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Character List







Aeron: Warrior of Blaidd

Alastar: Warrior of Seabhac

Ardghall (ARD-ghall): Ri of Ceffyl

Blodwen (BLOD-wehn): Ri of Arth

Bowen: Head Cook at Castle Clogwyn

Brynn (BRIN): daughter of Gareth and Catria, sister of Conor, healer at Castle Clogwyn

Cai: Head Bowyer at Castle Clogwyn

Catria: Banrion of Blaidd, wife of Gareth

Ceri (KEH-ri): Brynn’s wolf

Conor (KAHN-ar): son of Gareth, brother of Brynn, future Ri of Blaidd

Dai: Conor’s wolf

Efa: Village Elder of Sruth

Elen: Head Healer at Castle Clogwyn

Ena: Banrion of Seabhac, wife of Idris

Finn: Warrior of Blaidd, nephew of Maeve

Gareth (GAR-ath): Ri of Blaidd, husband of Catria

Hortensius: Kelnorian Army Captain

Idris: Ri of Seabhac, husband of Ena

Leif (LAYF): Warrior Chief of Blaidd

Lowri (LO-ree): Warrior of Blaidd

Macsen (MAK-sehn): apprentice bowyer and blacksmith as Castle Clogwyn

Maeve (MAYV): former advisor to Ri Idris, seer

Odran: Ri of Tyll

Osian (OSH-ann): Head Blacksmith at Castle Clogwyn

Pedr: Warrior of Blaidd

Stelios: Emperor of Kelnore

Treasa (TRA-sa): daughter of Idris and Ena

Wynne (WIN): Conor’s betrothed, healer 
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The Island Out of the Sea





The roar of Arth, the Bear Spirit, shook the earth and pushed the mountains up out of the water,


The powerful wings of Seabhac, the Hawk Spirit, created the wind that smoothed the jagged peaks,


Tyll, the Owl Spirit, flew over the land, pulling the trees out of the earth with his strong talons, 


The hooves of Ceffyl, the Horse Spirit, pounded the valleys into being,


While the paws of Blaidd, the Wolf Spirit, dug the rivers and lakes,


Upon the completion of their work, the island of Pern Coen was created,


Gifted to the five clans to honor and care for.
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Rumors





The crow of a rooster made Brynn bolt upright in the narrow bed. She rubbed her eyes, her gaze falling on dark-colored walls, the wood cracking in places, instead of smooth granite stone. There was only one tiny window and no crackling fire in a large stone hearth. Right, she thought. Sruth. This was not her comfortable chambers at Castle Clogwyn, and there would be no wolves from her family’s wolf pack to greet her at the break of day this morning. Her morning greeting would apparently be coming from a blaring rooster instead. 

With a sigh and a muttered curse at the still obnoxiously crowing bird, Brynn rolled out of the bed. She donned a clean cream-colored shirt and a pair of charcoal grey pants before braiding her red hair and pinning it up. Her stomach growled as she pulled on the sturdy pair of boots she’d worn for traveling. Knowing her companions, they were probably already up and getting their breakfast downstairs, despite the early hour. She glanced at the leather healer’s bag that she’d tossed on a chair when they’d arrived in Sruth the night before, biting her lip as she wavered over whether or not to grab it. I’ll come back, she told herself with a slight shake of her head before leaving the room. Food first. 

Two days ago, she had left Castle Clogwyn, journeying to the small village of Sruth in the northern part of the Clan of Blaidd, to treat one of her family’s oldest and dearest friends, Maeve. At nearing seventy years of age, Maeve suffered from a number of maladies, and now that Brynn was considered skilled enough to practice her healing craft on her own, she had begun traveling north every few months to help tend to the older woman’s ails. This trip, however, had been markedly different from others before it.

At first, Brynn’s father, Ri Gareth, had been hesitant for her to travel to Sruth because of the rumors of trouble in the neighboring Clan of Tyll, but with a little persistence on Brynn’s part, he had finally relented. Her ever meddlesome older brother, Conor, however, had staunchly argued against the trip until Brynn had finally agreed to a compromise where he was allowed to handpick her escorts for the journey.

