved to stand betwixt him and the fire. Kneeling afore him, she took his ice-cold hands in hers and forced him to meet her gaze. When he did, she smiled. “Now, either I start rumors by stripping you naked and dumping you into that tub, or you follow your healer’s orders and do it yourself.”

She saw the exact moment he returned behind his eyes. “My healer. Is that how you see yourself?” His gaze searched hers.

Dara frowned at the tangled new layer of emotions he projected. She didn’t know what she was to him, precisely. “I am also your friend.” That sounded safe enough. “And as your friend, I’m telling you that you need to clean up and eat something. The world will intrude soon enough. Take this moment I offer you. Go soak for a bit.”

He obeyed, rising. “Very well, friend.” He disappeared within the bathing room, but left the door open. Moments later Dara heard a splash and a yelp. “Attempting to cook me?”

She came to the door. “Sorry. I like it hot.”

He stared at her over his shoulder. “You need a bath too. Care to join me afore it gets cold?”

There were no sexual undercurrents to the question. Loren probably didn’t even realize what he’d just suggested. All she caught was a fierce desire not to be alone—and an equally fierce resolve to not voice that need. Proud, stubborn prince. “You’ll need help washing your back,” she said, keeping her voice level and practical. “You have blood in your hair,” She grimaced. “Goblin gook.”

A fleeting smile almost lit his face. “Gook?”

She knelt by the tub. “Lie back and close your eyes.”

“I do not want to ever close my eyes,” he confessed. “I keep seeing…” His voice trailed off, and he swallowed hard.

“Then focus on me, my face.”

“You have blood in your hair too.”

“I’m a fearsome dragon warrior,” she told him. “I’m supposed to look bloodthirsty and fierce.”

“But you have a tender heart, healer,” he murmured.

“Well, for mercy’s sake don’t tell anyone.” She frowned. “You’ll ruin my reputation.”

“Your reputation is safe with me, elingrena.” He shifted in the water. “Come in. This tub is big enough for both of us.”

She wondered what “elingrena” meant, and blushed recalling the last time he’d said it. Biting her lip, she wriggled out of her boots, belt, breeches and hose, careful to keep her tunic down over her backside.

His eyes lit with rueful amusement. “I cannot believe you would still be shy with me.”

“Fine.” Taking a deep breath, she whipped the tunic over her head and tossed it to the floor. She shivered as his gaze traveled over her body, and resisted the urge to cover herself. He merely held out a hand to help her into the hot scented water, and she settled betwixt his legs, resting hers atop his, facing him.

He spanned her waist with his hands. “You are so beautiful, I almost forget to breathe.” He reached up to tug at her braid, pulling off the restraint and running his fingers through the strands to unravel the weave. “I love your hair. I remember yanking off that ridiculous hat and watching it tumble free.”

“What do you mean, my ridiculous hat?”

“No more.” His eyes turned serious. “No more hiding who and what we are.”

She shook her head and pulled him to her for a kiss, Slow, drugging kisses meant to soothe and comfort, not arouse. Just the touch of another soul to tell him, “You’re not alone. I’m here with you. For you.” She broke off the kiss and reached for the washing rag, scrubbing the battle from his hair and body, shivering when he did the same for her. It was mostly silent, but an intimacy that needed no words. A bridge had been crossed, and there was no going back.

Loren helped her from the tub, and Dara wrapped her arms around him. For a moment they simply held each other, then he grabbed a drying cloth. She stood quietly as he dried her off and wrapped her in his chamber robe. She had no idea where the road ahead might lead.

An urgent banging hit the door. “Dara?” Verdeen called. “Brannan is with me. Let us in.”

Loren wrapped the drying cloth around his waist so it covered him to his knees. He went over to open the door.

Dara tried to act nonchalant. “What’s going on?”

“You must come with me, now,” Verdeen said.

“I won’t leave Loren.”

“You must.”

“That is why I am here,” Brannan added. “I shall take him to the House of Healing when we are done here. I promise I shall not leave his side.”

“Come on.” Verdeen tugged on Dara’s arm. “You must dress.”

Dara allowed herself to be dragged into her room for a quick change afore being hustled down the hall. What was so important as to drag her away from Loren?

Just outside the palace entrance, Dara plowed to a halt afore she crashed into Lorelei. Verdeen’s hand on her arm steadied her. “My lady, what’s wrong?” Dara asked Lorelei.

“Thou hast a visitor. Verdeen, thou art excused.”

Verdeen disappeared back into the palace.

“Come with me.” Lorelei started down the stairs, where Cianan, his shoulder bandaged, waited with a short, heavily armed and robed stranger.

His gaze met hers briefly. Warmth and comfort shone in his cobalt eyes, although he did naught but nod. It felt like a hug. He loved Loren, too, as a brother, and worried with her. She wasn’t alone in this.

Dara didn’t recognize the silhouette, child-sized, but stocky. “Were you awaiting me?”

Eyes glittered at her from beneath the hood. “I believe you have been waiting for me, child of earth and fire,” came a gruff reply. A small, rough hand yanked the hood back.

Dara stared. So this was a dwarf woman. Long shaggy brown curls framed a round, weather-tanned face. Humor glinted from wicked black eyes. “Greetings, ma’am.” She dropped to her knees at the woman’s feet.

The voices screamed their protest. “A queen bowsss to no one.”

Dara ignored them.

“I am Pahn. I was led to believe I was needed to help with a personal problem, but mayhaps I have the wrong person. I have never seen a dragon bow to any, the Kahn Androcles females in particular. Be you an imposter?”

“I am but a very recent dragon, ma’am, and a mere half at that. I was taught to respect my superiors. I ask for your help. I have no one else to turn to. Others have tried and failed to remove this curse.” Her eyes filled with tears. “A man died today because of me. I will have no more deaths on my head.” Her failure had nearly destroyed Loren.

Pahn snorted, but her voice was not unkind when she replied, “A queen has a great deal of blood on her hands. If needs must, she would order a man to his death to serve her purpose. You must make sure it is always for the greater good to sleep at night; that is all even your Lady can ask.” She turned to Cianan. “You may go.”

Cianan bowed. “As you wish, majeda. Good luck, vertenya. I shall see you later.”

Lorelei turned to Pahn. “Thou must be tired. Please, allow us to show thee to thy quarters, and I shalt order refreshments.”

“Was a bit of a hike at that. I require no maiding, though.”

“As thou wish.” Lorelei led them back into the palace, down the public corridors to an ornate doorway. “I believe thou shalt find the Starlight Suite comfortable. Make thyself at home.” She returned down the hall.

Pahn entered the room and looked around. Done in shades of midnight blue and silver, it had great windows and billowing, gauzy curtains. She grunted. “Not a very earthy room, if you ask me.”

“This is their best guest chamber,” Dara said. “Would you prefer something less airy?”

Pahn shrugged. “I would, but I’ll manage. This palace was built on earth and fire, so it still suits my purposes. I’m not one to whine o’er color.” She eyed Dara. “I’m guessing you’re not, either.” Pahn hung her cloak on a hook and peered into the small pack on the table. “Good, they left my things alone. I half expected someone to rummage through it in the name of security, but the wards are undisturbed.”

“I should leave you to your rest…” She longed to return to Loren.

Pahn waved her hand. “Sit. Let’s get to know one another. Been a long time since I’ve had a chat with one of your ilk, child. I need to know what’s happened.”

“My name’s Dara, great lady—”

“I’m no lady, so stop right there. My name’s Pahn, and that’s enough greats, child. Understood?”

“Aye.” Dara swallowed. “My mother died when I was very small, and I never knew my real father…”

A knock at the door interrupted them. “I was sent with food,” a page called.

Dara took a tray loaded with enough bread, cheese and roasted fowl to feed a small army. A second page bore a large earthenware pitcher brimming with ale. They placed their burdens on the table and took their leave. Dara recounted her tale of woe while Pahn made short work of the meal. “I tried to heal Deane, but I couldn’t. It’s a wall I can’t get over, around or through,” she finished. “Can you help?”

Pahn burped and wiped her mouth on her sleeve. “’Course I can. But iron’s the least of your ills. What of that demon that’s running around your king’s fine castle? What of him?”

“I would send him back where he came from, for good.” Dara clenched her teeth. “I will not rest until he’s gone or I’ve died trying.”

“Well, they don’t have metal mages in this accursed-pretty land. Guess I won’t be goin’ home for a while. Someone must hold this point of the pentacle.”

“I hoped you’d say that.”

“Hmph.” Pahn eyed her with that wicked amusement. “What of you? You realize you and your fancy necklace hold a point of your own, don’t you? Can you at least call fire?”

“I almost set this palace aflame the first time. But I’m much better now.”

“Ha. Keeping that prissy water mage on her toes, I’ll warrant. Good for you.” Pahn drained her cup of ale and held it out to Dara to pour more. “It’s chilly in here. Would you mind?” She indicated the fireplace.

Dara focused and pointed. “Go.” The wood burst into flames. Dara swallowed the acid down and turned to the dwarf mage.

“Good enough. Hold out your hands. Let me see.”

Dara obeyed, her heart in her throat. The voices were quiescent as Pahn stared at the reddened, flaking skin around her wrists. The dwarf muttered under her breath, guttural words Dara couldn’t quite distinguish, and Dara felt a tingling probe. For a moment she saw fine black threads twisting under her skin, then the vision was gone.

“Well, if I had any doubts about your story, that cinched it.” Pahn sat back. “Only a dragon is so vulnerable to iron. Good thing it’s so rare a metal here; you’d have a pletha of a time back home.” She pulled over her pack, rummaged through it, and pulled out two stones, one smooth and gleaming black, the other jagged and a dull silvery grey. “Hold still and picture black smoke leaving your wrist.”

Dara watched Pahn place one rock on either side of her wrist. Black smoke, black smoke. The threads writhed and the burning began anew, but she kept her focus. The first thread pulled free from her skin like a needle jabbed from the inside out, curling toward the black rock as if drawn by a magnet. More followed, one by one, thread and needles and smoke. Dara gritted her teeth against the tears, so grateful to have the iron removed she’d have borne any amount of pain to see it done.

“Give me your other wrist.” Pahn didn’t even pause for breath. Dara obeyed and the process repeated itself. After the last wisp of smoke had disappeared into the black rock, Pahn took a deep breath and opened her eyes. “The ties within your body I will draw down to your ankles and out. Focus down.”

This was harder. A thousand little threads made their presence known. A tiny stab here and there she could have withstood, but all of them at once, everywhere, stole her breath away. The voices hissed and pushed with all their combined might. Pahn swirled the stones, coalescing all the poison into a downward spiral. Downdowndown. Dara sweat, cramping through little breaths. Go. Down. Out.

With a final stab of pain, the last of the iron streamed from her body into the black stone. The release was so abrupt, and so great, Dara started to cry in earnest. Pahn put the stones away and poured ale for each of them.

“There, now, girl, it’s done.” Pahn’s shoulders slumped. “How do you feel?”

“Like myself again. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. The iron’s gone, but the brand’s still there. It’ll only disappear with the death of Jalad and the banishing of the demon.”

Dara swallowed hard. She’d figured as much. This entire situation seemed to be a series of victories and setbacks.

“But your former strength will return. Don’t try to do anything yet. We both should rest. The funeral’s tomorrow, I’m told. Then the coronation of your fancy princeling.”

“He doesn’t want the crown.”

“Well, the crown wants him. No use fighting what must be.”

Dara’s jaw dropped. “You’re a…preor—” She couldn’t think of the correct word. “A…one of those.”

Pahn laughed. “I believe in the Destiny Hand, aye.”

The voices hissed. “We choose our own fates,” Dara decreed. “I won’t have mine decided for me.”

Pahn sighed and rubbed her face. “That is a discussion for another time. Good night. I will see you in the morning.”

Loren’s room was empty. Verdeen greeted Dara at her door. “It worked, I can tell. You feel…lighter.”

“You have no idea.” Dara shuddered. “Where’s Loren?”

“The family is all at the temple, attending the watch. They shall be at it all night. I am sorry, but it is family only. Would you like something to eat?” Dara shook her head. Everything ached. She just wanted sleep. She was so tired, she doubted she’d be able to light a candle. But come tomorrow…

Jalad had best keep watch. Dara was back, and his days were numbered.

 

***

 

Drums were the first thing Dara heard in the silence, a deep “boom” that reverberated through her soul. Verdeen made a final adjustment to Dara’s black veils, ensuring no hair showed through.

Pahn caught Dara’s eye and nodded. The dwarf would pay her respects to a fallen foreign leader, as any visiting ambassador might.

Lorelei and Paulette looked odd with their eyebrows shaved. Paulette had gone even further and shaved her entire head like the professional mourners did. She resembled a marble statue, expressionless save for reddened eyes.

Those eyes made her look a bit mad, as well.

“Pepper,” Verdeen whispered.

“What?”

“You can shed just so many tears. Pepper reddens the eyes to complete the look of mourning.”

Dara’s jaw dropped. “You mean she cheats?”

“Aye. Theirs was no love match.”

Sirona too had shaved her eyebrows. “I am glad you are better. Thank you for being here.” She nodded toward Cedric. “It means a lot to him.”

Dara felt like a hypocrite. She regretted Loren’s and his family’s loss, and the kingdom losing their heir, but she couldn’t fake a personal sorrow. Deane had been a boor, arrogant with little to be arrogant about.

But Loren’s guilt was a crushing weight she sensed across the room. She was here for him, not his brother. Even though protocol, as Verdeen had explained, did not permit her approaching the Lady’s champion, she caught his eye.

He nodded, flanked by his grandparents and the high priestess Aletha. Later, his eyes seemed to say. It was enough for now.

The windows, the infernal paintings, even the railings in the palace were draped in black crepe. The guards were caparisoned in black velvet with a gold rising sun embossed on their chests. Obsidian blades gleamed in their ritual weaponry.

The cloying scents of thousands of cut flowers and too much incense made Dara’s head ache. She sneezed. The incessant heartbeat of dozens of drums, combined with the oppressive atmosphere in the palace, threatened to suffocate.

Loren was the sole brightness in his full ceremonial garb as Lady’s champion. He rode Hani`ena, escorting the funerary cart bearing Deane’s sarcophagus to the royal family crypt.

Priests and priestesses led the parade, waving burning incense censers on silver chains. Then came Loren on Hani`ena, holding Justice aloft. Pulled by two all-black draft mares led, not driven, by Deane’s groom, the cart carried Deane’s sarcophagus through the city streets from the central palace to the eastern temple. Torgon, in full parade gear, was tied to the back of the cart. An honor guard of six mounted rangers armed with obsidian spears flanked the cart.

Next followed a second smaller cart bearing trunks of Deane’s clothing, weapons and jewelry. The royal family followed the two carts, with Dara and Pahn betwixt them and the professional mourners, then the palace servants and lastly the general population.

Once at the temple, the choir sang a solemn funeral dirge as formal bearers bore Deane’s body into the antechamber itself. The priests and priestesses led the way below into the catacombs beneath, where the royal family’s burial crypts were. Betwixt Ayala and Markale was Deane’s own chamber. The bearers placed Deane’s sarcophagus so he stood upright facing eastward.

Each family member carried a trunk of Deane’s personal belongings. His personal effects were placed about the chamber, along with gold and silver coins, a loaf of bread, a cask of wine, several minute gold horses and dozens of carved figurines for servants, sensuri and bodyguards. Then the family was left alone to bid their final farewells afore exiting for the last time. Dara and Pahn waited in the corridor, having naught to say to the former heir.

As the priests sealed the chamber door, a hundred white doves were released from the temple rooftop to carry Deane’s soul eastward to the Hall of Fallen Heroes.

Dara doubted his fitness to reside there.

The servants returned to the palace to serve dinner to the family, ministers, mages and nobles gathered to pay their respects. Dara barely noticed them. She moved immediately to Loren’s side. Cianan and Brannan moved off at her approach, acknowledging her right to be there. Ignoring the stares and murmured comments, she wrapped her arms around his waist.

“I felt the dwarf mage heal you,” he told her. “You are yourself again. The clear golden aura that was Dara, when we first met, is back. And I rejoice for you.”

Tears stung her eyes. After all he’d gone through, he spared a thought for her? “How are you?” she asked. “I missed you last night.”

“I am…managing.” His eyes were dark with regret. “I apologize for —”

She laid her fingers against his lips. “Don’t. ’Twas family only. I understand.”

“Nay, you do not.” Loren slid his hand through her hair to cradle her head. “You are family, dear to me as any kin. Do you not feel the bond, the separation when we are apart, the relief when we are together?”

Dara froze. “What are you talking about?”

“You know.” His eyes burned into hers. “You feel it now, as do I. The completeness when we are together. You have been wondering, wanting to ask questions. And I swear, we shall speak of this. We need to speak of this, of our future.”

They had no future beyond deposing Jalad and restoring Hengist. Tonight he would be crowned heir to the throne, future king of the elves. He moved ever farther away from her. “Later,” she evaded.

 

***

 

Bile rose in Loren’s throat as he stood in the wings of Justice Hall that evening. The family and ministry awaited him, the next surviving son. His granna would place the crown of Cymry on his unwilling head. He was right hand, Lady’s champion, a man of action, not words. He had demons to slay. He could not be torn betwixt the world of elves and the world of men. Not now…

He was not going to declare war on the goblin nation on the ministry’s say-so.

“Jalad first,” Hani`ena agreed.

Hani`ena’s warmth lingered in the back of Loren’s mind. A second warm presence slid up behind him, and a pair of arms encircled his waist. The miracle of Dara’s clear golden aura. “I am glad you are better.” The words themselves seemed woefully inadequate. He placed his hands over hers, willed her to grasp the emotion behind the words.

“I wish you wouldn’t do this. You don’t want this, I know you don’t.”

He closed his eyes and just let her hold him for a moment. “Nay, but there is no one else. They need someone to lead them in the days ahead, to speak for the world of men. Who better than one who has been there? At least I shall be in a position to decide and lead, and not just ask and hope.”

“Whom do you seek to convince, me or yourself? I think you’ll make a great king. You’ll be good for the kingdom.” She leaned against his back. “I just don’t know if the kingdom will be good for you.”

A true guardian—always concerned for the welfare of others. Loren turned in her arms and held her close. Dara. Fierce. Beautiful. Caring. His. It boggled the mind. “I am glad you are here.”

“I am here for you, you know that.” Her eyes searched his. “You look very…princy.”

His lips twitched. And then there was Dara herself. What would become of her? Were he crowned king, would they honor his commitment to her? There had never been a queen of the elves who was not an elf. He did not know if there was law against it, but tradition was. And the ministry was a strong proponent of tradition.

They would not drive Dara off when Jalad was gone. He would not marry Alani just because a bunch of old men told him to, either.

Loren opened the door and Dara followed him into the back of the hall. Cedric sat on his throne, flanked by his parents. Sirona and Falak stood in the center front row with Paulette and Brannan. The ministers occupied the right-hand chairs, the mages the left. Pahn sat with the mages, aside Gwendolyn.

Aletha appeared from behind Cedric’s throne. “Who petitions for the crown of the heir?”

“Last chance,” Dara whispered.

He glared down at her and took a deep breath at all the eyes on him. “I do.”

“Who art thou, petitioner?” Aletha asked.

“Loren ta Cedric ta Pari ta Lir, prince of the realm, warrior and Lady’s champion.”

“Who stands with thee?” the priestess demanded.

High priest Everett came from the shadows in the opposite back corner of the hall to stand at Loren’s right side. “I, Everett, high priest of the Lady of Light, do so stand with Prince Loren. I uphold his claim as Lady’s champion.”

Cianan strode up as well. “I am Cianan ta Daneal from the academy. I uphold his claim as warrior, chosen by Hani`ena and trained by Lord Elio himself.”

“Doth Lord Elio support this claim?”

“Wholeheartedly,” the Minister of Defense declared.

Cianan grinned.

Aletha smiled. “Then let the petitioner come forward.”

Loren stared at the white runner leading him straight to the last place he’d ever pictured himself—the throne of Cymry. His eye caught Brannan’s. “Trade?”

Brannan looked horrified and shook his head.

There is none else. So be it. Loren squared his shoulders, locked eyes with his father and started down the endless, too-short walk with Everett and Cianan. Cianan, his best friend, who had been by his side through every major and minor event in his life.

“Welcome, Loren ta Cedric ta Pari ta Lir,” Aletha said as he stopped afore her. She turned to Cedric, who rose to his feet. “Sire, dost thou acknowledge thy heir?”

“Thou art my son, and now my heir,” Cedric decreed. He turned to Pari, who handed him the heir’s crown. “With this symbol, the crown of Cymry stands at the end of thy path. Three powers doth the crown grant thee—justice, mercy and truth. In fact and deed, thou hast borne thy sword Justice with honor and mercy already, for many years. Empathy thou hast as well, since birth, a gift from thy mother.

“But truth begets true wisdom, and so, with this symbol, one last power I grant thee as my son and heir. With this crown, accept the gift of truth. Never again shalt thou hear or tell a falsehood, as long as thou live. Dost thou accept this symbol of thy rank and responsibility, and all that goes with it?”

Loren had known truth was the true power of the crown, but the wording shook him. “Never again shalt thou hear or tell a falsehood, as long as thou live.” What about omissions? Could he hold silent, or would he always be cursed with blurting what he thought at any given moment? Why had he not asked afore now?

Could he call a recess in the middle of a swearing?

His grandparents stared at him. Cedric knew, Loren saw the look on his face. But the king would wait him out. Loren must answer unprompted. Unhindered.

“If not you, then who?” Hani`ena asked.

Loren straightened. “I, Loren ta Cedric ta Pari ta Lir, prince of the realm, warrior and Lady’s champion, do hereby swear to accept and uphold the position of heir to the throne of Cymry. I accept the responsibilities of justice, mercy and truth with honor and due vigilance…until my last breath.”

The irony of that statement was not lost on him.

“I, Cedric ta Pari ta Lir ta Karel, high king of the realm of the dawn, do accept my son Loren as my heir, afore this company and with the Lady of Light as my witness. Come forward, my son.”

Loren climbed the dais steps and knelt at his father’s feet. Cedric lowered the crown, and as it encircled his head he heard his father say, “With this symbol of office, I bind my heir to my kingdom.” The words settled into Loren’s soul with the weight of finality. He looked up into his father’s face as the king helped him back to his feet.

“Turn and greet thy subjects,” Cedric instructed.

His subjects? Lord and Lady, he wanted a drink. Loren turned. The first face he saw was Cianan’s, who grinned at him as he took a knee to his future king.

“He needs a drink,” Cianan thought.

“About time we got the right son on the throne.” Lord Elio bowed low.

Thoughts. He was hearing actual thoughts. Loren shook his head to clear the ringing in his ears. The words and thoughts swirled around him like a chaotic chorus.

Pari gripped his upper arm to get his attention. “Shields, lad. Thou canst block the thoughts if not the intent. Thou need hear thoughts but deliberately.”

Loren focused, and the thoughts dropped to a barely audible buzzing. His relief was immediate. “Thank you.”

His granther patted his shoulder. “I figured this would help. But one thing thou cannot do is speak a lie. Try. How old am I?”

“Two hund…” Loren’s face twisted as he sighed. “Three thousand one hundred sixty-two.” His eyes widened.

Pari nodded. “Omit if thou must. Only the truth shalt come out if thou opens thy mouth.”

Dara met them at the door. Her eyes searched Loren’s. “How do you feel?”

“Like I lost three straight rounds with Lord Elio.” He winced. “Forget the reception, I should like to go straight to bed.” Truth, indeed. Hopefully he did not talk in his sleep.

“Take him up, lass,” Pari stated. “Thou need rest. I shalt make thy apologies to this assembly. Go.”

Dara and Loren walked arm-in-arm up to their suites. Loren turned to her at the door and dropped his shielding, just a little. Waves of sorrow emanated from her. She thought she was losing him, that she, a common mortal, had no future with a king of the elves. Royalty. An immortal.

His jaw tightened. He had not asked for this. Mentally he drew a line betwixt himself, Dara and the Destiny Hand. No more. I have chosen what is mine and I shall not give her up to You.

“Stay with me,” he heard himself saying.

A flash of Light, and the Lady stood afore him. “She cannot be thy wife, not until this war be over.” Her voice echoed in his mind.

“But she is my wife,” he dared to argue. “You made her so.”

“She hath a threefold purpose in this coming conflict—dragon, fire mage—and maiden. Thou art My champion. Heed Me.” Her face softened. “Wait. Thy time hast not yet come.” She disappeared, leaving Loren staring at Dara.

Dara stared back at him, uncertainty of his intent in her eyes. “I’ll be right next door—”

He trailed the back of his hand down her cheek. “I would not take advantage, but neither of us wants to be alone tonight. That is all I offer.” For now, but someday soon he would tell her all. He owed them both the opportunity to make their choices with their eyes wide open.

“Trust me.”

Surprisingly, she blushed. “I do. Always.”

Truth.

More surprising how right the world became from three simple words.






Chapter Thirteen
 

Loren fumbled to open the door and eased her inside. He saw Dara swallow hard and flinch a bit as the door clicked shut. Not with fear, but with nervous…anticipation. His body tightened, and he cursed silently. Lord and Lady, this was going to be a long night, but he would keep his vow. The Lady did not make such stipulations just to torment Her followers.

The firelight glinted off the rich copper of Dara’s hair. All the gold in the world, in one sensual body. Gold skin, gold eyes. He could stare at her all night, get drunk on her scent…

“Are you gonna stare at me all night?” Her husky voice sent a shiver of need down his spine.

He grinned. “Where have I heard that afore?”

“Well, if you’d quit doing it I wouldn’t have to keep saying it.” Her tone was severe, but the corner of her mouth twitched, and her eyes sparkled.

“Ask the sun not to rise, or something equally impossible, while you are asking.”

She came over to wrap her arms around him. “How am I supposed to resist you when you say things like that?”

Resist. His mind latched onto that one word, even as a drowning man latched onto driftwood. Resist the softness of the lush curves pressed against him. Resist the full lips parted in open invitation, the scent of her growing need for him. A dragon’s allure, his granther had called it. He did not know the half of it.

But it was more than that. The Goddess-Bond of life-mates was soul-binding, hearts and minds as well as bodies. If he took her now, they would be inseparable…literally. And he would not do that to her while there was still so much unsettled.

“Loren?” Dara’s voice called him back. Her expression was worried. “Where did you go?”

“Nowhere you want to follow,” he stated.

“You were right—you shouldn’t be alone tonight.” She turned to the table, to pour them each a glass of wine. “Talk to me. About anything.” She handed him a cup. “Just don’t shut me out again.”

He took a sip of wine. “Did Rufus and Fanny know about your mother?”

“You want to talk about me?” Dara looked astonished.

“I for certain do not wish to speak about anything that has happened the last few days to me,” he retorted. “You have lost so much—not the least of which is a considerable amount of control—most of which is my fault.”

“I don’t blame you, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

He waved it off, impatient. “The time for blame is long past. What is, is.”

She glared. “If you start blathering on about that Destiny Hand too, I swear I’ll scream. The guards would come running, and we’d both be embarrassed. I make my own choices. I could have left you, refused to come with you. Short of gagging me and tying me to your horse, you couldn’t have stopped me if I’d truly wanted to leave. I’ve never fought against you, not in earnest. Trust me—I’d win, especially now.” She fingered the torque around her neck.

No, she would not. She did not hurt those she cared for. He knew that with every fiber of his being. “Which brings me back to my question. Women are forbidden combat training in Arcadia; even in Riverhead wearing men’s clothing is frowned upon. I would bet if someone asked why you carried a knife, you would have responded ‘To cut—’”

“—bandages,’” she finished. “You’re right. Fanny and Rufus never said anything to me, but I started wrestling and knife training when I was barely big enough to carry pails of water from the creek. I think Mother knew she…” Pain cut her voice, and she paused to regain control. “…was not going to be with us much longer, and wanted to make sure I would not be defenseless if I was left alone, I would have skills and not be helpless and without choices.”

“Was she a seer?”

Dara shook her head. “Just good at reading the lay of the land, as it were. The once ways are fading, and Hengist and Moira are becoming the exception rather than the rule.”

“The daughter of queens hiding as a common peasant healer.”

“Not queens in the sense you’re thinking. We don’t rule over others. That takes diplomacy skills. If we have a thorn in our paw, we remove it.” She eyed him over her glass. “When I told you if Alani made you uncomfortable, just break it off and toss her out, I meant it. I did not consider the ramifications of the friendship of your fathers, or her family’s position in the kingdom. For that I apologize. That is the kind of thing that will make you a great king, and what makes me such a liability.”

“Anika called you the wind of change,” Loren stated. “We must change—bend or break.”

She snorted. “I don’t think your people are ready for that much change.”

“You truly think I will make a good king?” Loren hated voicing the question aloud. It sounded weak.

“You will be an amazing king,” she assured him. “You are decisive, a man of action and a man of vision. You do not suffer from tunnel vision. The kingdom will be in good hands.”

There was a ring of finality in her voice he liked not at all. “And what of you?” he asked. “What shall you do when all this is over and Riverhead is free once again?”

“I don’t know.” A shadow crossed her face. Sorrow. Doubt. “I don’t want to talk anymore. Can you just hold me for a bit?” She set her glass down and turned her back to him. “Would you mind? I can’t reach the laces. Stupid gowns.”

His mouth went dry as he reached to undo the laces and watched her shimmy out of the layers of silk until she stood clad in the thinnest layer of gauzy linen he could imagine. She reached up to loosen her hair. He would take the vision of her standing afore the fire, the silhouette of her body and the blazing glory of her hair, with him to his grave.

“There. Now I can sleep in comfort without pins stabbing me in the head all night,” she muttered. She glided over to him, and undid his belt. “I’m almost afraid to ask what you sleep in,” she confessed.

One moment brazen, one moment shy. It would take a lifetime to learn her moods, her secrets. He wanted that lifetime. But did she? Enough to defy a kingdom? “I think it best to keep my breeches on.” He kicked off his boots and yanked off his tunic, then climbed onto the bed. “Come here.”

She eyed him warily. “Maybe if you looked less like a hungry fox in a henhouse.”

She had no idea. “A dragon afraid of a mere fox? Now that would ruin your reputation,” he teased. “You wished to be held, remember? The bed is much more comfortable than the floor.” He sobered. “For tonight, no crowns, no kingdoms, no demons. Let us just be together.”

Dara crawled up aside him and snuggled into the crook of his arm. “No more talking.”

“Not another word. My word of honor.” Loren took a deep breath and wrapped his arms around her. She tucked her head under his chin and went boneless by slow degrees. The sweet scent of her hair, the silken slide of her skin against his was an exquisitely agonizing torture. But would he have forgone it by not touching her?

Not in this lifetime. He knotted a hand in her hair, stroked the other hand down her back. She sighed and nuzzled closer, turning into him and sliding one leg over his. Her small hand glided across his chest, her fingers caressing his skin, the muscles beneath. She drifted, her consciousness a hazy cloud. Warmth. Comfort. Not alone in the dark. It was enough.

 

***

 

Loren opened his eyes. Dara draped across him like a blanket, her deep, even breathing indicating the depth of her slumber. Would the past week been but a nightmare. Again, he had been unable to stay the Destiny Hand. His brother was dead. Another brother, and yet again he was responsible. The ministry would not hold silent on that fact. The rift betwixt Deane and himself was permanent, now forever unmended. And he was now heir; the wrong son of Cedric, future high king of the eastdawn elves.

He studied Dara. His life-mate. Future queen. Fear tightened in his throat at what lay ahead of her. So young in her power, going up against the demon that had scattered her people and killed her father. And if they survived, what of after? What he would not give to someday be able to wake up to her each and every morning, both of them naked and under the covers. No matter Cedric’s objections. Someday, when all this is over. I shall not give you up.

Unable, unwilling to stop himself, he drew her face close for a chaste kiss.

She stirred and opened her eyes, reaching out a hand to his cheek. “Are you all right?”

He shrugged. “Fair enough. Good morning, elingrena.”

“Good morning.” She leaned up for a long, leisurely kiss his body took entirely too easily as an invitation.

Recalling the Lady’s admonition, Loren kept a tight rein on his desire, resisting the temptation to deepen the kiss, to tease her breasts until her nipples stiffened, until her eyes blazed hot with need and she moaned…

Dara drew back and stared at him. She brushed the hair back over his shoulder, and he shuddered at the innocent caress. She blushed and bit her lip. “I should sneak back into my own bed afore Verdeen comes to wake me and finds—”

A tentative knock came on the adjoining door.

“—me not there.” Dara rolled her eyes.

“Prince Loren?” Verdeen called, her voice worried. “I apologize for disturbing you, but Lady Dara is missing.”

“Really?” Loren murmured. “Missing? Seems I have found her.” He bent closer for another slow, lingering kiss that heated his blood, then broke it off with regret. “We should get moving. Cianan and I go to address the ministry, and you have lessons with the adepts.”

“Prince Loren? Are you there?”

“Relax, Verdeen. I’m not missing. I’m right here.”

There was dead silence on the other side of the door. “T-take your time, my lady.”

Dara pictured Verdeen’s crimson face. “Lovely, now we’ve scandalized the poor child.” She clambered out of bed and gathered up her gown. “Will I see you later?”

“Absolutely.” He watched her go. As she disappeared through the adjoining door, he flung himself back into bed with a groan. Rising, he hurried through his morning routine. He eyed the heir’s crown with distaste and plunked it atop his head on his way out the door. “I shall never get used to this thing.”

“Start,” Hani`ena ordered. “It is your destiny.”

In the family’s private dining room, Lorelei greeted Loren from her chair at the table. “Good morning. I owe Pari a farthing. I swore I wouldst be fishing yet another crown out of the well.”

Loren grunted and poured himself a goblet of khaffa at the sideboard.

“Ministry meeting begins in two bells.” Pari strode to his wife’s side and kissed the top of her head. “Good morning, love.” He held out a hand to Lorelei, palm up. “I believe thou owes me a farthing?”

“So I do. I shalt take care of thy repayment later.”

Loren poured his granther a khaffa as well and handed it to him. “Cianan and I shall address the ministry.”

“Dost thou go to avert a war?”

“Nay.” Loren bared his teeth. “To start one.”

 

***

 

Dara yawned and stretched as she stared at the dancing flames in the fireplace of her room. She wondered how Loren’s meeting went. Lady, please let them heed his words. Three of the four mages she’d be studying with relaxed around the table. Only Anika was missing. As Minister of Mages, she was at the ministry meeting. Dara knew Anika would do her best to sway the other ministers in Loren’s favor. They were not alone in this fight. She must remember that.

“You’ll be more comfortable in your own chambers for this,” Pahn said. “Lorelei’s here in case it gets away from you.”

Gwendolyn nodded. “Reach out thy hand. The flames cannot harm thee.”

“You’re both mad,” she said to Pahn and Gwendolyn. “Loren was mistaken.”

“He wast not,” Lorelei answered. “Trust us.”

Dara reached out a trembling hand to the flames. Feeling the heat, she flinched, expecting further pain, seeing in her mind her skin reddening, blistering. Naught of the kind happened. The flames enfolded her like a blanket, almost tickling her skin. A pair of tiny eyes blinked at her, and a small flicker of flame settled on her hand, dancing merrily.

She gasped. “What is it?”

Pahn laughed with genuine delight. “A salamander.”

Gwendolyn smiled too. “Dara, meet one of thy elementals. I did not think they wouldst introduce themselves so soon, or we wouldst have covered this first.”

How amazing. Loren had to see this. “What do I do with it?”

“Try talking to me directly,” a crackly voice piped up, its tone petulant.

“I-I’m sorry, I d-didn’t mean to offend. Have you a name?”

It hissed.

Gwendolyn and Pahn went very still.

“My name is not to be uttered in your mortal realm. Call when you have need, ask what you will of us. We are your friends, your helpers. We will come.” It disappeared back into the fireplace.

Pahn looked at her. “They can be coerced and bound, but I don’t recommend it. First chance they got, they’d turn on you. A partnership is best.”

The voices hissed their displeasure. “Unbound elementalsss shalt do what you wish only if they agree to it. You lose reliability.”

“What I gain is goodwill,” Dara retorted.

“Fire’s pure energy and you can harness its power directly, particularly for healing,” Pahn told her.

Unbidden, a distant memory came to Dara’s mind: a picture of her birth mother Sheena kneeling afore a blazing fire such as this one. She’d been injured in a fall down a shale-edged cliff. Dara herself had been just a toddler, still in swaddling cloths, but the image of the fire’s energy flooding her mother’s body came back to her. The flames had died to cold black coals, and Sheena had risen, completely healed with red flickering in the depths of her amber eyes.

How had she done it?

I call you flames of light to fire my soul, she recalled Sheena’s chant. Burn this pain away and let your light shine from within. I call you fire, become a part of you. You are a part of me.

The words echoed within Dara. Lady Goddess, let this memory be for a purpose. Let my mother’s knowledge pass to me. Give me the strength to survive. Dara found her own sense of self burning within and reached for the flames with all of her will. “I call you flames of light to fire my soul. Burn this weakness away and let your light shine from within. I call you fire, become a part of you. You are a part of me.’”

The rush of heat and power was staggering. Strength enough to soar, to fly. Gone were the weariness and pain and weakness. Everything she looked at flickered in a haze of flames; she wrestled it down. She glanced at the hearth. Cold half-burned logs were all that remained.

The other mages stared at her with widened eyes.

“Well done,” Gwendolyn said at last. “Thou needs never burn thyself out of all thy personal energy ever again. That was what thou wast doing all along, wast it not?”

“I didn’t know. Fanny never told me.” Dara focused a flame on her hand and pointed it back at the fireplace. Go. The fire caught anew.

“Well, now you do,” Pahn stated. “The salamanders can help you locate other fires as well.”

“Communication,” Lorelei said. She’d been silent until now, seated near the door. Now she rose and approached Dara. “That wast how I contacted the woman who gave thee the dragon’s blood in Jalad’s prison. Water canst be used for scrying and communication.”

“Metal mages use silver mirrors the same way,” Pahn agreed.

“And so it be with fire, as long as there be one at either end,” Lorelei said. “Thou canst either use it to communicate directly, or to view indirectly.”

“The Safehold kitchens, for instance,” Gwendolyn suggested. “I wouldst bet they never go out.”

Dara considered that. “Aye. But if I spoke to anyone, they’d think themselves mad and run screaming. I could watch and listen. The fires in the great hall might be useful. How do I do it?”

“The spell itself can be simple as you choose. Watch.” Pahn strode up to the mirror on Dara’s wall. “Show me my bedroom back home.”

The mirror misted over. When it cleared, it revealed a spartan room, barely identifiable as a woman’s. “The runes on the headboard spell my name. My father carved them for me when I was a little.” Pahn cleared her throat. “Show me Peta’s workroom.”

The mirror changed to show a forge. A stumpy woman who could have been Pahn’s twin was banging a hammer against a glowing curved bar. Dara flinched. Even at this distance, she knew it was iron. The woman turned to face the mirror on her own wall. “Greetings, Pahn. See you made it safe.” She eyed Dara. “That the girl?”

Dara’s lips twitched. Not a very verbose bunch, dwarves. “I’m Dara, aye.”

“Feel better?” Peta asked.

“Aye, I do. Thanks to Pahn.”

“She done it right, then. Good.” She looked at Pahn. “And the demon?”

“Worse. I’m staying.” Pahn squared her shoulders.

Peta nodded. “I’ll tell him. You need help, you call. Afore, not after. Clear?”

Pahn smiled. “Clear enough. Later, cousin.” Peta disappeared and Pahn turned to Dara. “See how simple it can be?”

“Ask thy elementals,” Lorelei suggested. “I shalt wait back here, out of their way. They hath no great regard for my kind.”

Opposite forces, Dara realized. She knelt afore the fireplace and stretched out her hand. “Hello? Are you there? I need your help.”

Eyes blinked at her. A flake of flame danced across her fingertips. “What would you ask of us, halfling?” It was the same salamander as afore, stressing the word “ask” as if making a point.

“Thank you for coming. I need to see inside Safehold Keep, in the Arcadian kingdom of Riverhead. It sits at the foot of Mount Aege, the Fyre Mountain at the edge of the Breaks. Do you know it?”

“We do. What would you see?”

“The view from the fireplace at the east end of the main hall. It is open to the dais and eating tables. Can I hear what people say?”

“We can.”

“Two of these three people have been taken by the abyss. Does that pose any danger to your kind? We plan to fight them, to banish the demon, so we need to know what they plot. But if you are at risk, little friend, I will find another way.”

The salamander glowed brighter. “Kind halfling. We can watch and listen without harm.”

“You sure she’s dragon?” Pahn asked Gwendolyn.

The voices hissed their displeasure at the entire situation.

“Shut up,” Dara ordered her ancestresses. “We do this my way or not at all. Blame Sheena. She made me mortal, with human values taught by Fanny and Rufus.” She redirected her thoughts to the waiting salamander, whom she found herself thinking of as First, as he was the first one to greet her. “Thank you, little friend. These are the people I wish you to focus on.” She thought hard of faces—Caltrik, Tegan and Jalad. “Got them?”

“We do. Wait. Watch.” First leaped from her fingers back into the fireplace, and the flames flared higher, revealing a flickering image of Hengist’s great hall. The dais was empty, but Caltrik stood afore the other fireplace. “Wait,” the salamander said, and the view changed to the view from the west-side hearth.

“Th’ second set o’ ba-pef are secured,” Gerrold reported to Caltrik. “I don’ like this. King Jalad goes too far, that child-witch changin’ men t’…those things.”

“Relax. Th’ ba-pef make us invincible.”

“What’s t’ keep her from turnin’ us?”

Caltrik grinned. “Just don’t kiss her.”

Dara turned to Pahn. “The child-witch is Tegan, a kitchen maid the demon in Jalad took as a consort. Jalad called her ‘the mother of my new army’.”

Gwendolyn frowned. “This smacks of black sorcery. If they art transforming mortal men into something else, we needs know afore, not after.”

Pahn looked at Dara. “You need to see these ba-pef.”

She needed to do this. She needed to warn Loren they faced more than Jalad. More than the Other, the demon.

“They’re probably kept in a strong, dark place, with iron and stone.” Dara turned to the salamander. “Below the cellars are the old dungeons. Look for torches deep underground.”

First was openly reluctant. “Great evil lives there.”

“Don’t go if there’s danger. But if you can we need to see.”

It showed a murky view from a smoking rush torch. Behind rusted iron bars milled twisted, giant shapes in the dark. They spoke in grunts and groans, and shambled about on the stone floor. One passed close enough to the bars for the women to see what the demon had done to mortal men. The creature was three times its original size, and twice as broad. Naked, what once was human was gone. No face, no gender. Just an enormous vessel filled with blackness, hate and rage.

Dara was chilled to the bone. “Enough, little friend. I thank you for your help. Go back to your warm, light place.”

First vanished.

Dara thought hard. “A kiss, he said. Must be how Jalad transferred a shard to Tegan. She in turn passes it on to men. Jalad told me he had great plans for the dungeon. I had no idea there were such chambers down there.” Despair filled her heart. “This is beyond us.”

“This is not beyond Her,” Lorelei stated. “We needs speak with the ministry—now. Let’s go.”

 

***

 

Standing outside the ministry chamber, Loren looked at the uniformed guard, then at Cianan. Through the thick wood of the door, he heard raised voices. Fear and anger hammered into him, although he could not make out any individual words.

Cianan nodded, his blue eyes sober. “We shall not have an easy time of it. The ministry is baying for goblin blood—again. Their pride shall allow no less.”

“We cannot afford pride right now. We must break the demon afore he gets any stronger. The goblins are not going anywhere. They shall still be here when we get back. Riverhead and Hengist may not.”

“I more than any know the treasure of your friendship. But I must ask you, brother, as your friend, are you sure you do not do this for the sake of friendship?”

Loren glared at him. “I have never denied Hengist is my friend. If it were just Jalad and Westmarche invading Riverhead, I would tell Hengist to have at it.”

Cianan nodded. “Pari and Lord Elio are on our side on this matter. But it shall take more than our army.”

“Aye, it shall.” Loren’s jaw tightened.

Cianan raised an eyebrow. “All we need is ministry approval to banish a demon.”

Loren snorted. “That is all.”

Cianan grinned, but his eyes were flint-hard. “Those old fools shall be made to see the light. If we do not act, they shall be the first to screech like women when the demon horde descends.”

“Ready?” Loren took a deep breath. The heir’s crown weighed heavy on his brow. What would the crown of Cymry weigh on his soul?

Cianan’s hand on his shoulder brought him back to the here-and-now. “I stand with you, brother, always. Let us go start a war.”

Loren nodded at the guard. “I am ready.”

The soldier shook his head. “Nay, Highness. You know the rule. No blades. I must ask you both to leave your weapons here.”

Loren and Cianan both handed over their swords. Loren caught Cianan’s eye and shrugged. A necessary precaution in case either of them was tempted to make a point.

The guard opened the door. “Announcing His Highness, Prince Loren.”

Loren squared his shoulders and swept though the doorway.

All debate ceased. Nine pairs of eyes met his in turn—Pari, Lord Elio, Raun and the other six ministers. There was high priestess Aletha and old Anika, the Minister of Mages.

Lord Elio and Anika each nodded to him as he caught their gaze. Two ministers with him, then.

Cedric was absent. Pari presided at the head of the table. Loren swallowed down a lump of apprehension. Why was his father not there when his land needed him now more than ever? How could Cedric allow his emotional father side to overrule his logical ruler side? They needed Cedric. He could not do this alone.

“You are not alone,” Hani`ena chastised him.

“I know you are with me,” Loren sent back.

“And Cianan, and Pari, and Elio, and——”

“Enough. I get the point.” Loren’s eyes held Raun’s. Would Alani’s father put aside his personal animosity and do his duty as the Minister of the Treasury to release funding for a war in the world of men? He hoped the ministry preferred a war far from home than on its own borders.

“My lords and ladies, I would address this ministry.”

In the absence of the high king, the former high king, Pari, presided. “The heir is recognized.”

Loren tried not to flinch at the title.

“What wouldst thou say to this ministry, heir of Cymry?” Pari asked.

“You speak of war.”

The Minister of Merchants, Gioeli, bristled. “Honor demands justice—”

Loren held up a hand. “A third goblin war would be vengeance, not justice. We do not go to war to avenge the death of one man, prince or not. My brother or not.”

“All know of the animosity betwixt thy brother and thee,” Raun retorted. “Convenient his death was, to place thee here today.”

Loren saw Cianan reach for his nonexistent sword, but it was Anika who answered.

“Just as well known was Prince Loren’s personal aversion to politics and power. We also know he hath spurned thy daughter in favor of another. If thou cannot separate personal from official business, I wouldst ask thou be removed from these proceedings.”

Pari eyed his grandson from the head of the table. “What of thy brother’s murderers?”

Loren glared back as Raun struggled to regain his composure. “You and I both know the one who killed him is not long for this world, Granther. The mercy of a quick death. The destruction of his weapon. Once tainted by elven blood, a blade is forever untrue. It must be destroyed afore it destroys its wielder. So it has ever been since the days of Camryn. The spilling of elven blood never goes unanswered for long. It is already done and is a foolish reason to go to war.”

He turned to the ministry. “Deane and I had our differences, but I loved my brother all the same. You know with the crown I cannot lie, but I am insulted all the same some of you thought I would.” He glared at Raun. “I hereby put my words on record for all time. Whatever hopes of an agreement you had betwixt yourself and my father in regard to your daughter Alani, you must lay it aside. I have no interest in marrying her, sir. Now, do we work together for the greater good, or do you excuse yourself from this ministry here and now?”

Raun eyed Loren. “We work.” There was grudging respect in his voice.

“Wars are costly propositions,” Loren said. “If you would go to war, make sure it is for stakes of equal value—like a demon.”

“Why should we go?” Danaii, the Minister of Education, asked. “We do not interfere with the world of men.”

“The world of men is prepared to interfere with us. Do you think the demon, once it devours everything on the other side of the barrier, shall be content to stay there? Do you think darkness shall never challenge the Light? Then you are fools, for he is coming. It would not stop with the world of men. If it takes the mountain passes, how long would the barriers hold? How long afore darkness sweeps over our realm to the very walls of Poshnari-Unai? To the Lady’s very temple? If we do not banish it now while it is still weak, all is lost.”

Anika broke in. “We have mages for all five elements—Lorelei for water, Gwendolyn for earth, myself for air, Pahn for metal, and Dara for fire. Loren stands as Lady’s champion, and Everett and Aletha as high priest and priestess. We have man, elf, dwarf and dragon. Anika for crone, Lorelei for mother, and Dara for maiden.”

Aletha nodded. “We have Her blessing. Do we have yours?”

The doors burst open. Lorelei rushed into the room, flushed and breathless. Gwendolyn and Dara were right behind her, Pahn a stride farther back.

“We bring word,” his granna gasped.