And still, that wasn’t enough to stop him from worrying, Brynn thought as she descended the stairs of the Lucky Goat Tavern, heading for the small eating area. When she reached the sectioned-off portion of the great room, she found it mostly empty, and she instantly spotted the two men she was looking for. They were already eating, dressed in plain brown pants and dark blue wool shirts that bore the clan’s wolf’s-head seal stitched into the sleeves with shiny gold thread. For the blond-haired man, Pedr, the clothing was what he was accustomed to wearing every day as a warrior of Blaidd. But for the darker-haired man, Macsen, Brynn knew it was far from what he was used to. Macsen was no warrior. His days were spent as an apprentice to Castle Clogwyn’s blacksmith and bowyer. It was Macsen’s friendship with Conor that had earned him a place as one of Brynn’s traveling companions. With Pedr and the other warriors having their own business they would be seeing to in Sruth at Gareth’s command, Conor had wanted Macsen to act solely as Brynn’s shadow. Truth be told, she found the whole thing rather suffocating, but if she had to have someone following her about all day, there were far worse choices than Macsen. 

As she walked over to join the two men, her gaze should have stayed on Pedr, but she could not seem to keep it from straying to Macsen despite her best intentions. Pedr was the man everyone at the castle had assumed she would one day wed. He was the one who had been trying to woo her these last three months. It was Pedr who had showered her in attention, while Macsen had seen her as little more than Conor’s younger sister. The only reason Macsen had even undertaken this journey was because Conor had asked him to. But as Brynn’s gaze lingered on him, with his muscular build and rich amber eyes, she was left with the uncomfortable realization that she might not be as immune to him as she had thought. 

“Good morning,” Pedr said, flashing her a smile as she took the open seat on the other side of the table next to Macsen. “How did you sleep?”

“Well enough,” she replied, mustering up a smile of her own. Spirits, what was wrong with her? Pedr was a good man, only a year older than her at nineteen, and he was thought well of by all at Castle Clogwyn. And yet she felt none of the spark of passion she secretly longed for when she was with him; not yet at least. 

Brynn glanced over at Macsen, biting the inside of her cheek to hold back her smile as he scooped up a spoonful of some sort of porridge that looked to have fresh berries mixed into it. If Macsen had already sampled the fare, she’d know in the next five minutes how good, or bad, it was. 

“Do you have any suggestions?” she asked him. 

“Meat is dry,” Macsen said. “Bread is a little hard, but…” He ate his spoonful of porridge, chewing slowly and tilting his head as a thoughtful expression crossed his face. “The porridge is surprisingly good. I think the blackberries add a nice, sweet note to it.”

Brynn couldn’t hold back her grin. “I will request the porridge and avoid the meat and bread then.” 

“A wise choice,” he replied. He cast her a sidelong glance, the smile that flitted across his face making her pulse quicken even as Pedr gave a slight frown. 

Pedr called over a tavern worker, who came and asked Brynn what she wanted to eat. She sagely followed Macsen’s advice and when the food was brought out, she wasn’t disappointed. The porridge was particularly good; she had always loved sweet things. 

“Has Aeron already left?” Brynn asked as they ate. The other two members of their party, Aeron and Finn, were also warriors of Blaidd, and Brynn knew that they tended to be early risers. 

“He has,” Pedr said. “He wanted to take Finn with him when he went to speak to the village elder, so he was heading over to Maeve’s before going to the elder’s home. I told him that Macsen and I could stay behind with you.”

She gave a short nod. There’d be no complaints from her about that arrangement. Aeron was also one of Conor’s closest friends, but he had always been gruff and aloof. While he’d never treated her disrespectfully, Brynn still knew he’d be happier running an errand for her father than he would sitting around watching her tend to Maeve’s aches and pains. Finn, Maeve’s nephew, might not be quite as pleased with the current arrangement, but Brynn was all the more glad she’d encouraged him to spend last night with his aunt instead of joining the rest of them at the tavern. At eighteen, Finn was the same age as Brynn and had only been in the war band for a little less than a year. Leaving his family in Sruth behind to come to Clogwyn had been an adjustment for him, and not an easy one. 

“How long do you think you’ll be with Maeve?” Pedr asked. 