 

***

 

Dara stared at the white faces of the ministry as Lorelei’s report sank into their minds. Loren moved to her side and took her hand. She felt comforted by his show of support. His action was noticed by all, including Raun. The minister’s mouth tightened, but he said naught.

Cianan nodded his head at Dara and smiled. He had not done the same to Alani, and she recognized his show of support. It warmed her, deep within, melting the little cold spot of self-doubt that persisted.

He believed in the idea of her and Loren. Why couldn’t she do the same?

Pari turned to his wife. “Canst thou get a message to the clans?”

Lorelei nodded, but looked puzzled.

“Tell them to expect a messenger from beyond the barrier.” He turned to Cianan. “Thou must ride. Warn them to wait for us.”

“Hani`ena can show Kikeona the way to Wolf Clan. Look for Moira or Trystan. Hani`ena can show Kikeona what they look like,” Loren said.

Cianan nodded to his best friend. “I shall not fail you.”

Dara turned toward Cianan. “Be careful.”

His face softened. “Do not fear for me, vertenya. This is what we rangers do, and I am no cadet.” He left.

“I shalt be in my workroom.” Lorelei turned to Anika and Aletha. “Ladies, join us when thou art done here.” She also left the room.

“Canst we defeat them?” Raun asked.

“We canst banish the demon,” Gwendolyn said. “That is what powers these creatures.”

Aletha nodded. “The Lady shalt not fail us. Join us, champion.” She closed her eyes and focused for a moment, then opened them again. “Everett shalt join us, as well.”

Loren turned to the ministry. “Have we the resources to go to war?”

Raun nodded. “Thou shalt have them.”

“We can muster a thousand warriors, twice that if we dip into the reserves and the academy,” Lord Elio reported.

“Not the academy,” Danaii protested. “They are green troops and we must guard our future.”

“Agreed.” Pari turned to Lord Elio. “The main army only. The reserves should guard our own borders. What do we have?”

“Two hundred horse rangers and eight hundred infantry.”

Loren spoke up. “Moira and Trystan promised two hundred spears betwixt their three clans. More may come, depending on Cianan’s powers of persuasion.”

“Riverhead’s forces are decimated,” Dara stated. “They’re the ones Jalad’s turning. Whoever rode out with Hengist or hides with those from Jakop’s Crossing are all we can expect. I’ve no idea the exact number. I know if Hengist convinces Sezeny to help, Arcadia in its entirety can muster a couple thousand, as well.”

“For what they still think is a border-skirmish betwixt Westmarche and Riverhead?” Pari shook his head. “I wouldst not count on more than a company or two, infantry led by knights or a squad of heavy cavalry.”

“Xavier rode to warn them of Jalad’s true power,” Dara reminded Loren. “If he got through, Sezeny could send more troops.”

“I wish we knew for certain if he got through.” Loren turned to Dara. “Can you seek blood-still-living for a particular person?”

She shook her head. “I never have afore.”

“Afore usss. Thou holdsss hisss aura in thy memory. Thou canssst ssseek him out.”

Pahn spoke up. “Fire can be a portal. Like a relay.”

Dara frowned. “I can do that?”

“Aye,” the voices stated.

Loren reached out and laid his hand against her cheek. His gaze held hers. “You can do anything, Dara. Your kin were called guardians for a reason. These are your people. What would you not try for them?”

Dara turned to the hearth. “Little friend, I seek someone. South, beyond the demon’s reach. Will you help me?”

First appeared. “Whom do I seek?”

Dara sent it the image of Xavier’s scarred face overlaid on the man’s aura sense-casting would recognize.

“A blind human seer? How ironic,” the salamander commented. It vanished, and a dizzying series of images flashed through the flames in the hearth. The salamander leaped from one to the next without the need to pause for breath. Finally it announced, “This is the human high king’s kitchen roasting pit. Cast thy net from here.”

Dara did. “Does Xavier still live? Is this aura out there?” Naught east. Naught west. Naught farther south. But back northward, a faint warm gold flickered. “There. Little friend, he’s there.”

More flashing images as First backtracked through a different series of fires. “Campfire. Troops on the move,” it reported. “Northward.”

Xavier’s signature aura flared right next to the fire as he sought to warm his hands.

“Xavier. Hear me.” Dara called.

The seer froze. “Lady healer?”

“Aye. Loren found Moira. She’s safe.”

“Thank the Lady.” Xavier wept. “Let me get King Hengist. You should speak with him.”

“Can you hold the link?” Dara asked First.

“I can. Can you?”

She didn’t know. “Xavier, hurry.” The seer disappeared, returning with a half-dressed, rumpled man. “You’ve looked better, My Liege.”

“Dara?” To his credit, Hengist did not question the sudden communication. “I’m so relieved you’re all right. I was worried.” He sounded like he really meant it. “Child, how did you escape?”

“I’m with Loren in the east. I don’t have long.” Already the first twinge of pain hit the back of her head. “Jalad changes people into an army of giants, possessed by shards of the demon. You can’t attack yet. We’re figuring out a way to banish the demon so our armies can fight on even ground.”

“Sezeny sent a single infantry company with me.” Hengist’s voice sounded bitter. “A hundred pike and axe, with a dozen heavy cavalry, knights, swords. If Moira and Trystan bring theirs to bear, that’s still but two hundred spears, and it’s a long march from the break. What of my survivors?”

“Gone. They’re what he’s changed. All you have are those with you, and mayhaps a handful channeled through Jakop’s Crossroads into the swamps.”

Hengist swayed.

“Lord and Lady,” Xavier whispered.

“Loren’s bringing an army of his own,” she told the king. “Two hundred horse—rangers and war mares—and eight hundred infantry. You’ll have your swords and archers, Sire. The best.” Pain built in earnest.

“Cut the link,” the voices warned.

“North. South. East.” Hengist nodded. “Only place he’ll have to run is westward, back home. Not that he’ll stay there.”

“I have to go. Stay safe, Sire. I’ll see you soon.”

“Come back to me, little friend.”

First was back on her hand within minutes. “Pull on the fire. Recharge.”

Dara repeated the healing chant and the headache vanished. Loren wrapped his arms around her waist, heedless of their audience, and she leaned against him. What would she do without his support? His belief in her? In them? “I wish I knew how to do that during, not just after.”

“Someday.” First sounded amused. “Crawl first. Fly later.” With that, it was gone.

“Go to Lorelei,” Pari told his grandson. “We shalt work out the military logistics from here.”

Loren moved to Dara’s side and took her arm as they filed out of the ministry chambers. “Are you all right?”

“We seem to be having quite a day for firsts, Highness.”

“Stop.” He frowned and jerked her to a halt. “Do not do that.”

“Do what?”

He waited until Aletha and the mages preceded them far enough to be out of earshot. “You know what. Stop throwing the barrier of titles up betwixt us.”

But they were divided—they always had been, right from the start. Dara backed up against the wall. “I wasn’t—”

He tapped the heir’s crown. “Do not lie to me. We have seen each other wounded and naked. We have bled on each other. Cried on each other. It is far too late to turn back now.” He leaned closer, their bodies barely touching.

She shivered as he trailed his fingers down the side of her neck. The warmth of his body called to hers, tugged at her heart. How she wanted to believe that.

His eyes flared with chips of emerald flame. “You shall never lose me. When I said forever, I meant it. You can walk away from me when all this is over, friend, but I shall never leave you. That was my vow, and I hold true to it. Jalad does not matter. That cursed torque and this bloody crown do not matter. It comes down to you and me.”

Forever. “It’s not that simple.” She blinked away tears. Why couldn’t he see that?

“It is that simple. You are the one making it complicated.” Done talking, Loren ended the argument the one way he had left to make his point. His hand cradled the back of her head as he captured her lips with his.

Dara had a split-second to marvel at the amount of anger and desperation poured into a kiss afore sheer emotion swept away all reason. Passion rose, swift and hot. A desire that transcended want. She needed this, needed him. His strength. She shook in his arms as his mouth devoured hers. His tongue conquered hers, robbing her of breath until she clung to him, kissing him back with all that was left of her breaking heart. If she was dead tomorrow, she wanted this moment with him. She pulled his head closer as she arched against him, parting her lips so he could deepen the kiss and sweep her away.

Loren took full advantage of the invitation, with an expertise that had her shaking. He trailed open-mouthed kisses down her throat, sinking his teeth lightly into the curve of her shoulder. She shuddered, panting, her body aflame. His tongue traced a line of wet heat back up to her ear. “It is just this simple. Do not give up on me. You are a fighter, guardian. Vertenya. Fight for us.”

She whimpered at his words, at the puff of warm breath teasing her sensitized skin. Only Loren had ever aroused her so. Passion. Pain. Only Loren ever would. She dragged in a deep breath. She wanted to believe, but the future was so far away…

“The future is always a moment away. Grasp the present, this moment, with both hands. That is how we get through this—together, one fleeting moment at a time.”

Dara dragged her eyes open and looked at him. If she didn’t know any better, she’d swear she saw love in his eyes. How she wished it was. But it couldn’t be. There could be no future there…

“Forget the future. Live in this moment.”

His conviction made her straighten. If anything was worth fighting for…“I will try.”

A single cough alerted them to the fact they were no longer alone. “We’re all waiting for you two,” Pahn stated.

Dara flushed. She had not seen the mage return for them.

“Dracken rue!” Loren hit the wall aside Dara’s head with a fist. “Never more than a moment. I swear I shall go mad.”

“Hmph.” Pahn looked like it would take more than a disgruntled elven prince to shake her calm. “You have time enough for that later. After. Let’s go.” She turned and walked away.

Did they? Dara wondered. Nothing was certain.

Loren stepped away, breathing hard. “I shall be along in a minute.”

Focus. There was work to be done. Dara took several deep, shaky breaths, heart pounding. Her over-sensitized skin twitched at the irritating rasp of her too-tight gown. Her breasts ached for his touch, and she quivered at the hot look of yearning on his face, a yearning she knew must be reflected in her own eyes. She attempted to smooth her hair and dress, willing her nipples to relax. Focus. Work. Duty. She took another deep, shaky breath and followed the dwarf to Lorelei’s workroom. When she entered the room, she blushed and tried to ignore all the knowing eyes.

Pahn began the discussion. “We’ve seen the creatures made from men. Left as they are, they’ll be invincible. Humans can’t kill a rock troll, let alone a ba-pef.”

Ba-pef who’d once been men Dara had known and cared for. “Can they be restored to themselves?”

“Nay, they have been mutilated and twisted beyond redemption,” Lorelei stated. “We can but put them out of their misery. They shalt be whole on the other side.”

“We can return the abyss shards to the girl,” Pahn said. “Without the shards, you’ll still be fighting giants, but mortal ones.”

“The girl, however, is intact,” Gwendolyn stated.

Dara’s temper flared, swift and hot. “Tegan. Her name’s Tegan. She’s fourteen. Her mother was the midwife, Lacey. She’s one of the victims here. What she does now, it’s not her fault.”

Loren entered the room just then. He captured her gaze with his, and her heart twisted at the flickers of longing she still saw there.

Lorelei turned to Loren and Dara. “Tegan shalt be thy responsibility. Dara, thou art familiar with Tegan, thou must be the one to reach her. Loren can stand for the Lady’s Light and can banish the darkness. Once it returns to Jalad, Tegan must be turned over to another for protection.”

“Cianan,” Dara suggested. Next to Loren, she trusted the dark-haired ranger with her life.

Anika nodded. “Agreed.”

“Granna,” Loren began. Pain lanced his voice.

She gripped his forearm. “I know. We must go, I as water and mother, Dara as fire and maiden.” She shot Dara a pointed look. “We art aware of the risks.”

Maiden. Now here was a twist. She recalled all the times Loren had pulled back. Her gaze flew to Loren’s; he nodded ever so slightly, a rueful light in his eyes. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. A new form of torture. What was it Loren had said? Dracken rue. That was it.

Dracken rue, indeed.

“With the earth getting ready for winter-sleep, there shalt not be as much power for me to draw on,” Gwendolyn warned. “I shalt do what I can.”

“That be all we canst ask of any,” Lorelei assured her. “Asides, we are all experienced adepts.”

“Except me,” Dara said.

“Thou knows Jalad. Through the Torque memories and the book of spells, thou art one of the most knowledgeable of all.” Lorelei smiled. “Pari said thou took thy seeing stone with it. Thou shouldst read the book.”

“Yessss.
Much power in reading.”

“We banish the shards back to Jalad,” Gwendolyn mused. “What doth we do about stripping the demon from Jalad himself and banishing it back to the abyss?”

“It is a twist on removing iron poisoning from a dragon,” Pahn began. “You take opposing forces, make the iron move away from one and toward the other.”

“The demon is pure darkness,” Everett stated. “It shalt move away from the Light.”

“And go where?” Dara asked.

“We canst open a crack in this world, to send the demon beyond us for all time,” Aletha answered. “Mount Aege, the Fyre Mountain, gave me the idea. That mountain is still active, with rivers of fire miles deep below the earth. That makes a perfect place for a gateway back to the abyss.”

“Earth, fire and metal,” Pahn said. “I also brought warded arrowheads made of nirrti.”

Gwendolyn gasped. “Star-stone?”

“What’s that?” Dara asked.

“Rocks fallen from the heavens to earth,” Gwendolyn replied.

“Once unwarded, naught flesh survives their touch,” Pahn confirmed.

“Consecrated to the Goddess and in the hands of the rangers, they just might do for the ba-pef.” Everett turned to Dara. “If the rangers drop the ba-pef and we send the shards back to Tegan, it shalt be up to thy fire to send the fallen back to Her Light.”

Dara paled and swayed. “You wish me to slay my own people? I can’t do that. Not again…”

Loren clasped her arm. His eyes burned with a Light not wholly his own. Lady’s champion. “Warrior’s way. Light to Light. There is no saving them on this earth. But they can be saved in the next.”

They both had their roles to play in the coming conflict.

Pahn spoke up. “Communication will be a problem.”

“My sylphs canst help with passing messages around the field betwixt groups,” Anika answered.

“Champion,” Aletha said. “Everett and I require thy presence at the temple. We must work on the actual banishment rituals. Dara, thou must study that book. The rest of thee, brush up on traps, spells—anything to hinder the enemy.”

With their orders made clear, the group dispersed. Loren gave Dara a rueful glance as the Lady’s servants led him away.

Dara watched him go. Off to plan a war. A war where he could get hurt—or killed—because of a vow he’d made to her. Her heart caught in her throat. Please, Lady, keep him safe, she prayed.

Upstairs awaited the book of spells. She shuddered. A spell book written in blood. What would she find there?






Chapter Fourteen
 

They heard naught from Cianan for two days. All the crown told Loren was that he was alive and well, somewhere in the mountains beyond the barriers.

Dara gave up interrogating Loren on the rare moments he was able to escape from the temple and locked herself away with the book. Like the treasures in the cave on the Isle of Mysts, she knew what spell was whose without even using the voices. The oldest ones in the book were at the beginning, written by Mystria herself. They were the most powerful, and, Dara sensed, the most dangerous. Mystria had the least scruples of any of them when it came to the ethical uses of her power. What suited her purpose was acceptable. Regardless of the cost to others.

Dara looked through the seeing stone at the ancient, crabbed text until her eyes crossed. The spell that kept drawing her back was a soul-transmigration spell, the means of taking a soul from one vessel and putting it in another. That was how the blood torque came into being, Dara realized. She wondered if it could be altered into a demon-transmigration spell, and set off to ask Aletha.

The high priestess frowned. “It just might, youngling. Leave the specifics with me, and I shalt consult the Lady.”

Dara left the entire book.

Pahn found her on the way back to the palace. “Lorelei contacted Cianan. They’re waiting for you in the palace.”

The two women ran the entire way to the hall. Pari, Loren, the three mages and Lord Elio awaited them. Dara sidled up to Loren, leaning into him as he slid an arm around her waist. Solid. Warm. Comforting. “Is everything all right?”

“Cianan and Kikeona are fine,” Lorelei reassured her. “But the only clans to march are Wolf, Badger and Bear. The others promised weapons, food and a refuge should the battle go ill, but they shalt not march.”

Dara’s ire rose with the torque’s. “That’sss but two hundred,” she hissed. “Moira isss one of their own.” Hearing the sibilance in her own voice, she struggled to tamp down the draconian rage with human reason. Loren moved behind her to stroke her shoulders, her arms. She focused on the soothing motion, let his touch relax her. “Calm down. Save it for the battle. Then I promise you can scream ’til you’re hoarse. Now cease.”

They settled down.

“Nay, she is not,” Pahn said. “Not to their minds. Clans are like the dwarf tribes, very separate and insular. I’m surprised they offered outfitting.”

Loren wrapped his arms around Dara and nodded. “Cianan agrees it is the best offer we are bound to get. Moira accepted the terms. All the clan leaders swore blood-oath, so it is binding.” He turned Dara around to face him. “See if you can contact Hengist and Xavier.”

Dara knelt by the fireplace. “Little friend?”

First’s eyes appeared in the flames.

“I need to speak with Xavier and Hengist again. Do you remember the way?”

“Aye.” First took off fire-hopping. Soon the interior of a tent appeared, from an enclosed oil lamp. “Hengist’s tent,” it told her.

Hengist was busy writing on some papers at his makeshift field-desk.

“My Liege,” Dara called.

He jumped, and his pen scrawled a line of ink right off the paper. “Give an old man heart palpations, child. You are well? What news from the dawn?”

“We’ve confirmed two hundred spears from the north, no more. We’re just finishing up the details of the translocation spells and we’ll be ready.”

“I had some visitors this morning. Conn, Artur and a dozen others straggled in from the swamps. Jakop’s Crossroads’ women and children are continuing south to Sezeny. He’s promised to shield refugees until this is finished.”

Dara was elated they still lived. “That’s just what the other clans said. They offered weapons, food and shelter for survivors.”

“Cheerful thought,” he grumped. “Well, we just need a day’s notice. We’re three days march from Safehold Keep.”

“Moira’s four. We’re…” She looked to Loren, but it was Gwendolyn who answered.

“One. We can gate to the edge of the Great Marsh.”

Dara blinked. “You’ll need a head start on us, Sire.”

“Just tell me when to leave,” Hengist said.

“I promise. Try to sleep. Good-bye.” When Hengist disappeared, Dara turned to First. “Thank you, little friend. Go now.” The salamander also disappeared. Dara pulled in a little fire energy, then rose and turned to the others. “I guess we wait on Aletha.”

Loren lingered as the others showed themselves out. Dara shuddered with dread, and when he held his arms open to her she was only too glad for his comfort. “It’s really happening,” she whispered. “We’re almost there.”

His arms tightened around her. “Aye. It was a good idea—that twist on the spell. We shall see your people freed once more.”

“I’m scared,” she confessed. “Everyone seems so sure we can do this, but—” His lips captured hers in a kiss that silenced her words, and she lost herself in the taste and heat that was uniquely Loren. She shivered as the wet velvet of his tongue stroked hers, and his arms pulled her against him. Hot. Hard. She whimpered, arching into his strength.

He broke off the kiss, nipping lightly at her shoulder. “You can do this, vertenya. Guardian. You are a daughter of queens, dragon. Fire mage. You are not alone in this, Dara. We can do this, if we all work together, as it should be.” He fingered the torque around her neck. “Feel their strength. Do not fear it. Channel it. Use it.”

“You did not see them…the ba-pef.” She shuddered. The voices hissed.

Loren brushed the hair back from her face. “Without fear, there cannot be courage. No more despair.” He tucked her head under her chin. “I apologize for my absence. You were never far from my thoughts.”

And he’d never left hers. She clung to him, never wanting to let him go. How had it happened? When had he become as important to her as breathing? Was this love then? Could it be, if she had to ask? Surely there was more certainty to that emotion?

Too many questions. Not enough answers. Dara closed her eyes and breathed in his scent, his warmth, letting the steady beat of his heart soothe her.

“There is irony for you,” he murmured.

“What’s that?” She dared to look up at him.

“The very thing that brought us together is the very thing now keeping us apart.” His eyes blazed. “Do you think anything less than the fate of mankind would keep me from your side? From your bed?”

She thrilled at his words. “When this is over—”

“When this is over, I expect to make up for lost time, elingrena.” He dipped his head for a long, slow, heated kiss that melted her very bones. The blood pulsed with heavy leisure through her veins. Her knees weakened, forcing her to cling to him. She gasped into his mouth as he swept her up into his arms and carried her over to a nearby lounge. He laid her on the cushion and knelt by her side. “You should rest while you can.”

“Stay with me,” she whispered.

Loren shook his head. “Soon. Not now. Sleep.” He rose. “I shall see you later.”

Her eyes closed as she heard footsteps retreat and the door open—and shut.

 

***

 

It was near dawn when a heavy-eyed Aletha, followed by Everett, stumbled into their midst. Dara awoke with a start and sat up. “We have it,” the priestess declared. She turned to Lorelei, who struggled to rub the sleep from her eyes. “Contact Cianan. Tell him to get those spears south.”

When had Lorelei joined her? Was it to keep her company— or stand guard?

Lorelei left the salon at a commendable run.

Aletha turned to Dara. “Tell Hengist he marches at dawn.”

Dara rolled off the lounge and staggered to her feet, stiff and fuzzy-brained. She met Verdeen at her rooms. “Draw a bath and find me something comfortable.”

“At once, my lady.”

Dara knelt in front of her hearth. “Little friend?”

“Greetings. How may I assist?”

“I need to speak with Hengist again.”

After a dizzying path through a variety of fires, First located Hengist’s camp, just on Riverhead’s southernmost border. Slumped over his work table, Hengist stared at Dara with reddened eyes and yawned. “What news?”

“Trystan’s on the march. Leave at dawn tomorrow.”

He nodded, straightened his shoulders. “So it begins. I’ll see you soon.”

“Take care.”

“Return to me, little friend.”

First flickered on her fingertips. “I offer our help, sister of fire. We would go with you. We can work with the air sylphs to give you a pillar of flame that will not die. On that you may draw without depleting any of your own strength.”

“I’ll have to ask Anika. They must agree too, but I thank you.” First vanished, and Dara hurried through her morning routine. “I’m getting something to eat. Verdeen, bring me Anika as quick as you can.”

Lorelei met her in the informal family dining room and handed her a hot spiced khaffa. “I know I need some.” The water mage yawned. “I feel my age more every year.”

“Where’s Loren?” Dara took a sip and moved to the table, where fruit, cheese and rolls had been set out for them.

“With Elio and Pahn at the academy, where all the rangers are gathered. Pahn is explaining and distributing her secret weapon.” Lorelei picked up a cheese-stuffed roll. “A formidable ally.”

“The salamanders suggested working with the sylphs on a pillar of fire in the battle.”

Lorelei frowned. “An unstoppable elemental force. Thou may not be able to control it.”

“I don’t want to control it. ’Tis time Jalad found out he’s not the only one with power.”

 

***

 

Much to Anika’s displeasure, the sylphs not sworn to communication duties threw in with the salamanders. Trystan and Hengist’s forces marched for two days. At last it was the elves’ turn to go. Pari and Cedric saw them off.

Anika and Aletha clapped their hands and a shimmering, sparkling column of light appeared. When they separated their hands, the column split into two halves like a torn garment. The view on the other side was of an abandoned Jakop’s Crossroads, beyond the edge of the Great Marsh. Anika stepped through with her sylphs, and the two women held the gate open at either end while a thousand warriors and horses marched through ten abreast.

There was no way to keep such a blatant display secret. The elves reformed the lines as they passed through. Dara moved Gloreriell to the front lines with the other mages. Loren drew Justice and kept Hani`ena close to Gloreriell, where he could aid the mages—and protect them from physical retaliation by Jalad’s forces. The rangers had arrows notched in their bows and scanned the horizon as the last of the infantry crossed over. Aletha brought up the rear and closed the gate.

A distant roar sounded. “They’re coming,” came a whisper on the wind.

Dara’s heart pounded in her throat and she tried to swallow down the lump of fear. This was what she’d dreamed of and planned for, and now it was here she could barely move. Please, Lady, let us see the next sunrise a free people, she prayed as she opened the lamp in her hand. “Little friends, come,” she called. Salamanders streamed through the lamp and unbound sylphs chased them in a whirlwind that grew into a pillar of screaming wind and flame a hundred feet high.

Power surged through her, and the blood torque crackled with black fire. A terrible elation filled her, a murderous glee at the upcoming conflict. Her human half wrestled down the pulsing draconian demand for retribution, swift and savage. Loren shot her a quick glance full of concern, then turned his attention toward a crescendo of sound. A black mass of humanity surged over the hill at them. Dara sense-cast toward them. She saw Jalad’s Boar standards on rough-faced, scarred men with blond hair and berserker eyes, and gasped at the sheer number of them. “Northern rievers. He’s doubled his force with hired mercs.”

Gloreriell half-reared. “Easy, Flamebearer,” she soothed. “Our time is not yet. We must wait.” The torque burned in not-quite-silent protest. She ordered the voices into stillness, drawing a little on the pillar of fire to reinforce the strength of her mental command. She shuddered at the riever’s wild cries, the stomp of their boots that shook the very ground. Ground that would run red with blood in moments. Half in dread, half anticipation, she waited. A muscle ticked in Loren’s jaw, and his knuckles whitened around Justice’s hilt.

“Archers,” he called. His standard bearer waved the pennant, and the archers came forward through the horse lines. As soon as the Boars came within range, he dropped his arm. “Loose. Loose. Loose.” Three volleys from elvish longbows decimated the front lines of Jalad’s shock troops, but Dara watched, appalled as they came on by sheer force of numbers.

“Elio, take charge of the horse,” Loren ordered Lord Elio. “Swing left along their flank and join up with Hengist.”

Milisena wheeled away with the agility of a much younger animal. “Riders to me,” Elio called as he galloped away to the aid of the ousted king. A thundering white column of two hundred war mares followed in his wake.

An icy wind blew over Dara from the north. “The clans are besieged,” Anika called to her. “The demon did not just change men. Strange creatures attack to the north. They need the nirrti archers.”

Horror clawed at her as she sense-cast northward. “Lord and Lady,” she gasped. Hellhounds. At least they used to be. Jalad had taken already oversized, overly aggressive, half-mad creatures and twisted them beyond all recognition. Dara sense-cast at them. All the beasts knew was Kill. Blood. They tore through the clan spears like heated knives through butter, Moira’s people crumpling before the onslaught. Tears burned her eyes. “No!” she screamed. She had to stop them. The voices roared, the torque flaring in response to her unspoken command. A pulse of power slammed from her toward the distant battle. Not strong enough to reach the clans, it leveled rievers and shattered trees in a burst of black malice.

Loren grabbed her arm, strong enough to tear her mind from the red haze that drowned her. “Stop it!” he yelled. “Stay with me!”

Dara shook. Rufus’ counsel reared up, familiar as her own shadow. Clear mind, still heart, clear eye, steady hand. She reached for the battle trance, and located Cianan fighting for his life atop Kikeona. The mare leaped and twirled like a child’s top as his sword slashed again and again at the savage predators. Stay alive, she willed him. Tegan needs you.

Where was Trystan? Her mind soared over the northernmost fringe of the battlefield. Pleasepleaseplease. She found him farther down the broken line, but a strange thing happened. Shimmering guardian spirit animals winked in and out of her sight, wolves, bears and badgers. One moment human, the next animal. The guardian spirit within her roared with the burning need to join them. Niadh had one changling hellhound by the throat, bearing it to the ground. Ealga plunged to rake the eyes of another. A clan axe dropped, severing a demon-hound’s head from its neck.

Thank you, Lady. They could be killed. Dara shook her head and took a deep, shuddering breath. Urgency crackled through her veins, and she ground her teeth at her own inactivity. “We’ve got to save the star-stone for the ba-pef,” she told Anika. “The clan spirits will aid their own. Stick to the plan.”

The rievers were now close enough to fire their own arrows, and were using their shields to better effect. The elven archers dropped back, the longbows no longer effective, and the regular infantry drew its swords.

Loren forced Dara back as well. “Charge,” Loren yelled, pointing Justice. The elven troops ran at the Boars. Gwendolyn helped, using fallen logs, rocks, uneven ground to throw the enemy off stride and slow them down.

“Burn them,” the voices demanded.

Not again. Dara choked on the urge to charge the rievers. “Nay, we wait for the ba-pef, and then Jalad. They must come—we’re his greatest threat.” Beneath her, Gloreriell snorted and half-reared, wanting to join in the fray. “Hold,” she ordered. “Stay with me, Flamebearer.”

A strange crackling and thunder sounded in the distance. Lorelei and Anika strode over to Dara. “They come,” the air mage stated.

Shadows in the dark. Lost souls. The voices roared. Dara shuddered, struggling for breath. It’s time. I can do this. Her eyes and sight swept the battlefield, where men and elves and war mares fought—and died—to free her people. I have to do this, or they’ll all die. Pahn followed behind Aletha with Gwendolyn. The dwarf mage could have passed beneath Gloreriell’s belly without ducking, but her voice carried to the far edges of the company. “Nirrti archers to us.”

The chosen rangers came forward, black arrows notched in their bows. To Dara’s sense-sight, the arrows smoldered with an ominous lethal smoke. She tore her mind away. The rangers glowed with the Lady’s Light, protecting them from effects of the deadly star-stone.

Dark clouds boiled across the sky to block the sun. A roar of wind split the trees, kicking up dust and debris. Dara turned to Anika.

The mage shook her head. “It be not me nor mine. The ba-pef come.”

A sense of impending doom roiled down on them. Loren held Justice higher, and it gleamed like the pillar of fire itself, a bright beacon of Her Light in a land covered with choking blackness. “Fear not this darkness. Warriors of the Light, stand your ground. The Lady is with you. She shall not fail you.”

His voice rang out with utter certainty. Glowing with the Lady’s Light, his pure masculine beauty took her breath away. Her heart swelled with pride. She’d never loved him more than she did in this moment. This was what he was meant to do—lead, inspire. He was all that was Light and good in this world, and she would make him proud.

Another roar sounded through the trees, and the first ba-pef shambled into view. Dara’s breath caught in her throat. It wasn’t just the size of the creature, although it towered at three times the height of the elves and was twice as broad as a door. It wasn’t their ruined, vaguely human appearance. It was the black flicker of pure evil deep within, the crushing despair it projected afore it, that caused her to pause, to tremble. She’d faced the Other afore and lost. What chance did she stand now, tiny insignificant mortal?

Gloreriell trembled. Dara clamped her legs more tightly around his sides in case his training gave way to his prey instincts and he tried to bolt. Not that she’d blame him. She clenched her jaw to keep her teeth from chattering.

The torque flared around her throat, hot enough to hurt, to tear her mind away from the psychic onslaught. “Focusss,” the voices hissed. “Thou art a child of earth and fire. Remember.”

Tears of fury streamed down her cheeks. No wonder full humans had cowed so easily from the horror of the darkness. No more, she vowed. It ends here. Now. “Nirrti One, loose,” she yelled, anger boiling so black fire crackled from the torque to her fingertips. She reached for the pillar of flames roaring aside her with a life of its own. It fed on her rage, and she fed on its power.

The longbow twanged, and the arrow buried itself in the throat of the ba-pef. Light flashed in Justice as, with the touch of solid flesh, the wards on the star-stone disintegrated.

The ba-pef screamed, a pulse of demonic power leveling everything around it. It blazed from within with a strange radiance. “Begone!” Loren ordered. Justice flared brighter, and as its vessel weakened, the shard snapped back to where it had originated. Tegan.

“Now,” Loren yelled. The elven swords slashed at the giant, mortalized creature. Yellow ichor flowed from its wounds in place of blood, until a single sword-blow severed the tendon at the back of the creature’s heel and down it crashed.

“It’s working.” Dara loosed the power of the pillar. “Light to Light. Free this poor soul from the darkness and restore him to the Lady.” The misshaped body burst into flames, but a wisp of light broke free and wound its way up to the other side. A tickle of peace and gratitude tickled her cheek, startling in the midst of full-scale carnage. She raised a hand to her cheek, wiped away the tears, and smiled. One free. Soon, the rest.

The elven swords swarmed forward to cover their brothers while the nirrti archers dropped back. As the next ba-pef approached, each archer took his single shot and then retreated to the back of the line to draw his sword. Dara kept up the flames’ attack. Killing her own people was no longer a problem. Lorelei was right, the ba-pef were no longer human. If there was a trapped soul inside, then Dara indeed did him a favor.

The main elven infantry led the way westward to Safehold Keep, hacking and slashing their way through the decimated Boar rievers. But elves were lost, as well, struck down too suddenly to trance-heal. The weight of immortality sacrificed for their sakes was almost too much to bear. The human Dara flinched at each death, aching to turn aside, heal them, but the torque held sway. To stay the course, pressing Jalad on three sides, trapping him within the keep itself.

Only when he was gone forever would the horror end. She ached to put an end to it.

The forest was an inferno behind them from the pillar and the burning corpses of the ba-pef. Lorelei was right, the flames were impossible to control. Dara prayed the forest creatures made it underground or to the swamps. A flutter of sylph-breeze fluttered in her ear. “The clans crossed the river. The demon-hounds are no more.”

Hardly daring to hope, Dara sense-cast in that general direction. Trystan stalked at the head of the remains of his war band, looking savagely put out. Ealga wheeled overhead. Niadh trotted along behind him but favored his left forepaw. Trystan was covered in blood, darkening yellow ichor and bits of flesh—some of it his own. His axe was so coated no metal could be seen. His spear was gone. Barely three dozen were left from the original two hundred; four of the survivors were women, exhausted and filthy. So few. So few would return to their mountains, heroes covered in glory, celebrated in song and story. She took a close look at the women, and shuddered with foreboding, understanding Trystan’s ire only too well.

One of the women was a gore-splattered Moira, leaning heavily on a broken spear. Was she mad, risking herself and her son? If she survived, Hengist would have her head—if Trystan didn’t beat him to it. Dracken rue, she’d strangle Moira herself!

Lord and Lady, she was even cursing in elvish!

The ground behind them, on the far side of the river to the treeline where Dara’s home had once stood, was littered with the bodies of clan, Boars and hounds.

Where were Cianan and Kikeona?

She sense-cast south. Hengist rode an elven war mare. He must have lost his charger and she, her rider. Dara was grateful the unknown mare had consented to bear the human. She was doubly grateful he couldn’t see his wife. Lord Elio was still astride, but the grey lines around his mouth indicated an injury somewhere deep inside. She located Xavier, Conn and Artur marching along behind the elven cavalry with the remains of Sezeny’s foot-troops. Conn’s arm was in an improvised sling; Artur staggered but from weariness and his earlier injury, not from any recent wound. Xavier looked faded, dimmed, like a neglected campfire. There were no knights remaining. Boars and more rievers littered the ground behind them.

She dismounted, and leaned against Gloreriell’s trembling shoulder for support. Bile rose, and tears burned her eyes. She panted and caught herself, took a deep breath and tried to slow her racing pulse. The lingering malice and feeling of spent violence loomed across the blood-soaked ground like heavy fog, choking the rising hope. She realized how outnumbered they had been. If not for the elves, it would have been an outright slaughter. They’d have been doomed to fall afore the darkness. Loren and his family, his people, risked all—because it was right. Their unflinching unselfishness and willing sacrifice weakened her knees. Her eyes met Loren’s, and her heart threatened to burst.

She bit her lip until she tasted blood and struggled to shake herself back to sense. The head of the serpent still awaited them. She had destroyed a dozen ba-pef. She didn’t know if any more had been held in reserve, or how many hounds remained. A snort behind her brought her back to the here-and-now. Hani`ena paced up aside them. Loren had sheathed Justice for now. He dismounted and gave Dara a quick visual once-over. “You are all right,” he said. She felt his relief.

She threw herself into his arms, her heart too full for words, her throat too tight to get them out anyway. He was whole. He was safe. Lady, she loved him. She’d go to her grave loving him.

Leave it to her to realize she loved someone—in the middle of a battle.

Hani`ena nuzzled her shoulder. “Good job, vertenya,” the mare told her.

Lorelei moved to Hani`ena’s side. Pahn followed, supporting a grey-faced Gwendolyn. “Told thee I was a weak link.” The earth mage’s smile wobbled.

Dara stepped away from Loren and tried to draw power from the pillar for the fading mage, but the sylphs resisted aiding an opposing elemental sorceress. Furious, outraged, Dara speared a burst of healing energy into the elven woman and bound them together, feeding Gwendolyn from herself and drawing in turn from the pillar. What twisted elemental logic found that acceptable she did not know, as long as it worked.

Cianan found them thus scant moments later, as Dara was releasing a rejuvenated Gwendolyn back into Pahn’s care.

“Aletha awaits the mages,” Loren told Dara. His eyes gleamed at her. “You come with Cianan and me to find the girl.”

Dara turned to her salamander-led power source. “Go find Anika. Follow her as you would me.”

“Call and we will come,” First said. The pillar of fire moved away with Pahn and Gwendolyn.

“Do you think you can find that back door into the prison again?” Cianan asked once the three of them stood alone in the dark.

Horror crawled over Dara’s skin and she shuddered. Loren gripped her arm, forcing her to meet his eyes. “I would not ask, save it is the one route they shall never expect. Jalad shall be occupied with Aletha, Everett and the other mages. This is our one chance to find the girl if you wish to save her.”

Dara nodded and struggled to breathe. If Jalad was destroyed, all he made died with him. If Tegan was not freed first, her doom was sealed. Dara was not about to give up on a fourteen-year-old girl without even trying. If that meant returning to that charnel pit where the ba-pef were created, then so be it. Guardian, vertenya, she reminded herself.

“Good girl,” Loren approved. “Which way?”

She stared at him. “He’ll sense our coming.”

“Nay, he shall not. Lady, shield Thy Light within us. Hide us from this darkness until it be too late for them to elude Thy justice.”

A curious wrenching closed her eyes. When she opened them, Dara stared at two filthy northern rievers in torn and bloodied Boar livery standing afore her. Her jaw dropped. She sense-cast at them and gasped. ’Twas like no illusion she had ever seen. The seeming was complete, to all her senses. “L-Loren? Cianan?”

Loren nodded. “We still have all our powers. You cannot tell?”

She blinked and shook her head. “Not at all. It’s amazing.”

Cianan looked at his best friend. “I take it from our appearance if we get caught the plan is to act like we captured her?” He indicated Dara.

“Now wait just a bloody minute.” The voices hissed.

“Easy, vertenya. It never hurts to have a back-up plan.”

“He is right,” Loren said. “If someone comes, just put your hands behind your back. You are the most wanted woman here; they shall want to bring you afore Jalad himself. As he is otherwise occupied, it stands to reason we shall go afore this Tegan.”

The voices snarled again, but Dara saw the sense. She didn’t like it, but she understood it. She led the way toward the keep. “The prison’s in the northwest corner, but the abbess came through some sort of secret tunnel. It has to be swamp-side; this is the direction needs watching the least. Most of the defenses are on the opposite side of the keep, facing westward toward Westmarche.” Her mouth twisted. “Hengist wasn’t planning on betrayal or he never would have left Moira. What defense is there against that?”

Loren shook his head. “None. There is justice afterward.”

“The traitor’s dead. What justice is there for him now?”

“Her justice. He still has to answer to Her.”

They reached the stone walls. As Dara had predicted, the three-front attack occupied the defenses. No one watched the southeast corner. Dara scanned the stonework, looking for a crack in the mortar signaling an entrance. “Got it,” she whispered, hooking her fingers into a minute crack and following it along until she hit a hidden catch.

With a groan, the door ground open just enough for her to squeeze through. The two warriors had a tougher time. Cianan got wedged, forcing Dara to pull on his arm and Loren to push. After exhaling all of his breath, Cianan popped through after a hard shove from Loren.

“Dracken rue,” the ranger gasped. “Remind me when we get home to cut back on the candied layas petals.”

“I am surprised Kikeona has not mentioned it already.” Loren squirmed through behind them and pulled the door shut to a mere crack.

Dara stared down the dark passageway, letting her eyes adjust as she sense-cast forward. The tunnel was dry and empty, no signs of life. She followed the wall straight ahead for mayhaps a hundred paces afore the tunnel angled to the left and began its descent into hell. The two elven warriors followed, silent as cats in her wake. It got colder and damper the farther they went.

The first hints they were getting close came from their noses, the smell of old blood, rotting flesh and offal. She shuddered, her muscles cramping with remembered agony. To Dara’s senses, even the rats had fled this carnage hall. The brand pulsed on her shoulder. She smelled burning flesh, heard the sizzle of the iron. She closed her eyes and whimpered.

A warm hand rested on her shoulder, squeezed gently. Loren. Calm. Solid. Reassuring. She was not alone in the dark. She was not helpless.

Never again, she vowed. It ends here. Now.

Something inhuman screamed in the darkness. Dara held up a hand. Her companions froze as she drew a long-knife. Around the next bend the tunnel opened up into the chambers Jalad had reactivated.

A sense of utter malice emanated from just beyond. Dara recognized the unholy aura as Tegan herself. The shard was too intent on its work—and too sure of its own invincibility—to pay attention to anything else. The poor lost soul on the rack screamed again as the wheels pulled the chains tighter. Joints popped with an audible crunch. Its mind was already gone to the darkness, but the transformation of its body was just in the beginning stages.

To Dara’s relief, Tegan was alone. There was no one else underground at all; not other ba-pef, not hellhound nor Boar. That should simplify matters. She took a deep breath and braced against the screams, the despair.

Loren caressed her shoulder. She was not alone. If he had his way, she would never be alone again. That steadied her. She stepped around the corner and into the torchlight. “Now, little friendsss.”

As Cianan and Loren followed her into the room, the circle of torches flared into a ring of salamander fire, enclosing everyone within the flaming circle. Power poured through Dara as she faced the Other. “I bind thee to this circle, fiend.”

Tegan sneered at her. “You are too late to save this one, mortal witch,” it told her in that hollow, bottom-of-the-well voice.

Loren drew Justice forth, and it shone brighter than the sun with the Goddess’ Light. “I call you to answer to the Lady’s justice.”

Tegan shielded her eyes. “Your Goddess is dead in this land.”

“Nay, She is not.” Dara waved a hand to the not-quite-ba-pef. “Loren, set him free.”

“Light to Light, from this world to the next.” Justice swept down, severing the head from the body. The touch of the consecrated toshi blade broke the dark ties, sending the shard snapping back into Tegan’s body and freeing the poor man’s soul from his now-dead body. “To my Light,” Loren commanded, and the wisp of soul vanished into Justice afore the demon reacted.

The power of Light also broke the seeming, revealing the two warriors for what they truly were.

“You didn’t think we’d break our own circle, did you?” Dara asked Tegan.

“You cannot win,” Tegan said. “I am free to take those who choose to come. Your Goddess cannot stop that. These people ceded this land to me with their own greed and treachery. Begone.”

“I think not,” Loren stated. “This is not your land. The rulers of this land still side with the Light.”

“The child you hold is also of the Light,” Dara said.

“She chose darkness,” Tegan growled.

“You lie. She was coerced,” Dara snarled. “You killed her parents and her betrothed afore her eyes, branded the women as slaves, let her see the worst that could happen to her, and then seduced her with false kindness and empty promises. You didn’t bind her with blood.” The torque crackled with living draconian fire, the torch circle flared brighter. “I know blood magic, it is a part of me. There is no scent of blood on this one. It was not a true choosing, nor binding, fiend.”

“She did not choose darkness; therefore, she can still choose to return to the Light if that be her wish,” Loren said.

“She cannot hear you,” the Other retorted.

“Aye, she can.” Loren knelt afore Tegan, careful to keep Justice betwixt them and pointed at the Other. “Daughter of the Light, thy name be Tegan te Lacey. Remember. Hear my voice, my words. You know them to be true. You are not part of this curtain of darkness. Remember who you are.”

The Other cowered raging behind the sword of Light, helpless to break the circle. Within its shroud, something stirred. Faint, weak, a mere glimmer of mortal life.

“Tegan?” Dara held out her hands. Black fire danced across her fingertips. “You know my voice. You’ve seen my face. Remember?”

The Other howled and moved to dodge past Loren, but Justice would not give way. The demon was forced to yield to the Light, snarling with impotent rage.

“See?” Dara encouraged. “Darkness can’t break past the Light. Light is stronger than darkness, Tegan. I know you hear me. Come back, Tegan. Come back to us.”

Dara sensed Tegan’s presence. Guilt, shame, unworthiness hit Dara in uneven waves. Tegan knew her mistake—she thought it unforgivable.

“You are beyond redemption,” the Other roared. “You turned your back on the Light, you chose your path to power. They lie. There is no going back. Your soul is damned forever.”

“Do not listen to this creature from the abyss,” Loren said. “Listen to my voice. I am Her champion, and I stand for Her Light. I cannot lie to you. She wants you to come home, Tegan te Lacey, daughter of Light. You can choose your own fate. The things this creature has done in your body were not done by you. Renounce this darkness. Reach for the Light.”

The Other lashed out at Dara, but the torque flared, demon-fire clashed against a wall of dragon-fire and bounced back into the power circle held by the salamanders.

“You can’t harm usss, fiend,” Dara hissed. “But we can dessstroy you. Leave now while you ssstill can.”

“Reach, girl,” Loren called.

Of their own volition, Tegan’s hands reached out to grasp Justice. At the touch of Light, the Other screamed, echoed by Tegan’s voice as the girl drove herself fully onto the toshi blade, which speared through her body. The Light exploded from her in every direction until the circle was flooded with Goddess-Power. The Other roared, and with a snap was gone, returned to Jalad.

As it left, Tegan returned behind her own eyes, and fresh blood poured from the wound.

“Dara, now,” Loren yelled.

Dara reached for First, grabbed the power he threw at her, and plunged herself into Tegan’s body. Anchored by the torque, she used Light and fire to seal off the bleeding, close the flesh. She poured life back into Tegan until the girl glowed with it.

Tegan burst into tears as Dara withdrew. Both girls were covered with blood. “Ssh, it’s all right,” Dara soothed. “It’s over now. You’re safe.”

“I’ve done such terrible things…”

“Nay,” Loren said. “It was not you. The Lady welcomes Her daughter back. Be at peace.” He kissed her forehead.

“Cianan?” Dara turned to the dark-haired ranger, who up until now had been a silent spectator to the unfolding drama.

He knelt aside them. “Aye, vertenya?”

“Take Tegan out of here. Keep her safe.”

He nodded. “Can you walk, child?”

Tegan nodded, and he helped her to her feet. Cianan guided her back out the tunnel.

“Light to Light, from this world to the next,” Loren incanted, holding Justice aloft. “I release you from this vessel. Go. Return to the Light.”

The spirit of the man Justice had shielded winged its way upward.

Loren turned to Dara. “Let us end this.”

Dara took a deep breath. “I’m ready. I want my home back. Let’s go.”






Chapter Fifteen
 

Was she insane or suicidal? Dara contemplated the question as she eyed the ascending staircase in the dark. Confronting head-on the same demon that had nearly destroyed her in their last encounter? What match was dragon-fire compared to demon-fire?

Loren gripped her arm, hard enough to pull her from her dark musings. His gaze searched hers. “Remember, he takes what is given. He cannot force. Your soul is safe, I swear it.”

Gratifying as that was, it wasn’t her soul that concerned her at the moment. Cowardly though it was to admit, she feared more of the physical pain, as well. Pain was just pain, but she had new appreciation for just how bad it could get, and she had a lifelong susceptibility to iron. Pahn’s treatment was no permanent cure.

“We art with thee. He shalt not get thee thisss time.”

Dara and Loren crept up the stairs. All able-bodied warriors were out on the field, and all the other…noncombatants…seemed to be hiding. Dara hoped so—fewer innocent casualties that way. In a couple of candle marks, they’d all either be freed, or dead.

Dara swallowed down the fear and sense-cast out and up, looking for cold. Dark. Other. A gagging foulness like rotted meat came from the tower overlooking the north mountains. “He’s in the north tower.”

A wisp of a breeze tickled her ear. “They come,” the sylph reported.

“There are three entrances to the tower,” Dara whispered. “Come up through the hall and across from the kitchen stores.”

The sylph disappeared with the message.

They continued climbing, the soft soles of their boots silent on the cool stone. The higher they climbed, the greater the sense of dread that churned in Dara’s stomach. The blood torque stirred, the voices rumbling with palpable malice. “Remember the wordsss.”

Maiden to Mother, Dara chanted in her head, envisioning throwing a line of power to Lorelei, one of the binding triad. Three faces of the Goddess, bound in a perfect triangle. Fire heats water. Five elements, five fingers of the Destiny Hand.

She choked on that last one. Instead of the four elements, with five mage disciplines they formed a pentagram.

No matter what Loren said, Dara would rather not acknowledge the Destiny Hand at all.

The tower shook as with a great earthquake. Dara leaned against the wall, placed her hand against the stone to steady herself. A stinging thread of wrongness snapped back at her touch. “A trap.”

With grinding suddenness, one of the stairs dropped away, revealing a trapdoor that opened down into black emptiness right below Dara’s feet. She didn’t even have time to scream. The voices screamed for her. Loren grabbed her wrist as she started to fall, and yanked her back onto the lower stairs.