“I’m not entirely sure,” she answered, “but I don’t think it will take all day. Most of what Maeve suffers from is simply from old age. I’m limited in what I can do, unfortunately.” 

Pedr pressed his lips together. “Aeron wants us on the road before nightfall.”

“Aeron might be wise to remember that Brynn is the healer, not him,” Macsen said. 

Pedr’s jaw tightened ever so slightly. Brynn took a sip of her drink, weighing her next words. The village’s healer had passed over the winter, and as far as she knew, no one had stepped forward to fill that position. The closest healer was now over a day’s ride away. She knew the warriors were anxious to get back to the castle, but perhaps if Macsen were more inclined to take her side…

“I’ve wondered about staying a few days more,” Brynn said before taking another sip of water. “Sruth has been without a healer for quite some time now. There are more villagers I could help than just Maeve.” 

Pedr gave a stiff shake of his head. “We cannot linger here. Not with the rumors that have been floating around.”

This time it was her turn to frown, her brow wrinkling. “What rumors?” 

“There’s been news from Tyll,” Pedr replied with a grimace. “It seems Emperor Stelios is sending a host of ambassadors to meet with Ri Odran. Ri Odran claims they mean to talk peace, but others are not so sure. Of course, there’s also rumor that Stelios has also reached out to Ri Idris with a similar proposal.” 

Brynn’s stomach dropped, her appetite vanishing. She’d been so certain that they’d be safe here, isolated on their island home, untouched by the might of Kelnore. Everyone on the island of Pern Coen knew of how the powerful empire from the south had conquered every last inch of the mainland in recent years, but so many, her father included, had insisted that the Kelnorians would never turn their eyes to Pern Coen. She’d thought Conor had been paranoid with his concerns for her safety, but now, she was beginning to wonder if he had been right all along in voicing a need for caution. 

“It might just be talk,” Macsen said, shrugging one shoulder. “But Aeron said he wished to get back and tell Ri Gareth of what we’ve heard sooner rather than later.”

Brynn nodded, spooning up another mouthful of porridge, knowing she needed to eat. She had a long morning ahead, tending to Maeve. Rumors, she reminded herself. There could be little truth to them. Gossip flowed freely from clan to clan and surely if Ri Idris of Seabhac had been approached by Ri Odran about entertaining such visitors, he would have sent word to her father. Gareth and Idris had been friends since they’d been boys; they were brothers in every way but blood. It was through Idris that Maeve had become an extended member of their family, as Maeve had served Idris loyally for years on his advisory council before leaving the halls of Castle Ciall to seek a peaceful, quieter life with her family in Blaidd. If Idris had been approached by the war-mongering emperor from the south, her father would have been one of the first to know. 

No one has dared to try and conquer Pern Coen in centuries, she told herself, forcing down another spoonful of porridge. They were safe here. Weren’t they? 
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Great Darkness





“These old bones don’t get around like they used to,” Maeve said with a sigh, leaning her hand-carved oak staff against the rough-hewn wooden table before sinking down into a well-worn chair. 

Brynn frowned as she watched the older woman. When they had arrived at Maeve’s hut after their breakfast at the Lucky Goat, Macsen and Pedr had agreed to stay outside to give Maeve some privacy while Brynn examined the older woman. Maeve was moving much more stiffly than when Brynn had last seen her months ago, and the swelling in her joints was much worse. 

And to lose Maeve… Not only was Maeve like family, she was also one of the last seers of Pern Coen. At one time, the giftings from the Spirits had flourished throughout the island, but now, there were so few of the gifted left. The people of Pern Coen were losing them and, with them, the wisdom they carried. It was something that felt increasingly worrisome to Brynn, especially with the presence of Kelnore on the other side of the channel. 

“I brought a salve,” Brynn said, turning back around to the table and rummaging through her canvas bag. She pulled out a few glass jars, setting them on the table. “Let me take a look at your legs and feet so I can leave you with the herbal mixture that’s best suited for you.” 

Maeve nodded and Brynn crouched down on the floor. She ran her hands over Maeve’s ankles and knees, feeling the swelling in them before asking the older woman to slip off her fur-lined boots. As Brynn examined Maeve’s gnarled, crooked, and swollen toes, she bit her lower lip. At times she hated seeing the slow march of age. Especially when there was little she could do to stop it. Death came for all. It was a cycle that no being could avoid. Straightening, Brynn picked out a salve from the table. 