Dara clung to him, silent and shaking, blood pounding in her ears. She’d almost died, and she’d never gotten the chance to say “Thank you”—or “I love you”. He’d been with her every step of the way, never turning aside, never wavering. Even now, Loren crushed her to him and she heard his own heart thundering, as well. “Well, that was close,” she whispered.

“Too close. I almost lost you.” Loren dipped his head for a quick, desperate kiss. His eyes were wide in a taut face. Then he turned and sized up the distance across the void. “I can jump it.”

Dara closed her eyes. Maybe he could, but she couldn’t. “It’s too far. I’ll fall.”

“I can catch you. I swear I shall not let you fall. We have come too far to turn back now. We have defeated his army and rescued Tegan, but if we do not banish this demon, it is all for naught. We must go on.”

She knew that, but she hated the feeling of her stomach dropping as the ground fell away. She shuddered. “You first.”

He leaped the chasm with catlike ease, and spun to face her from the far side. He stared down at her. “You can do this.”

To not only jump across, but up? She eyed the bottomless black sprawled at her feet. It looked a mile wide. “I don’t think so.” She whimpered, hating the fear in her voice.

The voices hissed. The blood torque blazed around her throat.

“Dara, look at me.” Loren’s voice cut through the panic.

She stared up at him—her salvation, her anchor.

He nodded. “We started this together. Now, let us finish it together.”

She fought just to breathe. “I’ll fall.”

“Nay. I shall catch you, I promise. I shall not fail you.”

Her gaze locked to his, Dara took a deep breath and jumped. Loren reached out to grab her outstretched hands and haul her up into his arms.

“See?” he whispered into her hair. “There is naught we cannot do, when we do it together.”

Together. Such a simple word for such a profound concept as never alone. She trembled.

A savage snarl came from the top of the stairs.

“Get behind me.” Loren drew Justice.

Much to the voices’ displeasure, Dara obeyed. She gaped at the grizzled abomination peering down at them from the top stair. The changling hellhound bared long fangs at her, darkness and muscle shifting and sliding under its matted coat as it flattened against the stone, every muscle quivering. In the time it took to blink, it sprang.

Loren met its preternatural rush with the upthrust blade. The changling twisted in midair, a fatal chest blow glancing off its shoulder with a painful slice. Its scream echoed in Dara’s mind with black rage and the promise of retribution. It spun toward her, but Loren was there again, keeping Justice betwixt the demon-hound and themselves. “Return to your master,” he ordered.

The changling seemed not to notice the yellow ichor matting its coat. Ears pinned, it whined and advanced in a crouch. The black shard flickered behind its mad, feral eyes. A slight narrowing of those eyes was all the warning Loren got afore it sprang again. Loren brought Justice up, and the changling impaled itself on the blade, which flared with the Lady’s Light. The shard snapped back to Jalad, and the hound dropped dead at Loren’s feet.

Loren and Dara leaped over the carcass and continued upward. The open doorway beckoned. Dara sense-cast again, feeling the Lady’s other followers in the other two tunnels.

“Your armies are defeated. Come down and face my justice, Jalad,” Hengist called from the training courtyard.

“Never,” Jalad spat. “You can never defeat me, mortal.”

“Now,” Everett yelled. All three groups streamed into the tower.

Dara threw a hand toward a wall torch. “Go. Now, little friends—to me.” The torch burst into flame, and salamanders swarmed to her call, led by First. “I bind you to this circle of sacred flame, fiend,” Dara called, as she and the others were enclosed by the circle of salamander/sylph fire. “Maiden to mother,” Dara began. The blood torque flared, and Dara threw a line of power to Lorelei.

Lorelei caught the power, joined it to her own. “Mother to crone.” She fired it at Anika.

“Crone reborn as maiden,” the air mage finished, sending the power line back to Dara, binding the three faces of the Goddess together in a sacred triangle. Within the Goddess-barrier, backed by the elemental circle, the Other raged, helpless to escape. “In the name of the eternal She, the Lady of Light, I hold thee to this plane,” Anika decreed.

Jalad’s eyes narrowed and he spun wildly, looking for an escape from the circle of Light. The Other growled.

“As thou entered the physical realm and bound thyself to that body of flesh,” Gwendolyn said, “I bind thee to the earth.” She threw a line of power to Pahn.

“As thou wield iron and quail afore Her sacred toshi blades, I bind thee to the metal of the earth. Dwarf to elf.” Pahn threw another line of power to Anika.

“As words of thy foul deeds spread to all lands on the whisper of the wind, I bind thee with air, that thou mayest have no secrets on this plane.” Anika threw the power to Lorelei.

“As thy foulness pollutes all it touches, I bind thee with water, within and without, to wash thy filth away.” Lorelei flung her power line at the blood torque itself.

The power reshaped. “Fire of life, without and within, I bind you to the element of fire. Human to dwarf, dragon to elf.” She flung the power out to complete the Destiny Hand pentacle.

“Mortal witch.” Enraged, Jalad threw up his hands at her. Demon-fire flared at her, bounced off the draconian blood torque shield.

The voices roared. The flaming circle flared brighter.

“You are fools,” the Other raged, spinning within the bindings. “This vessel brought me over. This vessel only can send me back. You hold not the key. How long do you think to hold me here?” Its laughter was a hollow echo.

Aletha stepped forward from the shadows. She glowed with the Lady’s Light. “I am She in this earthly realm. Thou speaks of thy focus? Rest assured, we have no need of such a device.”

Everett stepped across the bindings from Aletha. “I am he who is Her consort. Man to woman, sun to moon. Know the man who summoned thee wished to gain power, not lose his immortal soul. Doth he renounce thee, thou shalt find no other home here.”

Loren stepped betwixt Lorelei and Dara, holding Justice afore him. The sacred toshi blade gleamed white-hot, brighter than the sun. “I am her champion, wielder of Her justice. I am the instrument of her freedom, for all who turn from thee and to Her.”

“I was summoned and bound to this plane by this vessel, and I am not yet done with it,” the Other snarled. “If I go, this soul comes with me.”

“Earth and rock, shake the very foundations of this land,” Gwendolyn intoned.

The hair stood up on the back of Dara’s neck as the land shrugged off the coming winter sleep. A tremor shook the tower, and then another. Stronger.

The voices joined the torque, and the bloodstone glowed as Dara cried out, “Iliyardach pelesss fortuitar elemental levitusss. Komme mountinium Aege levitusss. Bring forth thy fire.”

Screams came from below the tower as Mount Aege exploded in a mighty column of fire and ash. Molten metal and rock flowed from its summit, westward, against all its natural inclination.

“Thou wert bound to earth, metal and fire,” Aletha intoned. “In Her name, I bind thee within Mount Aege.” She and Everett faced each other with their palms pressed prayer-like in front of themselves. Heads bowed, they whispered, “Rend our here-and-now, a gateway, a portal to beyond. Send this abomination forever from our sight.” As their hands separated, a wavering split appeared within Mount Aege itself, a screaming blackness beyond the base of rock, the river of fire.

Her skin nigh burst into flames from the heat within. Darkness crawled within her, bound to the lines of fire. The voices screamed in her mind with the effort of holding the mountain and the demon at once.

“With the Light of the Lady and the cleansing of water and air, I banish thee from this realm,” Aletha declared. “Meet Her justice, fiend.”

“From Her eternal Light back into thy eternal darkness,” Loren stated, and lunged forward, driving Justice through Jalad’s body.

A pulse of blinding acid slammed into Dara, flaying every nerve, but she pushed away with all her combined draconian might. The Light was too much for the demon; a snap, and the Other hurled into the chasm created by the Goddess Incarnate. Aletha and Everett clapped their hands together, and the chasm closed, forever.

Blood poured from Jalad’s wound, and he fell to his knees on the floor. “Mercy,” he cried, clutching his belly.

The voices roared in Dara’s head. Her shoulder burned anew. She banked the fires in the mountain, cut her ties with Gwendolyn and Pahn. The earth stopped shaking. Lorelei caught her friend as Gwendolyn’s legs gave. With the water mage’s movements, the power bindings collapsed.

Dara stared at Jalad, watched him bleed all over the floor. No one moved.

He stared back at her. “Would you let me die, healer?”

Footsteps sounded in the stairwell coming from the hall. Hengist appeared in the doorway, his drawn sword in one hand, a rolled up scroll in the other. “Hold,” Hengist ordered. He pointed his bloody sword at his once-neighbor-now-enemy. “I call you to answer for your crimes, Count of Westmarche.”

Jalad coughed up blood, swaying on his knees. “I would stand trial afore the high court.”

“I am the high court,” Hengist snapped, allowing the scroll to roll open. He held the written part toward Jalad so the other man could verify the truth of Hengist’s words, Sezeny’s signature at the bottom of a death-warrant. “You stand—kneel—accused of breaking your sacred Arcadian oath of brotherhood. That is treason against High King Sezeny, a crime punishable by death by hanging. You are accused of summoning demons, a heresy punishable by death by fire. You stand accused of torture and murder, crimes punishable by death on the rack.” He glared down at his foe. “And I further convict you of the rape of a child, a crime punishable by castration and death by stoning.”

Hengist’s eyes narrowed. “I have my choice of fates. Be grateful my lady wife is not here. In the name of King Sezeny and Arcadia, I hereby find you guilty on all counts and sentence you to death. Since the Lady has seen fit to carry out your sentence, I hold all here to bear witness to it.” His eyes met Dara’s. “You will not heal him.”

The voices were already suggesting Dara partially heal Jalad and in which order he could face all his punishments, saving death for the very end. “Too easssy,” they protested.

Dara’s arm bubbled with a fierce burning. “Your brand dies with you, master of none,” she spat at Jalad as she clutched her shoulder. “For Mag, for Tegan, for Moira—for all the daughters of Light you victimized—I welcome your death. May you answer to Her and join your master in the darkest pits of the netherworld.”

Jalad’s eyes searched the faces of the group. He found no compassion on any of them. He paled and fell over with a grimace of pain. “I may be finished, but so is your Goddess. The One Truth is in ascension and the once ways are over.”

“Not here,” Hengist said. “She is still strong in the north and the east. The truth-seekers are not welcome here.”

Jalad’s eyes glazed over, and the bleeding slowed as his arms went slack. Moments later, Dara screamed as savage pain sliced through her shoulder. Loren sheathed Justice and reached for her as she clutched her ruined arm. When she took her hand away, the brand was gone. Her skin was once again smooth, as if the mark had never been there. Screams within and without the fortress walls announced the other women branded by Jalad’s iron had been freed.

Wide eyes full of tears, Dara whispered, “It’s gone. I’m free.”

Tears spilled down Loren’s own cheeks. Unashamed, he wiped them away. “Aye. It is over.” Heedless of their audience, he wrapped his arms around Dara. “Now we can live our lives as they were meant to be lived.”

Hengist dropped to his knees afore Aletha. “Great Lady,” he whispered, awe in his voice. “How may I serve you?”

Aletha smiled. “But continue, king of men,” she replied with a voice not altogether her own. “Hold these lands safe for all My children. Thou hast done well. But the time for secrets has ended, my lord. The time for truth has come at last. I release thee from thy vow of silence. It is necessary no longer.”

He straightened and looked to Dara and Loren. “Aye, Lady. I thank you.”

Everett reached out a hand. “Arise, king of men. We have much work to do.”

“That’s a fact.” Hengist’s voice was grim.

Dara clung to Loren. She wasn’t sure she ever wanted to move. She was home, she was free. The demon was gone, Jalad was dead, and Hengist and Moira were back in power. But so many dead, many more wounded, both physical battle wounds and mental trauma. The aftermath of war and enemy occupation. She recalled the heads on pikes, the ba-pef that were once men of Riverhead whom she’d been forced to destroy.

Free. No more fear. She shuddered, cold to the bone. It was all so sudden, so overwhelming, it was almost more than her mind could grasp. Her eye caught the flicker of flame from the torches. “Little friends, I release you from my service. With my sincerest thanks, you are free to go. Go home. Be at peace.”

“Kind halfling. You are welcome, sister of fire.” The torches all died. The howling of the pillar was silenced.

Halfling. Sister of fire. The blood torque. The voices. Dragons. Lady Goddess, what a week. Dara squared her shoulders and eyed Jalad’s crumpled form with loathing. A part of her wanted to kill Jalad a dozen more times, for all the sorrow one man’s twisted ambition had caused. Forgive me, Lady. “Let’s get out of this room.”

“Aye.” Loren looked at the body of the man who had rained such destruction down on their world.

“Gloreriell? Where—”

“With Cianan and Kikeona by the well,” the stallion reported. “Moira is arguing with her brother about entering the tower.”

“It’s safe now to enter, but we were just leaving.” Dara was willing to bet that wasn’t the only thing Trystan was snarling at his sister for. A-pregnant-woman-in-battle headed the top of the clansman’s list of unpardonable sins. “My Liege, your lady wife is most anxious for news. Mayhaps we should all go outside?”

Hengist’s face paled. “My wife? Moira is here?”

“Aye, Sire. She fought with the rest of the clan spears.”

“She what?” Hengist spun on his heel and stormed from the tower.

“Guess that is our cue to leave, as well,” Loren commented into Dara’s hair. “Think we should go rescue Moira?”

“I’d be far more concerned for him.”

Indeed, when they got downstairs and out into the courtyard, Moira faced off against Trystan and Hengist with her gore-splattered fellow she-warriors backing her up. Lorelei came over to Dara and Loren. “Well, younglings, we made it. Thou didst a fine job.”

Anika addressed her elemental sylphs. “Inform Kings Cedric and Pari of our victory. Tell them we shalt be home soon. Then thou art free to go, with my sincerest thanks.”

“Mine as well,” Dara added. “We couldn’t have done this without you.”

The wind swirled away with a titter like wind chimes.

Dara stared around her. Acres of burned and blood-soaked earth, polluted with demon acid, piles of dead, a scattering of wounded. Safehold was the only building still standing.

Aletha and Everett strode up as well. “Gather the Safehold survivors,” the high priestess ordered. “We have work to do, and undo, afore we leave.”

Dara looked around her, spotting Conn and his men rounding up the Boar and riever merc survivors for the upper dungeon until Hengist and Moira had time to see to their disposition. Xavier was speaking with the housekeeper, Belchris, so Dara hurried over to them, Loren and Lorelei trailing after.

“Lady healer.” Xavier gripped her arm. “I am glad you are well. And you also, son of the dawn.”

“Belchris, Xavier,” Dara said. “We need all Safehold people gathered for the Lady’s blessings.”

Xavier’s jaw tightened. “Aye, we need some good counter-magic around here, and that’s a fact.” He and Belchris spread the word among Hengist’s survivors.

By ones, twos and larger groups, the Safehold folk gathered, silent and shaking, afore their leaders and the Lady’s representatives. Dara’s heart broke at how few of them there were, at how many were missing. Even the little pot boy, Micah, was nowhere to be found. Hengist and Trystan looked grim. Moira’s face was white, her lips a thin line. Cianan stood aside Tegan, towering over the teenager yet half-supporting her. Tegan, Dara was quick to note, looked torn betwixt leaning into his strength and flinching away from his touch. The other survivors also noticed the girl; none of their gazes were sympathetic, their memories too raw for forgiveness.

Aletha was quick to single out Lacey’s daughter, as well. Her face glowed with the Light, her eyes melting with compassion as she spoke. “Come to me, daughter of the Light,” she called, in a voice from beyond the mortal realm.

Cianan helped a shaking Tegan forward. The girl stared at the ground, not looking anyone in the eye.

“These events that culminated today were not of thy making, child.” Aletha laid a hand on Tegan’s head. “Thou art still my daughter, and I hold thee blameless for any crimes others might lay at thy feet. Those responsible shalt face My wrath, but that is not thee. I heal thee and restore thy soul.”

Everett likewise laid a hand on Tegan’s shoulder. “I dim thy memories, take thy nightmares for my own. Go, and be at peace, daughter of My Light.”

Dara gasped as Light poured into Tegan. She saw the ghosting shadow dissipate and Tegan relax.

And so it went, until every one of the Riverhead folk had knelt afore Aletha and Everett, including Moira and Xavier. When it came time for Xavier’s turn, Aletha had a strange offer.

“She hast heard thy plea, Auger Xavier. Much thou hast risked and lost in the service of this kingdom and thy people. She wouldst restore what was lost to thee, in exchange for the terrible gift thou wield.”

Xavier trembled. “My vision in exchange for the sight?”

“Aye. Mayhaps thou hast seen too much?” Aletha waited.

Xavier swallowed hard. “Nay, Lady. Of the two, my sight would serve my people best. I couldn’t be selfish enough to take that from them, for my own benefit. It wouldn’t be right. So nay. My thanks, but nay.”

Aletha and Everett smiled. “Thou art a worthy son of man, Auger Xavier of Riverhead. Behold the wonder and powers of our Lady Goddess.” Aletha glowed so with the Light as she touched Xavier’s face Dara had to turn her head away.

“Praise be the Light,” Loren whispered in an awestruck tone. Dara turned to see Xavier staring back at her with his own two eyes, tears running down his cheeks.

“But I chose—” he stammered.

“Aye, thou chose wisely, and through Her grace are restored to both again,” Everett replied. “Use both for the good of your people and to Her greater glory.”

Pahn came up to stand aside Dara and Loren. “Good work.”

Dara hugged her, barely able to see through the sting of unshed tears. She swallowed down the lump in her throat. “We never would’ve managed without you and the star-stone. I never could’ve done this without you. Thanks aren’t near enough—”

Pahn grunted. “We were meant to meet, child. I can do no less than follow the Hand that leads me.”

Aletha beckoned to Dara. “Thou hast suffered much at the hands of the invader. The death of thy protector, the loss of thy home, the loss of thy powers, the branding, the trial and burning. Thou hast a new power, a new past and a new future. Come receive Her blessing, daughter of fire.”

Dara knelt at her feet. Light and peace seeped into her soul. Put to rest were the crushing weight of self-doubt, the bitterness, insecurities and fear. She opened her eyes. “Thank you, Lady.”

The groups broke up, the humans heading for the castle courtyard. Hengist and Moira came over to Dara and Loren. Dara bowed low to her king. “Welcome home, My Liege.”

Hengist embraced first her, then Loren, in fierce hugs. “My thanks to you both I have a home to return to. I am in your debt.”

“Not at all,” Loren denied. “What are friends for?”

“Not friends,” Hengist insisted. “Brothers.”

Loren nodded. “Aye.”

“Are ye stayin’?” Moira asked.

“There’s much to do,” Dara stated. She couldn’t leave her people in such need and misery. Once Loren helped her put everything right, they’d finally speak of the future.

“Aye, there is and that’s a fact,” Hengist growled. “But I understand you have your own duties to return home to, Your Highness.” This last was aimed at Loren.

“Who spoke?” Loren demanded.

“Lord Elio may have mentioned a word or two.”

They glanced over to where Lord Elio conferred with Cianan.

Lorelei joined them. “We must return home. There is no room for our army to stay here, and we mages need to rest and recover. We are not as young as we once were.” She eyed Loren. “Thou hast things to set right back home. Thou canst not leave things unfinished.”

“You’re coming with me,” Loren said.

“I thought you’d be staying here,” Hengist protested, looking at Dara. “This is your home. Your people need you, healer.”

Dara’s heart froze in her throat, and she looked from Loren to Hengist in a panic. “You’re leaving so soon?”

Loren’s gaze locked onto hers. “Walk with me,” he said.






Chapter Sixteen
 

Away from the sprawling carnage of the battlefield and out of earshot from the rest, Loren sat beneath the bare branches of a spreading elm tree and pulled Dara down onto the grass aside him.

Dara collapsed aside him, in a daze. “You’re leaving?” She fought down the knot of panic. Now that she had everything she’d fought for, she was losing the one thing she wanted most—Loren.

“This is not our place. We must go home.” Loren brushed a stray lock of hair from her eyes. “Come home with me. Your task here is finished. We belong together.”

Dara shook her head. “Look around you. My task isn’t finished. My people need me more than ever. No one else can do what I can. It’s a responsibility I can’t turn my back on.” She glared at him through burning tears. “This is your fault. ‘Guardian’. ‘Vertenya’. You showed me duty and honor. I can do no less.”

“And what of us?” he demanded. “What of our vow?”

“You are someday to be king of the elves, and I am a common peasant. I am half-human, half-dragon and mortal. You are immortal. You are dearer to me than any, but there can be no future betwixt us.”

“We are already bound together, you and I,” Loren argued. “I shall not let you go. I told you that. Stay with me. You cannot leave, now that we are free to be together.”

Dara’s heart shattered. “I’m not leaving, you are. I’m staying. I’m needed here. You’re needed there. That’s all there is to say.”

“Not hardly.” He pulled her across his lap. “There is one thing left to say to you, elingrena.”

“What’s that?” she choked out.

“I love you, elingrena, queen of my heart.” Loren’s fingers knotted in her hair, and he tilted her head up for a burning kiss. “For me there is no other,” he whispered against her lips.

Despair cleared the haze of passion. “Don’t talk to me of what we dream but can’t have.”

“This is no dream.” His lips captured hers again.

Dara clung to his heat and his strength with all her heart, for a moment yielded to the temptation that was Loren. Only Loren held her heart. Only Loren ever would.

He pulled back. “What shall you do?”

“I can never go back to the way things were,” she realized. “I’ve changed too much, but this is still my home and these are still my people.”

He brushed her cheek with the back of his hand. “Stay here for a bit. Speak to Hengist, set things right. Come to me later. I shall be waiting.”

Dara rose and helped him to his feet. Hani`ena and Gloreriell met them.

“What do you think you are doing?” the stallion demanded.

“Staying,” Dara replied. “I am needed here. I can’t just drop everything and abandon my people.”

“We need you,” Hani`ena retorted. “He needs you.”

Loren swung up onto her back. “Enough,” he ordered, bitterness in his voice. “The choice is made. We go.” He wheeled Hani`ena about and galloped back to the reforming elven legion. “Remember who you are, elingrena, queen of my heart,” Loren thought back at her. “Come home to me when you are ready. I shall be waiting.”

Dara had never been so miserable. “For how long?”

“Forever.” Loren was adamant.

Aletha and Anika reopened the gate. Anika stepped through to hold the other side. Lord Elio and Cianan were the first across, leading their victorious army. Gloreriell galloped to catch up. Pahn, Gwendolyn and Everett went next, with Lorelei following. Dara saw Pari embrace his wife on the other side.

Hengist saluted Loren. “Until we meet again, brother.”

Loren nodded. His eyes held Dara’s for a long moment, and then Hani`ena plunged through the shimmering gate.

Aletha smiled at Dara. “Her Hand is not done with thee yet, child. Thou art meant to be with him. Have faith, and when the time comes, make that leap.” She disappeared into the rainbow, and a moment later the gate collapsed.

Dara’s heart ripped in two. Never had she felt so alone.

 

***

 

She lost herself in an orgy of work. Conscious of disease, they burned the dead on funerary pyres with songs and prayers. Jalad’s pikes were pulled down, their grisly trophies laid to rest with their comrades. Jalad’s head, preserved by Gwendolyn’s spell, was sent south to Sezeny to be displayed in Traitor’s Hall.

Dara moved into the castle, into a small guest suite in the east wing. True to their promise, the clan shamans and healers came to help. Dara was kept busy in the stillroom and the hospital.

Moira flat out refused to sleep in Hengist’s old bed or his old room. Those rooms were closed off and the best guest quarters refurbished as the new master suite. The queen supervised the cleaning of the castle, tower to cellars. All of Jalad’s new additions were removed and destroyed. Moira replaced the torches with candles, the rushes with carpets. Her hunting tapestries returned. The dais and throne both vanished.

Sezeny granted the entire county of Westmarche to Hengist as compensation. A contingent of men, a dozen workmen led by Xavier and Conn, guarded by Sezeny’s surviving volunteers, set off to inspect the Westmarche holdings.

Slowly, in the next few weeks, life returned to normal. As normal as could be, considering the irreplaceable losses they’d all suffered. Dara sensed the eyes on her, the whispers behind her back. She worked with the blood torque. The voices were silent, content to let her wallow to her heart’s content for as long as she liked.

Hengist, however, was of a different mindset. One evening, when all chores were done and people were resting in the main hall, reading or playing cards afore the fires, he called Dara to his side. “Come with me into my private study,” he ordered.

She followed him into the room and dropped to her knees at Hengist’s feet. “Your orders, My Liege?”

“To rise and look me in the eye.” He held out a hand to her. For a big man, and a king, he was unprepossessing. “I see the sadness that all the work in the world won’t remove. What ails you, daughter?”

Daughter? What did he mean by that? Dara stood on trembling knees. “It’s Loren, My Liege. I…I love him, but he’s gone away.”

“He spurned you?” Hengist looked outraged.

Dara flushed with shame. “Nay, My Liege. He asked me to go with him, but I told him I had to stay here. I told him there was no future betwixt a mortal peasant, half-dragon fire witch or no, and an immortal elven king. It was a pretty dream, naught more.” Her eyes welled with tears.

“Come, daughter, and sit down by me. The elven priestess released me from my vow of silence, so I have another sad tale of love lost to share with you.”

She sat, her mind swimming with questions. Daughter? Did he mean…? Heart pounding, she met his eyes.

He nodded. “Aye. Daughter of my blood, and my heart. Your mother was the most hypnotic woman I’ve ever met. Jewel eyes like topaz. They glowed, like yours. You look very much like her. But you’re tough, like me.”

Dara swallowed hard. “What happened?”

“I loved your mother, do not doubt that. I loved her with all the passions and rashness of youth. I wanted to make her my queen, the laws be damned.”

Dara blinked. “Why didn’t you? Her blood was older and more royal than yours.”

Hengist did not take offense. “You’re just as blunt as she was. I asked—repeatedly. She valued her freedom over power, much like someone else we both know and love.”

“And they chained him anyway.”

“Only a dragon would consider personal power as chains,” he muttered. “Well, no one chains a dragon. Even when we found out about you, she wouldn’t marry. She told me dragon daughters belong to dragon mothers and that was the end of it, as far as she was concerned. She wouldn’t let me acknowledge you. Threatened to take you away if I tried.”

“I was a bastard anyway.” Dara’s voice was harsh, and she felt a dark satisfaction when he flinched. “As a royal bastard, I would have had an easier time of it. Royal bastards are so commonplace they’re almost respectable.”

“Not in Riverhead. You are my child and shall always be my eldest daughter.”

“You let us be used, ostracized, harassed and insulted. Good enough when the people wanted or needed something, but not good enough to be a true part of the community.”

“Rufus and Fanny knew everything. They loved you. They were the ones I trusted to raise you right.” Hengist frowned. “I did the best I could when your mother died. I didn’t know of any other guardians, they had already disappeared from Moira’s lands, and I couldn’t bear to send you away. You were given the best education—”

“In secret.”

“Well, your mother’s not here to protest this time, and you are a woman grown. You will be a secret no more.”

Dara narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean?”

“You would make any father proud. I intend to fully acknowledge you as my daughter.”

A gasp sounded behind him. They turned to see Moira standing in the doorway. “Ye can’t,” the queen cried.

Dara’s heart sank.

“Moira, Sheena was afore I ever met you,” Hengist said. “We owe our lives to Dara. She has been wronged through no fault of her own, and I am done with the lies.”

“What of me son, your heir?” Moira demanded.

“Lord and Lady, woman, I now have two kingdoms to divide up,” he roared.

“Stop it, both of you. I don’t want a kingdom.” Dara turned to Moira. “I did all this for your son. So he could grow up happy and secure in a stable home with two loving parents.”

Moira flushed and stared at the floor.

Dara turned to Hengist. “And all I ever wanted was to know who my father was. I am glad to know he is a kind and honorable man who did what he did with the best of intentions. Rufus and Fanny were the best parents a girl could wish for. I already have an island I don’t know what to do with and more treasure than I can spend in a lifetime.”

“Your dowry,” Hengist said. “With two royal parents and a royal dowry, I dare them to find fault with you now.”

Her eyes were sad. “All the royalty in the world does not change the fact I am neither an elf nor immortal. A queen of the elves must be an elf, and I am at best a fleeting romance for Loren. I’ll be long dead afore Hani`ena gets her first silver hair.”

Hengist hesitated, then pulled her in for a hug. “Child, would that I could change things for you.”

She stiffened, pulled away, straightened. “I will go to my island and study magic. I will be the best fire mage I know how to be, and if anyone needs my help they have but to call. I’m just a boat ride away.”

“Will you at least communicate regularly?” Hengist asked. “Next time, let’s not wait for demons to prompt us to do what should have been done long ago.”

She smiled. “I will. I have to go say goodbye to some friends now.” Dara turned and made her way into the kitchens. Standing afore the roasting pit, she spoke. “Little friend?”

First appeared. “Pretty halfling, why are you sad?”

Until that moment she had not noticed the tears running down her cheeks. “Because good-byes are always sad, little friend,” she replied. “I have to get back to the palace in Poshnari-Unai. You have a shortcut and I’m in a hurry.”

It hesitated. “Not an easy trip for first time.”

“I don’t care,” she insisted. “I know it can be done.”

“Of course, but you will wish differently at the end.” If an elemental could sigh, it did so. “I lit the fire in your room. Picture the view. Focus. Now, do you wish to hold my hand?”

“Very funny,” she muttered. “Just do it.”

 

***

 

Loren strode into the moonlit gardens, where Lorelei awaited him aside the lily pond.

“Thou hast seen thy father?”

He nodded. “He did not even react when I spoke to him of our victory. He has given this life up. I can see it in his eyes.”

“He has no further wish to rule on this side. Thou knows what this means for thee.”

“I do not want the crown.” Loren stared into the pool, into the reflection of a calm pair of green eyes so like his own. “I know the rumors, but I swear to you I never wanted that power. I am no king, Granna. You need a diplomat, a statesman. You need someone patient and wise and logical and far-seeing…” His voice trailed off. His shoulders slumped.

“Dara was correct, thou cannot control what others might think of thee or thy actions. Thou shalt learn patience and wisdom comes with time. Logic thou already hast. The crown itself has much to do with the far-seeing. Thou shalt not always know the course the Hand would have us take, youngling.” Lorelei laid a gentle hand on his arm. “Thou may not have planned it, but here thou art. Cedric is not himself. His losses art grievous, his wife and two of his four sons. We canst ask no more of thy father. He hast ruled well for five hundred years. He is tired. Let him rest.” She pulled his head down onto her shoulder.

The strength in her frail arms never ceased to amaze him. “Granna, I have found my place. Right hand of the high king. Lady’s champion. Deane was the thought, I the action. Hani`ena is no palfrey to waste away in a marble stable awaiting the next parade. I shudder at sitting in ministry meetings with all those politicians bickering like children. I shall snap and solve every issue with the flat of my blade.”

The corner of her mouth quirked upward. “Well, that would shorten the sessions. Pari oft wished for something similar, along the lines of a universal gag spell.” She turned to meet his eyes. “Let me tell thee something, lad. The best kings never seek out the power. It is the nature of the crown to take the differences of each ruler and turn it to strength. It is the very reluctance that keeps them from abusing power.

“Pari wished to be a historian, a teacher. Cedric, an astronomer. The crown turned their questioning and solution-seeking into applicable problem solving. Every ruler has his own set of doubts and weaknesses. But every ruler has his own strengths too. The crown amplifies what be already there. The truth within thyself. justice and mercy to rule fairly.”

“A warrior king is a contradiction in terms.”

“Not true, my lad. Our first high king was Kiel. And this was afore Camryn the Wise created the crown.”

Loren flushed at the lapse in his memory. “I am no Kiel Brightblade, Granna.”

“Nay, thou art Loren ta Cedric ta Pari ta Lir and I tell thee now thou shalt make a fine King in thine own right.”

 

***

 

She’d been tossed into a cauldron and stirred. The bottom dropped out of Dara’s stomach, and she tumbled end over end, unable to tell which way was up until she hit a stone floor and rolled into her room in Cymry Hall. She just made it onto her hands and knees afore she lost all of her lunch and most of her breakfast.

Verdeen stepped in from the hallway, stopped and screamed. “My lady.”

First hurled a stream of fire at Dara until she staggered to her feet. The room spun, and she collapsed on the edge of the bed. “Crawl first, then fly,” it scolded.

“Thank you.”

It disappeared without a word.

“My lady, what are you doing here?” Verdeen knelt aside her.

Dara sat up and took a couple deep breaths to clear her head. “I came to say good-bye.”

“You are leaving?” Verdeen’s lips trembled.

“I can’t stay here.”

“But Prince Loren—”

“Is soon to be King Loren, and tradition has no use for a mortal, half-dragon fire witch for a queen.” Alani winning Loren after everything was unthinkable. “Can I have a bath? And pick out something pretty, the best of whatever’s in that cavern of a wardrobe over there. If I’m going out, I’m going out like a queen should.” Her eyes teared up. “If I can’t be your queen, at least I’m still a queen.”

“Aye, thou art indeed,” a familiar voice said from the doorway. Lorelei stood there. “Felt a flash of fire power and thought it best to come running. Just in case.” She eyed the mess on the floor. “Next time thou tries that spell, skip lunch—and breakfast.”

“I shall start the bath and then call someone to clean up.” Verdeen disappeared into the bathing room, and they heard water running.

Lorelei winked, waved her hands and a mini-rainstorm washed it all away.

Dara focused, heating the water until it steamed into vapor. The floor was as good as new.

“We make a good team. Thou shouldst stay.”

“I can’t. They didn’t care when Loren was Lady’s champion, but now you’ve all got him roped into heirhood and kinghood only an elf will do. Alani is a much more suitable choice as queen of the elves than I am. She’s the right race and she’ll live forever. Mortal to immortal is doomed to failure.”

“Winds of change. Thou wouldst turn thy back on him when he needs thee most? Thou wouldst doom him to eternity with a cold, ambitious woman with no thoughts of his happiness, but her own?” Her eyes were sad and old. “Thou shalt regret it for the rest of thy days, dost thou walk away from him now.”

“Well, thank the Lady I won’t have long to suffer.”

Lorelei’s hand cracked across Dara’s cheek. “How dare thou condemn him so? I hath lost my son for love, and now I shalt lose the third of my four grandsons, as well.”

“You would have him king, then I must leave.”

“I wouldst first see him happy, so thou must stay. I wouldst he enjoy a hundred happy years than none. Take thy bath, get dressed. If thou wouldst walk away from Loren, at least do it to his face.” Lorelei swept from the room.

Verdeen reentered the room. “The bath is ready.”

Dara stepped out of her clothes and slid into the hot, oily water.

The sound of a crashing door jerked her out of her reflections. “My lord, you cannot go in there,” Verdeen squeaked at someone.

“Where is she?” Cianan demanded.

Oh, lovely. “I’m in the tub, Cianan, so unless you want to start a new round of gossip, stay—”

The bathing room door flew open, and there he stood, hands on hips.

“—out.”

He scowled at her. “Coming to do the right thing, are you?”

“Not you too.” She sighed. “Cianan, I’m taking a bath.”

“I can see that. I figured you were not going anywhere for a while, so this was as good a chance to talk to you alone as any.” Cianan turned to Verdeen. “You, girl—out.”

“Verdeen, stay,” Dara countermanded.

Verdeen wavered, looking lost.

“I thought you cared not what people thought, vertenya. If you are leaving anyway, what does it matter who thinks what of whom?” Cianan’s gaze never left hers. “I once knew a woman who said, to royalty, I am told, ‘I learned long ago I have no control over others’ thoughts. Some prejudge regardless of evidence. As long as I know the truth of my own life, I have naught to hide.’ Such a woman—brave, sensible, proud—would be perfect for the man I love as brother.”

She swallowed hard against the tears. “Damn you, Cianan.” She cursed Cianan, but inside she cursed the hope that stirred.

He knelt by the tub. “I have seen you fight, vertenya. It was that fighting spirit that first captured his heart. Now you must fight as you have never fought afore. Give him a chance, vertenya. Do not give up on him.”

Verdeen piped up behind him. “You can still have your happily-ever-after, my lady. That is how all the good stories end after the evil-doers are defeated.”

Cianan smiled. “Sensible child. I shall await you in the hall.” He rose to his feet and strode out of the room.

Dara looked at Verdeen. “Anyone else waiting in ambush?”

“Lord and Lady, I hope not.” Verdeen’s eyes narrowed. “You are not planning on diving in or out of any more fireplaces, are you? I do not think I have a dress for that.”

Dara shuddered. “Nay.”

Verdeen smiled. “Welcome home, my lady.” She turned and left to find Dara’s dress. When she returned, she looked smug.

Lady only knew what she’d settled on. Verdeen got her scrubbed and dried. In the main bedroom suite, Dara stared at the dress laid across the bed. A black silk chemise went on first, then Verdeen pulled the purple gown over Dara’s head. Deceptively simple until she put it on, then it hinted at every curve. The back flowed down over the floor in a short train; the front was split to show the black.

Dara studied her reflection in the mirror. She looked naught like the sweaty, blood-splattered healer Loren had met. “I’ll bet Cianan’s fallen asleep in the hall by now.”

“You would lose that bet, vertenya.” Cianan stood in the doorway.

She stomped over to him. “Don’t you ever knock?”

“Desperate times. I am not letting you out of my sight.” His eyes took in her appearance at a quick glance, and warmed with approval. “My compliments to your groom. You look ready enough for one last battle.” He offered her his hand. “Ready?”

“What if he doesn’t want me enough?”

Cianan smiled. “Faith, vertenya.”

 

***

 

Dara and Cianan hovered just outside the side door to the main hall. The guard moved to open the door and announce them, but Cianan placed a finger against his own lips and motioned him away. The ranger opened the door a crack to hear what went on. The guard’s eyes widened, but he stayed silent.

“I forgive your little tryst with the mortal,” Alani said. “You can keep her as a sensuri if you like after we are wed. The king of the elves can keep an entire harem of the creatures for all I care. I can afford to be generous.”

Dara reached for a nonexistent knife. Cianan caught her hand. Wait, he mouthed.

“You forgive me?” Loren’s voice was pure ice. “You are in no position to voice an opinion regarding my actions.”

“It was our fathers’ dearest wish that we wed. Have you no son’s honor?”

“I shall have no one telling me whom I shall wed. I renounced you afore the entire ministry. I do not love you, Alani. I never have. I never shall.”

“What does that have to do with anything? You are to be king. You shall have to have a noble elven maiden as queen to rule by your side.”

Loren’s tone was incredulous. “What does that have to with anything? It has everything to do with who and what I am. I want what my parents had, what my grandparents still have. I would be happy, Alani, with one who understands and supports Loren, not the king. The Goddess showed me my true life-mate, and I shall not give her up for you or the crown.”

“You have gone mad. The ministry, tradition…”

“What once was is past. I look forward to the future. If we do not change we die. Go home, Alani. There is naught for you here. There never was.”

Quick light footsteps stomped away, fading to a slamming door. “Come on, vertenya,” Cianan said. “Heyla,” he called. “You alone in there, brother?”

“I am now.” Loren sounded weary.

“Well, not anymore. Look what fell out of the fireplace.” Cianan preceded Dara into the hall.

Loren stared at her. Dara saw dark circles under his eyes, white lines around his mouth. “Well, you look like a beaten carpet. What have you done to yourself?”

Cianan backed out of the room, chuckling.

“Dara?” Loren blinked.

“Last I looked.”

He touched her shoulder, her hair, as if he couldn’t believe she stood afore him. “Am I dreaming?”

She rolled her eyes. “Nay, if you were, I’d be naked.”

He grinned. “True.” Then his face sobered. “You came back.”

“I did.”

“Why?”

She looked him in the eye. “We have unfinished business, you and I. I would see it settled, one way or another. I’m not one to slink off in the middle of the night. I may be many things, but coward be not one of them.”

“Nay? I am glad to hear it.” He moved away toward the dais. “They want me to be king. Now. Father is…unwell. He stays in his rooms, has no care for anything anymore.” He turned to face her, his green eyes full of unspeakable pain. “He is leaving us.”

Dara followed him to cup his face in her hands. “You never wanted this, but there is no one else, and you will be the king stories and legends remember through history. Cedric has judged his own time. If the Goddess calls him to Ayala, let them be together. I know what it is to lose a father.” Dara took a deep breath. “Fanny died afore him and not a day went by Rufus didn’t miss her. At least now they’re together.”

Loren slid his arms around her waist. “As they should be. Father and Mother taught me above all things, enjoy the time you have together with those you love.”

“I’m mortal. I’ll grow old and weak, and I’ll die on you someday.”

“And I could fall in battle next week. There are no guarantees in this life. However long we have, it shall be enough. I would rather spend a single lifetime being loved and happy than another millennia without you. I spent fifty years wandering with Hani`ena, but never came alive until I met you. I have never asked for anything for myself, but I do now.” Loren took her hands in his and got on his knees. “The Lady brought us together, bound us together, but only you can choose to stay. Dara Kahn Androcles, you are my heart and soul. For me there is no other. Stay here with me and be my wife in truth?”

Tears stung her eyes and she bit her lip. “If the ministry rejects me—”

“There is no ministry. Forget kings and crowns. This is about you and me.”

She quivered at his fierce tone. “If you will have me, then I choose to stay,” she whispered. “I love you. Aye, I will be your wife.”

He rose to his feet and pulled her close for a long, tender kiss that made the tears spill down her cheeks. He wiped them away and smiled. “I want to go tell Father first,” he said. “Come with me.”

Dara didn’t know if she could face Cedric, but she nodded.

They left the hall and made their way to Cedric’s suites. The king’s valet Faerris answered the door. “Your Highness.” He gaped. “My lady.”

“We need to speak with my father, Faerris. I know he is unwell, that we do not have much time, but he needs to hear us.”

“Of course, Highness.” Faerris opened the door wide to admit them. His face showed hope creeping through despair.

Cedric sat at the window, staring out at naught. To Dara’s sense-sight, he appeared dimmed, faded. But he turned to smile at them both when they entered. “I be glad thou art back. Hath I a daughter now, youngling?”

“You do.” Dara knelt at his feet and took his cool hands in hers. She sent some of her warmth into him.

His eyes widened. “What dost thou think thou art doing?”

“I’d have you stay and see your grandchildren grow up,” she retorted.

He sighed, looking at Loren. “Grandchildren?”

Loren smiled. “As many as the Lady sees fit to provide.”

Dara blushed.

“Then I leave thee both in good hands.” Cedric smiled, but his eyes were hollow. “What of thy vow, Lady’s champion?”

“That is up to the Lady,” Loren said. “Come with me to the chapel so we can ask.”

Cedric, Dara discovered, had a private chapel with a shrine to the Lady in his suites, with stained glass windows facing east. An exquisite marble statue of the Lady towered over the altar. Loren lit some incense and they dropped to their knees.

“Lady, You chose me as Your champion, and I would honor my vow to You. But my people would crown me king and I cannot do both. The choice is Yours. If You would keep me, I shall renounce my claim to the throne.”

Cedric flinched.

“But if You would have me be king after my father, I ask You to release me from my vow and choose another champion.”

The statue glowed; uncanny eyes stared down at him. “King or champion, thou dare ask Me choose?”

Loren swallowed hard. “Aye, Lady. Gladly would I wield Justice in Your name, to protect the innocent and cleave the darkness in all Your lands. But I am also heir to Your kingdom here, and my father…” he faltered, “…is failing. I am to be named king.”

The Lady turned the full force of Her gaze on Dara. “Thou stay with him?”

“I’ll follow him to whatever end,” Dara whispered.

“Even unto death?”

“And beyond. As it should be.” Dara faced the Lady. “I’ve faced death. It isn’t so terrible a thing.”

“Lady—” Cedric spoke.

“Thou hast something to say to Me, king of the elves?”

“I tire of this world. I wouldst travel to the next to be with my wife and my sons. But I wouldst ask a boon from Thee. Thy Light be leaving me, and soon I shalt be gone. I ask Thou give it to my daughter Dara, that she and Loren may choose their own time and not be parted afore they be ready.”

Dara gulped. “Cedric, nay.”

“I give up my ties to this world,” Cedric stated. “I welcome thee to my family, and shalt smile on thee from beyond.”

“Wouldst thou stay with him for all time, daughter of queens?” the Lady asked.

“I’ll love Loren ’til my last breath,” she stated.

“Then Cedric ta Pari ta Lir, I grant thy request.” The statue’s arms moved, and smooth hands descended on Cedric’s and Dara’s heads. “Light to Light, father to daughter.”

Light, heat and power blazed into Dara, threatened to spill over. The voices roared in her head. She could barely breathe. It went on for an eternity. And then it was done. Dara opened her eyes and stared at Cedric. Her eyes filled with tears.

A wrinkled, white-haired old man, bent and stooped, smiled back at her. “But love him, youngling.”

“Always,” she whispered.

“Call thy candidates to the temple, King Loren ta Cedric,” the Lady ordered. “I would choose My next champion.” She looked at Cedric. “I grant thee the wedding and coronation, son of Pari ta Lir. Ayala awaits thee. Thou hast done well.” And She was gone.

Loren and Dara rose, and helped Cedric totter to his feet. Dara stared at her glowing hands wrapped around Cedric’s frail, age-spotted ones. “Sire, I…”

“I was wrong about thee. Thou shalt make a beautiful bride, and a worthy queen,” he croaked. “Now go knock some sense into that ministry.”

Loren’s jaw tightened. “Aye. Father…”

“Go,” Cedric ordered. “Help me to my chair first. Faerris.”

“Aye, Sire?” The valet appeared in the doorway. His face went white. “Oh, Sire, what have you done?”

“Bow to thy new king and queen, Faerris,” Cedric ordered.

Faerris helped him back to his chair by the window first, then turned and bowed to Loren and Dara. “Your Majesties.”

Loren clasped his arm. “Not yet, Faerris, but soon.”

Pari and Lorelei appeared in the doorway. The crown of Cymry was faster than any messenger. Lorelei stared at her husk of a son, and a mother’s tears rolled down her cheeks. “Oh, Cedric, what hast thou done?”

“This was my choice,” Cedric stated. “My last gift to my new daughter.”

Lorelei turned to Dara. “Be certain thou art worthy of such a sacrifice.” Weeping, she fled the room.

Pari’s jaw tightened. “Listen not with thy ears, youngling. Listen with thy heart and thou shalt do well.” He turned to Loren. “The ministry be gathered. We face them together.”

He led the way down into the ministry chambers. All eyes widened at Dara’s glowing appearance. Raun’s face paled. “What is this?”

“Cedric has decided to leave this world,” Pari choked. “This was his gift to Dara and Loren.”

“The Lady released my vow,” Loren said. “As heir, I am free to rule after my father. Dara has agreed to stay and be my wife.”

Lord Elio’s face softened, and he inclined his head to Dara.

Surprised, touched, she smiled back.

“She was born mortal,” Danaii protested.

“No longer,” Loren retorted.

“She was bastard-born,” Gioeli protested. “A peasant.”

Dara flinched. The torque burned.

“She is the daughter of the draconian queen Sheena and the human king Hengist,” Pari said. “Royalty on both sides. And thou shalt retract thy insult or leave this chamber for the last time, Minister.”

Gioeli paled at the ice in Pari’s tone. “Forgive. I forgot my place.”

Pari nodded, glaring.

“She is not an elf,” Danaii said. “Thou said it thyself, Pari. She is a halfling.”

“She is a princess,” Pari replied.

“Immortal,” Loren added.

“Fire mage.” Anika cackled.

They had apparently forgotten that—everyone stepped back.

“Asss if that could help the foolsss essscape.”

“Be still,” Dara ordered.

“Warrior,” Lord Elio put in.

“Healer,” Benilo added.

“She shall be my wife,” Loren stated. “If you would have me as king, then that makes her your queen. Accept her as such, or I step down here and now and you can find someone else. I shall not have one without the other.” He tore the crown from his head and tossed it on the table, squaring his shoulders. “We walk away right now, forever.”

“How can queen of elves not be elf?” Danaii demanded. “Inconceivable.”

“Is there some ancient law that prevents this?” Loren snarled. “If so, show me. If it is tradition, then the time has come for a change in the order of things.”

“She brings more to the throne than any queen afore her, elf or nay,” Lord Elio stated. “I vote aye.” He bowed to Dara. “Your Highness.”

Aletha and Everett had been silent until now. “Aye,” they chorused. “The Lady’s Hand be in all this,” Aletha added.

“What of her dowry?” Gioeli asked.

“I have the Isle of Mysts and everything on it as my own,” Dara said.

“And it stays your own,” Loren stated.

“I vote aye.” Anika winked at Dara and Loren. “Lightning bolts be harder to dodge than rain clouds, pup. Best be on thy best behavior.”

Pari laughed at the expression on his grandson’s face.

“I vote aye,” Benilo declared.

“It must be unanimous.” Pari glared at the three undeclared ministers. “Tanet, thou hast not said a word. What be thy decision?”