“Meadowsweet,” she said, bending back down and beginning to rub it into Maeve’s feet. “And white willow bark. Apply it at least three times a day to as many joints as you can. It should ease some of the pain.”

“Thank you, Brynn,” Maeve replied. “I can see that Elen is teaching you well.” 

Brynn smiled at the mention of Castle Clogwyn’s head healer. “I’m very lucky to get to learn from her.” 

“You must pass on to Ri Gareth that I appreciate the opportunities he has given to Finn,” Maeve said as Brynn finished her task.

“I will be certain to do so. I know Pennathe Leif has considered him an asset to the war band,” Brynn replied, gathering up her remaining salves from the table and returning them to her bag.

“All these years and it’s still hard for me to think of Leif as warrior chief when I so clearly remember him as a boy.” Maeve gave a light laugh. “Of course, I suppose I could say the same for Ri Gareth and Ri Idris. I remember—”

Maeve went as rigid as stone, her eyes wide open, unblinking, and the steady rise and fall of her chest ceased. Had Brynn not been raised by parents who had taught their children the history and stories of the island, she would have been more than a little alarmed at the change in Maeve. But Brynn had been raised on those tales, and this was not the first time she had seen Maeve pulled into a vision in the Spirit Realm. There was little to be done until the Spirits chose to release her. 

Brynn pulled a glass vial out of her bag, carefully placing it on the table. It was a special concoction she brought from Clogwyn each time she visited Maeve. Elen had made it for Maeve for years, as there were few village healers who would know how to create such a potent remedy. The amber liquid was a restorative tincture, as Maeve’s visions would leave her physically drained. Elen had even allowed Brynn to help her create the latest batch, a clear sign that the head healer was pleased with her apprentice’s progress. That was not a task given to a novice. She might not have a gift of healing like Conor’s betrothed, Wynne, but Brynn had been applying herself diligently to her craft ever since Elen had taken her under her wing two years ago. 

When Maeve finally came to, she was gasping for breath, clutching the arm of her chair to steady herself. Brynn opened the vial of the restorative tincture and went to pass it to the older woman, but Maeve stopped her, latching onto her arm. Brynn started, almost spilling the tincture in the process. The tendons in Maeve’s neck stood out and her grip on Brynn’s arm was so tight, the older woman’s nails were digging into her skin. Brynn had seen Maeve after her visions before, but never had she seen her like this.

“There is great darkness coming,” Maeve said, her voice rasping and unsteady. “You must do something for me, Brynn, and you must do it quickly.”

“What do you need?” Brynn asked, trying to ignore the quiver that had settled in her belly. Whatever Maeve had seen, it had shaken her. 

Maeve released her hold on Brynn’s arm before rubbing her temple. “A message must be taken to Ri Idris. The silver serpent is coming, and it is most cunning. Many things have been set into motion that cannot be undone, but not all of them are so.”

Brynn was accustomed to Maeve speaking in riddles, and she knew that as a seer, Maeve could not, and would not, always share every single detail of what she saw in the Spirit Realm, but her words still struck fear into Brynn’s heart. She did not know of the silver serpent Maeve spoke of, but she knew that Maeve did not give such warnings lightly. 

“Let me speak to Pedr,” Brynn said, passing Maeve the tincture as her own stomach churned. “Perhaps he will know of a way to get a message to Ri Idris for you. But for now, take this.” 

Maeve took the vial, opening her mouth to put a few drops on her tongue. “There is no time to waste, Brynn. This must be done with haste.” 

“Understood.” 

Brynn slipped out of Maeve’s cottage, her heart pounding in her ears as she closed the door behind her. Pedr was standing at the edge of the dirt road, scanning their surroundings with one of his hands loosely resting on the hilt of his sword, while Macsen was seated nearby on an old stump under the budding boughs of a young beech, whittling away at a piece of wood with a small knife. A smile tugged at Brynn’s lips as she walked over to them, her gaze on Macsen. She felt her fear dissipate ever so slightly as she watched him work, his brow furrowed as he bit his lip in concentration. He was a craftsman in every sense of the word, and she’d long been amazed at the beautiful things he could create with his hands. 