“I hath seen thy courage, and thou art not afraid to work or to stand for what is right,” the Minister of Builders said. “Being queen is not a figurehead position. Wouldst thou work as hard for a kingdom not thine own?”

“Loren and his family are my family,” Dara replied. “This is my kingdom.”

He nodded. “Then I vote aye.”

Danaii turned to Dara. “Wouldst thou raise thy children with our values and beliefs?”

“I follow the Lady,” Dara said. “They’ll attend your schools, but I’ll teach them to follow their own conscience and hearts. Those goals aren’t so dissimilar, madam.”

“Then I vote aye,” Danaii said.

“Raun?” Pari turned to his son’s best friend.

Raun had tears in his eyes as he stared at Dara. “He shalt not be coming back, shalt he?”

“Nay,” Pari stated. “Cedric hast made his choice. Thy future stands afore thee. What dost thou say?”

“Aye,” Raun whispered.

Just that quickly, it was done. Dara swayed. So much had happened so fast, she could barely take it in.

“Breathe,” the voices advised.

Loren looked at the crown with distaste. “Guess I am stuck with this thing after all.” He plunked the heir’s crown back on his head.

“Show some respect,” Raun snapped.

“I have the utmost respect for the office, but crowns do not make kings. This is just a thing.” Loren turned to face Aletha and Everett. “We need to prepare for a traditional champion-choosing.”

Everett nodded. “We interview the candidates, and there is a three-day fast and cleansing ceremony afore they enter the temple. The Lady chooses Her own champion.”

Dara looked at Loren and smiled.

 

***

 

“The candidates may now enter,” Everett intoned at the temple entrance.

Cianan turned to Loren. “You and your bright ideas.”

“You and your big mouth,” Loren retorted. “As I recall, unlike some of us you volunteered. This is what you get for taking such good care of Tegan.”

“Are you all right?” Dara asked. “You’ve been fasting for three days.”

“And here I thought it was your beauty making me lightheaded,” Cianan teased. Then he sobered. “Do not worry, vertenya. I have a feeling this shall all be over rather quickly.” He turned and strode away across the courtyard toward the temple.

Dara and Loren watched all the candidates file up the stairs and disappear through the doorway. Everett trailed along behind. As the high priest vanished, Loren turned to Dara. “Now we wait.”

An hour passed, then another, with no word or sign. Suddenly a great shout echoed from the temple, and the candidates began exiting the building. Dozens of the best and brightest their houses had to offer streamed from the temple, turned and formed an honor guard flanking the temple entrance and down the steps. At last, Everett and Aletha appeared. “Behold thy champion!”

Cianan followed them out, glowing with Her Light and looking a bit dazed and disoriented in his new rising sun breastplate. Dara and Loren looked at each other and smiled. “I knew it,” they chorused.






Chapter Seventeen
 

“My lady. Riders approach,” Verdeen called from the tower window. “They bear the Eagle standard of Riverhead. Your father made it.”

Dara settled deeper into the bathwater and closed her eyes. She’d felt the approach of her human family all day and knew when they’d reached the city walls. “Cianan and Lord Elio will greet them and bring them afore Loren. I’ll meet them in the hall.”

Verdeen appeared in the doorway. “Are you not happy to see them, my lady?” she asked, approaching to kneel by the tub. “A father should be at his daughter’s wedding.”

Dara shrugged. “The parents I remember as parents are Fanny and Rufus, and that is how it still feels to me. I’m glad Hengist made it for the wedding, but Rufus should be here. Damn the Boars.”

“Well, my lady, if not for the damned Boars, you would never have met Prince Loren.”

Dara sighed. “Oh, Verdeen, not you too. Enough about the Hand.”

Verdeen scrubbed her future queen’s back. “It is like a minstrel’s tale, except it is all true.” Decades older than Dara in real years, Verdeen seemed so much younger.

“Help me out.” Dara reached up a hand. “What have you found in that cavern of a wardrobe for me to wear this time?”

Verdeen dried her and sat her afore the fire to dry her hair. While Dara ran the brush through, Verdeen held up the gown she’d selected for the family reunion—dark green velvet, with a scooped neck, long open-draping sleeves and a long trailing skirt. Gold embroidery in a running pattern of twining vines and leaves edged the neckline and skirt hem.

Dara intensified the fire’s heat to dry her hair faster. Soon Verdeen braided it back, slipped the dress over Dara’s head and pronounced her fit to go.

A knock sounded at the door. Verdeen opened it to admit Lorelei and Sirona. “We thought you needed a little moral support,” Sirona said. “Moira is resting. Hengist and Trystan are in the conservatory with Pari and Loren.”

“Fear not, youngling.” Lorelei’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “These are joyous times.”

Except for your dying son. Dara still couldn’t believe Cedric had done such a thing. “My lady—”

“Hush.” Lorelei’s lips quivered. “Do not get me started. Hast thou ever seen a water mage cry? Floods of epic proportions.” She shook her head. “Cedric made his choice, and soon he shalt be at peace with Ayala. The next age of the elves is upon us, and I for one am going to celebrate. I intend to watch my great-grandchildren slide down the banisters, youngling, so do not keep me waiting long.”

“I do not think there shall be much of a problem there.” Sirona laughed. “Shall we?”

The three women strode arm in arm down the hall, Dara in the middle, and entered the hall afore the footman announced them. “Here we are.” Sirona announced them herself.

Falak kissed his wife and laughed. “If we ever need a city crier, I know whom to conscript. Princess Dara, you look beautiful as always.”

“Aye, you do, daughter,” Hengist said.

Loren came over to put an arm around her waist as Dara flinched at the unfamiliar titles. “I’m glad you made it here safely. How is Moira?” Dara asked.

“Resting. She’s had her hands full.” There was a flinty edge to Hengist’s voice.

Dara swallowed hard. “What of the dungeons?”

Hengist’s jaw tightened so, she thought his teeth would crack. “I filled it in with every piece of rubble we dredged up and mortared together. ’Tis sealed forever. Sezeny’s troops decided to stay on, and I sent Conn and Artur to Westmarche.”

“I believe thou shalt find most of that nation the same as thine own,” Lorelei said. “Ordinary people with no choice in their master.”

“I hope so.” Hengist sighed. “Once Westmarche is secured, I’ll journey there myself to settle things. It’ll be a lean winter. Both lands’ crops were destroyed.”

“I believe we can help with that.” Loren pulled Dara closer. “We have had a good harvest and surplus to share.”

Hengist gripped Loren’s free arm. “I’ll never be able to repay what you’ve done.”

Loren shook his head. “We are family. Families help one another.” He kissed Dara’s temple. “All I have ever wanted is right here aside me. If I had naught else, she would be enough.”

Dara smiled up at him. “I love you too.”

Hengist nodded. “She has chosen well. I am content.” He turned to Pari. “So, the ceremony is in two days? I brought the token of childhood as you instructed.”

Dara wondered what it could be.

Pari nodded. “Dara wished to follow human customs. Thou shalt give the bride away. The rehearsal is tomorrow afternoon, a small dinner for family and wedding participants tomorrow night, then the wedding ceremony is the following afternoon, with a formal dinner and reception following.” He frowned. “A one day celebration hardly seems fitting for a royal wedding.”

“Bride’s prerogative,” Dara retorted. “I want things simple. The coronation next week will be enough of a melee.”

Loren grimaced.

 

***

 

After the rehearsal and the dinner, Loren, Cianan and Brannan spent a night of purification and vigil in the Lady’s chapel.

Lorelei found Dara in the moonlit gardens. “I could not sleep the night afore my wedding, either,” the dowager queen confessed. “I was so nervous, but he was such a handsome devil and very kind. I soon got over my shyness.” Loren’s grandmother looked at her future granddaughter. “I am sorry thy mother not be here for thee tonight. Marriage is a big step for any girl, let alone one so far from home and from a different culture. I know they explained the ceremony, but about tomorrow night…”

Dara blushed. Her body tingled in anticipation of the night to come. “I’ve been a healer long enough to know where babies come from and how they get there. I may not have practice, but I’m not going in blind.”

“I do not just refer to physical joining. The binding of true life-mates goes beyond physical. Loren said he felt when thou wast hurt. Canst thou feel his emotions as well?”

Dara hesitated. “It started when Deane died. He was so wracked with guilt and shame. He blamed himself. I felt it.”

“Loren is a powerful receptive empath, more so than his mother. But he is not projective. Thy sensing his emotions is just one more piece of proof of true life-mate bonding. Thou share feelings and thoughts as well as bodies, two halves of the same whole.”

Dara flinched. “You mean feel everything each other feels? Read each other’s thoughts? Always?”

“There can be no secrets betwixt life-mates. I did not think thou wouldst wish to enter such a union without forewarning. It happens with the physical joining, and can be startling even when thou know it is coming.”

Dara’s mind swam at the implications. The torque stirred. Her life had always been a series of secrets. To have her soul laid bare to another, to see into another’s…

“Dost thou trust my grandson?”

Dara trembled. “Aye, but—”

“That is all that matters. Thou art true partners by the Lady’s Hand. Love and trust. All shalt be well, youngling.” Lorelei rose and returned to the palace.

Dara found herself heading toward the stables. “Hani`ena?”

“Wondered when you would think to ask me, vertenya,” the mare replied. “Cross the bridge and follow the fence line behind the stables. I shalt meet you.”

The mare glowed in the moonlight, like a messenger of the Lady Herself. Dara climbed over the fence and placed a hand on Hani`ena’s neck.

“You spoke with Lorelei,” the mare said.

“I’m scared,” Dara confessed.

“Of Loren?”

“Never.” Dara’s retort was unthinking and instantaneous.

Hani`ena radiated confidence and satisfaction. “Of course not. He would never hurt you. You are his heart and soul. I know you would never hurt him.” The mare blew into Dara’s hair. “Do you have any secrets he does not already know? Anything he cannot know?”

After everything they’d been through? “Nay. He took the transition from bastard peasant to dragon to fire mage to princess rather well.” She bit her lip. “Better than I did.”

Hani`ena snorted. “And you managed not to kill him when your merc went from prince to king. I know why you ran. Why did you come back?”

“To say goodbye.”

“Liar.” Hani`ena flattened her ears. “Rule number three—you cannot lie mind-to-mind. Care to try again?”

Dara’s shoulders slumped. “I looked for a reason to stay. I wanted him to ask me to stay.”

“You made him beg.” Hani`ena glared at her. “Beware that pride, dragon. He has his too. You cannot always have it your own way. You are partners. You both must bend, or break.”

“I was scared. I’m still scared.” Dara straightened. “But I love him.”

“So do I. Good enough. Spine, vertenya. Courage. Remember—love and trust. Honesty always.” Hani`ena nudged her. “You should sleep.”

“Good night.” Dara returned to the palace.

 

***

 

The morning of the wedding found Dara, Sirona and Pahn in the royal spas. Pahn muttered about “spoiled elvish nonsense” when Dara dragged her into the milk bath, but even she enjoyed the massage. The dwarven mage and the elven countess dressed in their gowns and veils, then met in Dara’s chambers where Lorelei and Verdeen helped Dara into the glowing silky layers of her wedding dress.

Elvish custom demanded the bride wear Goddess white instead of the traditional human pale blue for new beginnings, but neither was a good color for Dara. She’d compromised with a long-sleeved, high-necked gown the ivory of rich cream, embroidered with hundreds of tiny seed pearls.

“Loren is going to hate this dress tonight.” Sirona’s eyes sparkled with mischief as she buttoned the endless row of pearl buttons up the back.

Pahn laughed as Dara blushed. “I don’t see a veil for the bride,” she observed, tugging on her own head covering.

“Nay, I rebelled at that rule,” Dara admitted as Sirona held out the bridal wreath—vines, leaves, and red and white flowers twined together. She placed it on Dara’s head.

Dara stood at the mirror and stared at her reflection. She stood surrounded by fire—Verdeen, orange, Lorelei, gold, and Sirona and Pahn, red. They wore sheer head veils that matched their gowns.

Dara wore only the veil of her flame-colored hair. “Do you have my things?”

“Relax.” Sirona handed her a single white rose. “We have everything under control.”

A knock sounded on the door. Verdeen opened it to admit Hengist. Rather than midnight blue, he was resplendent in a red and gold surcoat, with his golden eagle emblazoned on the front. Dara swept into a low curtsy. “You honor me, Father.” It didn’t feel as unnatural to say as she’d feared it might.

He raised her to her feet with a hand that trembled ever so slightly. “That’s the first time you’ve called me Father.”

She embraced him in a fierce, lingering hug. “I’m glad you’re here.”

He took a deep breath and held her close. “Wouldn’t miss it. Your mother would be so proud. I’m sorry she’s not here for you, lass. The carriage is downstairs. Shall we?”

The open carriage carried all of them to the temple, where Aletha awaited them at the top of the stairs in the flowing white robes of the Goddess. “Enter Her house for the last time as maiden, youngling.”

Last time as maiden. Dara shivered as she placed the rose at the feet of the Goddess’ statue and followed Aletha into the temple antechamber. Verdeen straightened Dara’s train as Pahn and Sirona lined up ahead of Dara. When Aletha opened the doors, an unseen female choir began to sing a joyful hymn a cappella from a hidden balcony. Sirona and Pahn strode side by side down the long aisle to the front, where they were met by Cianan in his new Lady’s champion uniform, and Brannan, equally eye-catching in a red to match the women’s gowns.

Hengist presented his arm to Dara. “Shall we?”

Dara trembled. The enormity of what she was about to do shook her. Wife. Mother. Queen. What was she thinking? She wasn’t ready for this. She took a deep breath and tried to swallow down the panic.

“Easy, child,” Hengist soothed. “You love him. Remember that always. That’s all that matters.”

Her eyes swept the distant front of the temple, and caught Loren’s gaze. Above the Goddess’ white, his familiar leaf-green eyes blazed at her. He projected such certainty in the rightness of what they did her fear receded. She nodded. “I’m ready.”

They walked down the aisle, Verdeen carrying her train in another open act of defiance. There were murmurs from some of the attendees at a servant being part of the royal wedding party, but they were quiet ones. At the front of the temple, Loren stepped forward to stand on the other side of Dara. Pari, in gold to match Lorelei’s, helped a frail Cedric, in flowing robes of Goddess white that matched his hair, to Loren’s side.

Everett stepped forward. “Who gives this maiden to this man?”

“I do, as her father,” Hengist replied.

“And who accepts her as wife for his son?”

Cedric cleared his throat. “I do, as his father.”

“On this day, Dara Kahn Androcles and Loren ta Cedric have chosen to set aside their childhood and take their adult places as husband and wife,” Everett continued. “As a gesture of this transition, I would receive their tokens of childhood.”

Pahn and Brannan stepped forward with closed boxes. Everett opened them and removed a cornhusk doll for Dara and a toy war mare for Loren. He turned to the altar. “Lady Goddess, receive these tokens of childhood, and with it, Dara and Loren’s pledges that they have indeed chosen this first step into their adult union.”

The incense-scented flames licked at the toys and Dara watched a dimly remembered treasure blacken and curl. Fanny used to make those dolls for her. She’d had no idea any still survived. She looked at Hengist out the corner of her eye.

He winked at her. Mag, he mouthed.

Her eyes burned. Dear Mag.

Everett turned back to the couple. “Thou stand here today on the brink of adulthood, no longer in the care of thy fathers. Gentlemen, I dismiss thee.”

Hengist and Cedric joined Dara and Loren’s hands, and went back to sit on their respective sides of the temple. Hand in hand, Dara and Loren climbed the steps to join Everett.

The priest smiled at them. “I would receive their tokens of adulthood at this time.”

Sirona and Cianan bowed and presented two more ornate boxes. Everett accepted a knife and a small bundle of bound, dried herbs for Dara.

“I bring to this union my skills as warrior and healer,” Dara announced.

Everett took a small, symbolic shield from Cianan.

“I bring to this union my vow to always protect you,” Loren stated.

Unless I protect you first, Dara retorted silently.

Everett laid the tokens at the feet of the Goddess’ statue. “Lady of Light, Mother of all life, accept these symbols of Dara’s and Loren’s eternal vows.” He turned to the gathered attendees. “If there be any here today who judge that these two not be fully prepared for this union, let him—or her—come forth.”

No one moved; even a sour-looking Alani held her peace. Everett waited for a count of thirty. “So be it. Henceforth, let no one act against this union or seek to unravel these bonds.” Taking a shimmering silver cord from around his neck, he wrapped it several times around Dara and Loren’s hands. “Two bodies, two minds, two hearts, two souls—two halves of a whole. No longer apart, no longer separate.” He looked at Dara. “Dara Khan Androcles, why dost thou choose this man above all others?”

Dara had eyes only for Loren. “You were there when I lost everything. You came for me when I thought I’d been left for dead. I left my homeland, yet find my true home here with you. You were a shoulder to cry on and a strong arm to lift me up. You accept me for whom and what I am. You gave me belief and strength when mine wavered. You’re my conscience, my heart and my soul.”

“Loren ta Cedric, why dost thou choose this woman above all others?”

“I traveled the world in search of I knew not what, until you rescued me—from myself. I swore life-debt to you, but you are so much more than that to me. You see not what I am, but what I can be. You push me, challenge me. You are my focus, my vision, my fire.”

Everett beamed at them. “Dara Khan Androcles, afore this gathering, declare thy intent.”

Dara smiled through her tears. I’ll never get through this. Her hands shook. Her voice was barely a whisper. “I come to you as human and dragon, healer, warrior and fire mage. I’ll fight by your side against all foes. I’ll counsel you, comfort you, heal you. I vow to be an equal partner and helpmate in your home and your kingdom. I’ll honor your friends and your family. I’ll be a good mother to our children.”

“Loren ta Cedric, afore this gathering declare thy intent.”

Loren’s grip tightened around her hands. His voice rang with conviction. “Today you have made me the happiest of men. I vow you shall be an equal partner in all things. Let there be no secrets betwixt us. I vow to give you time to study and room to grow. We shall face all things, together, side-by-side. I respect your vocations. I take your heart in my keeping and give you mine in return. I shall honor your friends and your family. I shall be a good father to our children.”

“Who bears witness to these vows?” Everett demanded.

“We do,” the entire gathering answered.

“Dara, Loren, with the blessings of our Goddess I now declare this union sealed until thy last breath. Loren, thou may kiss thy bride.”

Loren took both her hands in his as his lips captured hers in chaste but lingering kiss filled with so much tenderness that Dara’s tears spilled down her cheeks. When he raised his head she took a quick look around. She was not the only one crying.

“My lords and ladies, I present Prince Loren and Princess Dara,” Everett pronounced. “Wish them well on their life’s journey.”

Loren and Dara strode down the aisle, with the rest of the attendants and family in their wake. They formed a welcoming line down the stairs as the guests began filing out.

Cedric embraced Dara with tears in his eyes. “Thou art perfect for him.” To Loren he added, “I was so blind for so long.”

Loren embraced his father with his free hand. “I love you, Father. Be happy for us.”

As Cedric moved on to Cianan, Lorelei hugged Dara. “Welcome to the family.”

Dara held up their still-bound hands. “How long do we have to keep this on?”

Loren grinned. “Just until this is over. Once we get in the carriage, we can take it off. Everett shall need it back.”

Hengist embraced his daughter and Loren in an all-encompassing bear hug. “Damn me, but that was a fine ceremony. Never seen the like.”

“A blending of both cultures,” Aletha said behind him. “Goddess’ blessings upon you both.”

Hengist blushed to the roots of his hair. “Did I just swear in front of a priestess?”

Dara nodded, trying not to laugh.

“I need a drink,” the king muttered.

“I can help with that.” Lord Elio bowed to Loren and Dara. “I rejoice in this day.”

“Thank you.” The old man wasn’t so scary after all. Visions of him getting drunk with her father had her smiling through the rest of the “Parade of Nobles”, as she called the endless procession of nameless faces.

Soon enough, Loren led her to the carriage, which they had to themselves as the driver reined the horses through the city on a winding route to the palace.

“Hello, wife.” Loren unwound the cord from their wrists so they could wave at all the common well-wishers who hadn’t attended the wedding. He snuck in a few chaste kisses to their enthusiastic cheers, as well. “I love you,” he whispered in her ear.

“I love you too, husband.” Dara smiled. “Do you think in fifty or so years we’ll ever get used to saying that?”

He laughed and kissed the back of her hand. They arrived at the palace and were greeted by their wedding party. The reception was in the same courtyard as Pari’s birthday party, redone in flame-colored netting. Flowers in changling-glass vases from Sirona’s glass-blowing factory adorned every table, covered in pristine white linen tablecloths, red napkins and gold-edged china.

Dara had insisted on round tables, so people could converse with each other, including the head table, much to the staff’s dismay. They’d compromised with a larger round table with the party seated in a horseshoe pattern—still visible to the guests, but at least Verdeen and Brannan didn’t have to shout all along the table to be heard.

Wine and champagne flowed freely, with so many toasts by everyone from Cianan to Cedric and Hengist to Lord Elio, Dara wondered at anyone’s ability to remain coherent and upright. She herself ate and drank sparingly, nervous of what was to come despite what she’d told Lorelei to the contrary.

When dinner was over, Pari stood up at the family table. “My gift to Loren and Dara is a show to be enjoyed by all.” An enormous boom followed his pronouncement, and a shower of golden “coins” rained down on them from the sky. A colorful noisy hour followed, with hearts, doves, fiery “waterfalls” and the usual starbursts. Dara was touched by Pari’s thoughtfulness, and her mind flew back to the last firework display she’d watched. Her gaze met Loren’s. So much had happened in such a short span of time, it still made her dizzy if she thought too hard about it. “We started with a show like this one.”

He raised her hand to press a burning kiss to her palm. “Somehow it seems fitting.” After the fireworks, the orchestra tuned their instruments for the dancing. Loren drew Dara into his arms on the dance floor for the first solo dance. If anyone watched, Dara didn’t notice. All she saw was Loren’s face alight with love. His arms spun her about the dance floor until she was dizzy and clung to him, laughing, drunk on pure joy. The family and wedding party joined in on the second dance. After that Dara invited everyone to join in. “This is a party, not a show. Everyone should have fun.”

At some point, her ladies disappeared with the table centerpieces. The women returned but were very secretive about where they’d gone.

The gleam in Loren’s eyes, every time she caught him looking at her, made her swallow hard and shiver with mingled anticipation—and trepidation. If she’d had her way, Dara would have stayed to dance every dance until the orchestra collapsed from exhaustion, but all too soon she and Loren were cornered by their well-meaning family and wedding party. “Say goodnight to all your guests,” Falak said. In an audible aside to Loren, he teased, “I am surprised you lasted this long. Sirona and I had disappeared two hours ago by water-clock reckoning.”

Dara’s face flamed as they were herded up the tower steps. Lorelei opened Loren’s door with a flourish, and Dara stopped and stared. The room had been transformed with her own linens and curtains. The flame-colored netting decorated the canopy, and the vases of flowers decorated every flat surface in the room. Rose petals were sprinkled all over the floor and bed. The honey-sweet scent of beeswax candles mingled with that of the flowers, a bowl of fruit and the sharp tang of wine from a pitcher on the bedside table.

“It’s beautiful,” Dara whispered.

Sirona beamed at her. “Now you know what we were up to while we were gone.” There was a flurry of hugs all around, then everyone began to retreat back down the stairs.

Lorelei was the last to go. “Be happy, younglings.”

Dara quivered at the heat in Loren’s eyes as he drew the bolt across the closed door, locking out the rest of the world. He leaned against the door. “So, wife, you have me alone and at your mercy.”

Dara gulped at the word “wife”.

“Do you think they’re really gone?” She kicked off her shoes and padded up to him in her lace-stockinged feet, her train scraping the floor as it dragged behind her. “It was a beautiful wedding. Thank you for allowing the changes.”

“The wedding was a reflection of us, Dara, not you or me. It was unique. Perfect.” He cupped her chin in his hand. “My beautiful vertenya bride. My life began the day I met you.” He tilted his head down to kiss her.

His lips lingered. A feeling of warmth and wellbeing swamped her, and Dara’s nerves vanished. Her arms stole around his neck as her lips parted beneath his. Time stopped as she melted into endless tenderness. When he broke off the kiss, just to hold her, she fought off the languid feeling and dragged her eyelids open. “Am I dreaming?” she whispered.

“If we are, I never want to wake up.” His eyes glowed in the flickering candlelight. “I do not know why the Lady blessed me with you but I shall thank Her every day for the rest of my life.”

Her heart was so full her eyes stung. She pulled him into another kiss, fingers tangling in his hair. His hands slid down her back. She felt their warmth through the beaded material of her dress. She wasn’t sure when warmth became heat, when desire became need. But it wasn’t enough. She trembled against him, her body burning beneath his hands, his heart pounding beneath her hands.

His fingers fumbled with the tiny buttons at the back of her neck. A sudden sharp image of tearing material and tiny pearl buttons bouncing all over the petal-strewn floor flashed behind her eyes even as he muttered a soft, incoherent curse. She jumped back and stared at him, blinking. “L-Loren?”

Loren’s smile was tight. “Caught that, did you?”

She nodded.

“Who invented this torture device?”

Her lips twitched. “I’m fine.”

“Not for you, woman—me.”

She couldn’t help it, she laughed. “Don’t you dare rip this lovely dress. Someday our daughter might want to wear it.”

His eyes heated. “Daughter, eh? Wife, if I do not get you out of this dress there shall not be a daughter.” He turned her around. Sweeping her hair aside, he kissed the nape of her neck.

Dara shivered. Each button that gave way parted to another kiss. Slowly he rained a trail of fire down her spine, with feather-light caresses and butterfly kisses over her skin. Her entire body tingled. “Loren,” she gasped.

Soft, so soft. He kissed his way back up, pushed the dress down off her shoulders until it pooled in a heap at their feet. His hands burned as they glided across her belly, up to cup her breasts. “So beautiful,” he whispered in her ear. Wife…mine, echoed in her mind.

She reached around to caress the back of his neck; goose bumps rose at her touch. Her movement lifted her breasts into his hands. The tingle sharpened as his fingers teased her sensitive nipples to aching points, and she shifted back against him. “Loren, please.” Shyness was the last thing on her mind; her fingers itched to touch him. She spun in his arms. “No fair.” She fumbled with his belt until it dropped to the floor and she was able to slide her hands beneath the velvety white tunic. Hot skin and hard muscle burned under her palms. He went rigid at her touch. “You’re a bit overdressed, husband.”

He groaned. His lips devoured hers in a bruising kiss as his hands caught hers. “Stop. Dara, you must cease.” It was half-order, half-plea.

“Why? I like touching you. You like it too.” She struggled to free her hands. “I feel you burn.”

His eyes blazed, and he swallowed hard. “If you continue, this shall be over afore we begin. I want you too badly, elingrena. You have some catching up to do. Trust me.”

Her cheeks flamed at the memory those simple words invoked. “I do.” She snuggled closer, and his arms came around her. “I want my turn.”

“Later. Bold wench.” His lips crushed hers again.

Dara opened her mouth, her tongue tangling with his. Blood pounded through her veins like liquid fire. Her body flamed as his hands caressed her skin, slid down to pull her against him. Her legs trembled until she wasn’t sure they’d keep her upright.

As if he caught that, Loren swept her up into his arms and carried her over to lay her on the bed. Dara caught a sense of satisfaction—his wife, in his bed—as Loren followed her down. Then her thoughts scattered as his hands and lips resumed their magic. His mouth closed over her nipple and suckled. A surprising dart hit her in her lower abdomen, and with a startled cry she arched into his mouth.

Loren’s hand slid up her lace-covered leg, squeezed her knee, then up to the pale skin above her garter. He suckled harder, teasing the very tip of her nipple with his tongue. Her legs shifted as she clutched his head closer. Her body wound tighter, muscles clenched and trembling. Her blood boiled, heat poured off her as her body strained toward…paradise. His fingers brushed the damp curls, stroking wet, swelling flesh until he touched that spot of sharp fire which made her arch right off the bed. Her head thrashed, tension coiling as he quickened his pace. Her breath caught for one heart-stopping moment afore the world exploded.

He captured her cry with a soul-shattering kiss, absorbing her tremors with his own straining body. His hands stroked her legs, her back, kneading locked muscles, soothing what moments ago he’d aroused. His kiss gentled, and a languid contentment stole over her. Lady, what he did to her. Dara dragged her eyelids open with an effort. Loren half-smiled down at her, his eyes nearly black as she took a couple of deep breaths. The musky scent of sweat and arousal hung in the air. He brushed the hair from her eyes, his touch at once possessive and tender.

“Hello, husband.” She stroked his face with her fingertips. He captured her hand in his to place a burning kiss in her palm. She trembled, so sensitive to his every touch.

“Greetings, wife.” He traced her lower lip with his thumb, his eyes darkening still further when her tongue stole out for a leisurely caress. “Passionate minx,” he murmured. “Thirsty?”

She nodded. “Aye.” She watched him pour golden wine into two crystal goblets on the bedside table and hand her one. She drained her glass and handed it back, settling back against the pillows. “Remember what you said the last time I was here?”

Loren eyed her over his own goblet. “That I do, wife.”

“I’m thinking you got it half right.” Dara rose up on her knees afore him, took his half-finished cup of wine and set it on the table. “My turn.” She tugged his tunic up. He raised his arms and shrugged out of it, and Dara flung it, forgotten, to the floor as his hands reached out to caress her breasts. She pulled him close for a kiss, running her hands over his body and feeling his skin heat beneath her fingers.

Loren’s lips blazed a trail of fire down her throat to her breast. Dara dug her nails into his shoulders at the hot suction, and she gasped as she felt the pricking of her own skin. An achy, restless feeling built. Loren rained kisses down across her belly, and for a moment Dara felt her own silky skin pillowed under her own cheek. It was eerie, but at the same time arousing, to feel how she affected him. Loren took a deep breath, and the hot scent of arousal shot straight into her brain. His entire body went rigid; so did hers.

Swamped with dual sensation and emotion, Dara sank into a world of pure sensuality. She gasped as the silky strands of his long hair brushed the sensitive skin of her inner thighs. When his tongue caressed her swollen folds, her mind shut down and she sank into a haze of pure need. She’d no idea such pleasure existed, and was helpless to stop herself from rubbing against his mouth, driven to relieve the coiling tension.

Loren gently inserted one finger, then another. She was so tight, he didn’t want to hurt her, but if he didn’t have her soon he’d explode. Dara felt the strain of his holding back for her sake, weeks of unfulfilled desire and fantasy-dreams, the burning need to be sheathed within the wet heat of her body, to make her his for all time. She needed that more than she needed her next breath. Her hands hurried him when he would have slowed down, and his eyes were a little wild as he removed the rest of his clothing. She curled her body around his, gasping at the sensation of skin sliding against skin.

Curious, she reached down with one hand to caress the part of him she’d wondered about. He pulsed in her hand, velvet stretched taut over wood. Loren shuddered at her touch. “Mercy, wife,” he gasped. “If you do not stop—”

“Not your wife yet,” she interrupted. “Only you can make me so. Please. I burn, for you.” She gasped as he eased into her, shifting at the unfamiliar fullness.

Loren stopped as he encountered her resistance, eased almost out, then back in again. Desperate, impatient, greedy, Dara wrapped her legs around him, pulling him fully into her body. Her neck arched and she bit back a choke at the stab of pain, quickly gone. His eyes widened as her tight sheath clasped him, and he froze. “Easy, elingrena,” he whispered, kissing her temple as he gave her a moment to adjust. “Ssh, relax. It shall be better in a minute.”

She shifted, and gasped at the twinge of pleasure-pain. She’d heard there was pain the first time a maid laid with a man, but the pain was less than she’d expected, and the pleasure more. “You’re inside me,” she whispered. She pulsed around him—she felt it, along with the stretched fullness within her own body. She’d explode trying to sort the whole him-her feelings out.

“Aye.” Loren shifted, easing almost out, then back in, giving her body time to adjust and relax around him. His lips captured hers in a deep kiss, his hands caressing her breasts, pinching her nipples. He groaned at her wet response, as she gasped and arched into his hands. His control snapped, and he thrust into her, again, and again.

Dara whimpered into his mouth, awash with sensation. She shook with every twinge of pleasure. He was too big, it was almost too much. The sensations built so, she panicked when the precipice opened up beneath her. “Loren?”

“I have you, wife,” he reassured her. “Trust me.”

She would ever associate those words with Loren’s lovemaking. The pleasure crashed over her, over him. Dara cried out, and he shuddered in her arms. It went on and on until the world faded, and refocused on Loren’s flushed, sweaty face. The scent of their passion filled her nostrils, and she shifted as he eased from her body. She flinched at the unfamiliar twinge.

“Are you all right?” Loren rolled onto his side and pulled her into his arms.

His concern mixed with male satisfaction. My wife, in truth now. She smiled. “I’m fine. You’re mine now too.” She enjoyed seeing the surprise on his face.

“The tales are true, then.”

“Apparently so.” Dara burrowed closer. “It was incredible. I had no idea.”

“You know, I have dreamed of this.” He rolled to his back and pulled her across him.

That position brought to mind the memory of their first kiss. “Dreamed of what?”

“Us, like this. Naked. Covered with naught but this hair.”

She trembled at the hoarseness in his voice. “Was it everything you imagined?”

Loren shook his head as he slid his fingers through her hair. “Nay. More. It was so much more. You are just so very beautiful. I did not hurt you too much?”

Dara purred and leaned into his touch. “Trust what you felt.” She pulled him in for a slow, thorough kiss. “I love you, husband,” she whispered against his lips.

“I love you too, wife. Forever.”

“Forever.” That last word took on a whole new wealth of meaning now.






Chapter Eighteen
 

Dara peeked out from behind the green velvet curtains. On the front dais, for the first time in two hundred years, stood both swan thrones. Her—former peasant, former mortal—sitting on a queen’s throne and wearing a crown made her dizzy. Mayhaps she should have eaten something earlier.

Over her pale silk gown, the same ivy-embossed silvery green of Cymry Hall as Loren’s robes, the blood torque glowed. “Today your life beginsss.”

The formal hall was packed with five hundred noble delegates from all over the realm. She spotted Pahn with the dwarf contingent in a place of honor in the left front row. With Loren as king, Dara planned to ensure continuing good relations with the dwarf nation. They and the elves had let misunderstandings and pride divide them for far too long.

Hengist, Moira, Trystan and the clan leaders of Wolf, Badger, and Bear sat in the second row behind the dwarves. Agata gripped her totemic staff, at ease with all the royalty and nobility around her. Dara thought of the totemic staff they had graced her with—from the ground up, bear, badger, wolf and eagle, for Hengist, topped with the ultimate guardian, dragon. She stared at her father and stepmother. It saddened her to think of how they used to be versus what they had now. After all they’d both suffered, to have such an enduring unease betwixt them…

Loren came up behind her and warm reassurance enveloped her with his arms. “She shall come around. Give it time.”

Time. The one thing she now had plenty of. But at what cost? Cedric’s time was nearly done. How could Loren, Lorelei and Pari stand to look at her, without always remembering what she had taken from them?

“Stop it right there. What he passed on to you was a gift, freely given. Granna loves you, never doubt that.”

Dara was touched that on the day he’d dreaded his whole life, he reassured her. His stomach was in knots, the hands on her shoulders ice-cold. “That’s one thing I can fix for you.” She poured heat from her own hands into his.

He stiffened, then sighed and relaxed. “Thank you, wife.” His eyes twinkled at her. “At least I shall never have to worry about cold feet in bed.”

“Ha ha.” She rolled her eyes at him, then went back to her spying. She spotted the ministry and the adept mage circle in the second and third rows on the right. Lord Elio caught her peeking and winked at her, his face impassive. He alone of all the elves was garbed as a warrior, in black leather with silver piping.

Trystan was similarly dressed, in charcoal grey leather with bronze accents and Moira’s unique wolf-eagle amulet. He wore two of Ealga’s shed primary feathers in his war braids. Scout feathers. She eyed the new torque around his neck. So he’d made war chieftain after their victory. It was more than deserved.

She sense-cast at him, just a little. He’d healed fast from his battle injuries. If she hadn’t seen evidence to the contrary, she’d swear he’d never been hurt. He looked up, feeling the probe. Those uncanny blue eyes stared at her.

“Should I be jealous?” Loren murmured. “You can stop staring at him now.”

“You know you have naught to fear in that regard. I love you with all my heart and soul.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him close for a lingering kiss.

“All right, enough of that,” Cianan said behind them. “You can seduce your husband later, vertenya. Now they want to get started. King Cedric is…” his voice hesitated as he searched for the right word, “…tired.”

Loren pulled back and turned to his best friend. “You have no idea.” He took a deep breath. “Too late to turn back?”

“Royal blood, no religious vocation, an oversized sense of responsibility… I would say you are well and truly stuck.” Cianan grinned. “Of course, with your big head I do not know if the crown shall even fit.”

Dara snickered. “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”

“I go to sit with your family in the front row,” Cianan bowed to Dara and Loren, startling them both. “Until later, Your Highnesses.”

They watched him walk away. Aletha and Everett appeared with Cedric. He looked dimmed, thinner. The hand he extended to Loren trembled. “So, the reign of Loren ta Cedric is about to commence. The Lady chose well. Thou shalt be a great king for our people. I hath no regrets.”

He spoke as if already gone. Loren looked deep in his father’s eyes and bowed low. “You honor me with your trust, Father.”

Dara got down on her knees. “I won’t let you down, Sire.”

He smiled and motioned for her to rise. “But love him and our people, daughter.”

“We shouldst begin,” Everett suggested.

Cedric nodded, and the five of them gathered by the side door. Cedric took Everett’s arm as Aletha entered the hall by herself. “Friends and honored guests, tonight is an auspicious evening, when we salute your current king Cedric ta Pari for the final time and pass on the mantle of leadership to his heir, Prince Loren ta Cedric and also to Princess Dara Khan Androcles, daughter of King Hengist of Riverhead and Westmarche.”

Five hundred pairs of eyes stared back at her as the crowd in the room rose to their feet.

“My lords, my ladies, His Majesty King Cedric ta Pari,” she announced.

Everett guided Cedric to his throne, helping the old king settle on his cushion. There were gasps from around the room. Many of the nobles from the outlying provinces had been unaware of the king’s condition—until now.

Tears streamed down Lorelei’s cheeks.

“Their Royal Highnesses, Prince Loren ta Cedric and Princess Dara te Sheena,” Aletha continued.

Dara grabbed Loren’s hand. He took a deep breath and looked at her.

“Together.” He squeezed her hand.

She smiled. “Always.”

They stepped out hand in hand and knelt afore Aletha.

“King Cedric, what hast thou to say afore this gathering?” Aletha asked.

From beneath her lashes, Dara saw Anika motion with her hands. Cedric’s voice was a mere whisper, but when he spoke, the farthest corners of the room heard him.

“I have watched my son grow into a fine man and warrior. He was chosen by the Lady as Her champion and helped save the kingdoms of Riverhead and Westmarche from darkness. He hast grown into a strong leader, with truth, justice and mercy. I leave my kingdom, with the utmost confidence, in his capable and compassionate hands.”

Loren started to shake, and Dara gripped his hand tighter.

Cedric continued. “He brought my daughter to me. I hath known her but a little while, but she hast triumphed over enormous adversity with fortitude and courage. She hast handled truth with true grace. She hast demonstrated compassion and mercy in her healing arts, and fire tempered with justice in her warrior strength and spirit. She shalt stand by my son’s side as a true and equal partner, and shalt make a splendid queen for my people and a wonderful matre to my grandchildren.”

Tears ran down Dara’s cheeks, and she swallowed the lump in her throat.

Aletha turned to Cedric. “Sire, hand me thy sword.”

Everett helped Cedric pull Justice from its sheath and present it to her. The high priestess accepted it, held it out afore her. “Loren ta Cedric, heir to the house of Cymry, thou hast heard thy father’s recommendation. Dost thou accept the mantle of leadership for thy people?”

“I do.”

“Dara Khan Androcles, thou art newly come to our realm, but hath shown thyself to be a true daughter of the Light. Thou hast heard our king’s recommendation. Dost thou accept the mantle of leadership, at thy husband’s side, for thy people?”

“I do.” A whisper was all she managed.

Aletha touched Justice to each of Loren’s shoulders, then to Dara’s. “I bind thee to thy realm.” Everett handed Justice’s sheath to Loren, who strapped it on. Aletha handed the sword to Loren for the final time. “Wield this always in Her name, and remember always its name. Justice, not vengeance. The Lady first. Thy people always.”

“Justice, not vengeance. The Lady first. My people always.” Loren sheathed the sword.

Everett picked up an ornate box and opened it. On a green velvet cushion rested a twin to the crown of Cymry. Aletha turned to the audience and swept a hand toward the crown. “Long hath it been since we a queen to rule aside our king. Long hath the swan throne sat alone, its mate empty. But no more. Today we crown a new queen, blessed of the Goddess and beloved of her husband.”

She stepped over to Cedric, placed her hands on his head, lifted the crown of Cymry from his brow for the last time. “From Light to Light, father to son, king to king. Cedric ta Pari, thou hast ruled us well these past five hundred years. We thank thee.”

“We thank thee,” the entire hall repeated.

“In the name of the Lady of Light, I release thee from thy responsibility and vow. Rest, and be at peace.” She turned to Loren. “Thou art our heir no longer.”

Loren removed the heir’s crown from his bowed head and held it out with both hands. Everett stepped forward to take it.

Aletha held the crown of Cymry over Loren’s head. He took a breath and held it. “Prince Loren ta Cedric,” the high priestess began, “dost thou accept here and now, afore the Goddess and this gathering, this symbol of thy sacred responsibility? Dost thou swear, afore the Goddess and this gathering, to always remember thy vows of truth, justice and mercy, and to rule wisely and fairly in Her name until thy time be done?”

“I do.” Loren froze as she lowered the crown onto his head. Dara felt the grip on his soul, the three vows locked into place for all eternity. He shuddered.

Aletha removed the queen’s crown and held it over Dara’s head. “Princess Dara Kahn Androcles, dost thou swear afore the Goddess and this gathering thy three vows?”

“Truth above all, justice not vengeance, and mercy for all,” Dara pledged. “The Lady first. My people always.”

“Dost thou accept here and now, afore the Goddess and this gathering, this symbol of thy sacred responsibility?” Aletha continued. “Dost thou swear, afore the Goddess and this gathering, to always remember thy vows of truth, justice and mercy, and to rule wisely and fairly in Her name at thy husband’s side until thy time be done?”

“I do.” Cold metal encircled her head, and the Goddess’ bonds took hold of her soul. Feeling them second-hand from Loren did not begin to prepare her for the first-hand reality. The crown settled into her soul with a feeling of forever. Sharp truth. Bright justice. Warm mercy. She took a deep breath.

“Rise,” Aletha instructed.

Dara did not know if she could. Loren rose first, then pulled her to her feet. She stood on shaking legs.

Everett helped Cedric to his feet as well. Loren and Dara turned to face the congregation with Aletha. “My lords, my ladies,” the high priestess said, “I give thee thy new king and queen. Hail His Majesty, High King Loren ta Cedric, and Her Majesty, our new High Queen Dara te Sheena.”

“Well done, younglings,” the priestess said. “Thou shalt do well.”

Loren squeezed her hand. “Together.”

“Always,” she whispered back.
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A love transcending race and culture…a secret that could cost everything

 

The Wolf’s Sister

© 2008 R. F. Long

 

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.

 

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?”






Human for half a month, dragon for the other half…

his salvation lies in the hands of a young, broken thief.

 

The Dragon of Ankoll Keep

© 2007 K.S. Augustin

 

Seeking a mythical treasure in a far-off land is, at best, a risky venture. And that's before Gamsin discovers an enchanted man/dragon thrown into the mix. He extends his hospitality, and generous spirit, to her. But, as Gamsin knows from bitter experience, there is always a price to pay.

Ankoll has been dragon-cursed for five hundred years and is desperate for someone to help him end his enchantment. Where Gamsin sees only hurt and pain, he sees a woman of depth and strength.

In his search for the master sorcerer who punished him in the first place,

Ankoll and Gamsin travel to the isolated Twilight Ranges and confront an evil previously banished from the world. Will Gamsin, a broken young woman, be strong enough to give Ankoll the support he desperately needs? And what of the man-dragon who begins to realize that a hated form may be the only salvation for their world?

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for The Dragon of Ankoll Keep:

 

Gamsin sat up in bed, gasping, her hand moving to her throat, feeling the soft cotton of her nightdress against her skin.

Nightdress?

She looked down at herself. She was in her bed, the blanket covering her. Around her, the furnishings of her chamber looked ordinary and mundane. One of her window’s shutters was open, spilling bright morning sunlight into the room.

Sunlight?

But shouldn’t she be at the top of the keep? And what happened to the dragon? She frowned, trying to concentrate. She remembered the dragon, remembered it turning into Ankoll and him approaching her. Oh, she had tried to do as he asked. Truly, he was an exceptional specimen of manhood and she wanted to show her gratitude for all he’d done—extending his protection and the peace of his keep to her. But he’d chosen the wrong deliverer. She was too weak and too broken to aid him and had said no.

What had happened then? She wished she knew, but a fog descended on her recollection.

Did they mate? Did he—?

Frantically, she moved a hand between her legs, but felt no betraying wetness. No, no man had found his own pleasure inside her body last night.

But if she had turned Ankoll down, who moved her to her room and changed her clothing before settling her peacefully in bed?

Gamsin threw back the covers and got up, dressing quickly. Hopping, she pulled on her boots then opened the door, flying down the stairs. She stopped on the second level when she heard sounds emerging from the kitchen, and approached warily.

“Greetings.” Ankoll smiled, turning at the sound of her quiet footsteps. He was carving a loaf of bread, laying thick slices on a platter, next to wedges of ham and yellow farm cheese. Beside the platter stood two mugs of ale. Despite herself, Gamsin’s mouth began to water. She’d tried her best for the past two weeks, but had to admit she didn’t have a tenth of Ankoll’s culinary skills. It was all she could do to hack off some inexpert pieces of ham and wolf it down just to keep the hunger pangs away. In truth, she’d never eaten so well as when she dined with him.

“Breakfast will be ready in minutes,” he told her.

She moved to a bench and sat, still eyeing him with suspicion.

“You’re back to being human.” It was obvious, but the only thing she could think of saying.

He nodded his head agreeably, a smile playing on his lips. He looked the same as always, dressed in his usual open-necked shirt and dark breeches. His fingers were their usual lean lengths, not even slightly resembling flesh-rending talons. But Gamsin could not forget the night visions that had confronted her at the top of the keep.

“Will you…turn back into a dragon?” she asked, watching him.

Ankoll brought the mugs over to the rough wooden table, followed by the platter.

“No,” he paused. “Well, I don’t really know. Perhaps not.”

He helped himself to some food.

“But we didn’t…” Gamsin faltered. “I don’t remember…”

“We…came to a different resolution. The first part of the curse is lifted, I know that to be true. But I can still feel the spirit of the dragon within me.”

The spirit of a dragon…the sharing of one consciousness between two entities…

“What’s that like?” Gamsin asked, chewing on some bread. He’d made her two loaves before he changed, but they had only lasted a week and got hard and dry near the end. Now Ankoll was back, and she gratefully devoured a slice of the fresh, light loaf.

“To be a dragon?”

She nodded.

“It’s a fearsome beast, ruled by twin passions of greed and hunger. It’s difficult having such an unbridled spirit rule you for half of your life.” He drank some ale. “It frightens me to admit that such licentiousness can be liberating, until you hear the cries of people and realise that you’ve struck down one of their loved ones, or spirited away their only food for the winter.” He swirled the liquid around in his mug, watching it. “Maybe that’s what the sorcerer Beltrin had in mind all along when he laid such a curse on me—to show me the folly of ignoring my own people and putting my own needs above theirs.”

“But if the curse is lifted, then you can be ruler to your people again,” Gamsin countered. “You can bring the castle and your lands back to greatness.” It made her heart sink to say each word, but it was the truth.

Ankoll smiled and shook his head.

“I am centuries past doing this. My blood kin are all dust and my lands now belong to another lord. It is only the isolation of this castle—and the barriers I have put to its access—that keep me safe here. No, I have another task and that’s to find Beltrin.”

“The sorcerer who did this to you?”

“The curse is not fully lifted, I can feel this. I need to find him.” He lifted his blue gaze to Gamsin’s. “Will you help me?”

“I? Help you?” Surely she was the one responsible for the curse continuing instead of lifting. Hadn’t she done enough damage? “How could—”

“You are brave and smart, young Gamsin. You are also of this world and know more of its workings than I. My knowledge is centuries old and pitiful.”

“But how can you be sure Beltrin is still alive?”

Ankoll took a deep breath. “I can feel him still in this spirit world. His trace is faint, but I can track it. Tell me you will help me.”

She looked at him helplessly. Her, help a sorcerer? Surely he was jesting! But, then, how else could she make up for her betrayal?

“You have helped me once before,” he pursued. “You showed courage when none others, in hundreds of years, did. Help me again, Gamsin Thief. Please.”
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