“Is something wrong?” Pedr asked, facing her with a frown.

Macsen sheathed his knife, slipping his half-done carving—a wolf, from the look of it—back into his pocket before getting to his feet. 

“I…” Brynn worried her lower lip. “I’m not sure. Maeve just had a vision and she—”

Thundering hoofbeats made Brynn jump. Pedr’s grip on his sword tightened while Macsen gripped the hilt of his own dagger. Two horses flew down the dirt road, their riders bringing them to an abrupt halt just in front of the cottage. The dark blue cloaks and leather armor of the riders eased the knot in Brynn’s belly and Pedr released a quiet sigh of relief as Aeron and Finn dismounted. 

“We need to get back to the castle as soon as possible,” Aeron said, his tone sharp and his expression grim. “Has Maeve been tended to?”

Finn hung back just behind Aeron, clutching at his horse’s reins, his face pale.

“She has,” Brynn replied. “But there is something we must do before we leave here. Maeve needs a message sent to Castle Ciall, and she says it is urgent.”

Aeron grimaced, rubbing his temple. “It’s a day for urgent, isn’t it?” He let out a heavy sigh. “There isn’t time to divert to Ciall. There is news from the village elder that I must get back to Ri Gareth at once.”

Brynn shook her head. “Maeve had a vision. I trust her when she says this message must be delivered and that it cannot wait.” 

“I could go to Castle Ciall,” Finn said, stepping forward.

“No,” Aeron replied with a wave of his hand. “I mean no offense with this, Finn, but you’re not ready to be sent all the way to Ciall on your own, especially with the news that the elder shared.” 

“What news?” Macsen asked, his brow furrowing. 

Aeron pressed his lips into a thin line. “It seems the rumors are true. Ri Odran is to entertain Kelnorian ambassadors at Castle Gwynt in two weeks’ time. He claims they seek peace and believes this is some fortuitous development in light of the fears he’s been harboring over the Kelnorians crossing the channel. And from the sounds of it, after traveling to Tyll, the Kelnorians might very well be turning their attention to Seabhac next.” 

Pedr muttered a curse, while Macsen took in a sharp breath and a cold fear wove its way around Brynn’s middle, squeezing her rib cage. 

“Then your news makes Maeve’s message potentially even more pressing,” Brynn said. “She was clear that it was meant for Ri Idris and if Kelnore is turning their eyes on him, I would not want to deny him any potential guidance from one as wise as Maeve.”

“I can—” Pedr began before Aeron held up a hand, silencing him. 

“I don’t want any of us going off on our own; not with the news of the Kelnorians.” Aeron glanced over at Macsen, rubbing his chin. “How confident would you be with seeing Brynn back to Clogwyn with Finn?” 

Macsen lifted his chin. “I can get her back safely.”

Pedr stiffly shook his head. “He’s not a warrior. And Finn is still inexperienced.”

“We’re in Blaidd, Pedr,” Brynn said even as the quiver in her stomach grew. “We’re perfectly safe here.”

“For now,” Pedr muttered. 

“Pedr and I will take Maeve’s message to Ri Idris at Castle Ciall,” Aeron said, casting Finn a sidelong glance. “And I’ll write down a message for Ri Gareth about what we have learned here. I trust Finn can deliver it.” 

“Thank you, Aeron,” Brynn said. “Maeve is this way.” 

Macsen opened the door, holding it for them as the five of them stepped into the cottage, but the worry that had lodged itself in Brynn’s core remained. Aeron and Pedr were both capable warriors, but what if the island wasn’t as safe as they’d once thought? Who would have ever imagined a Ri of Pern Coen openly accepting an invitation from such invaders? As they walked over to Maeve, Brynn’s niggling fear continued to bloom and grow, leaving her feeling as if she were watching the comfortable walls of safety and security she’d known her whole life slowly beginning to crumple. 

Maeve had fetched parchment while Brynn had stepped out, her hand shaking slightly as she wrote on it with an old quill. Once she was finished, she rolled it up and Brynn helped her tie it with a faded hemp string. Aeron stepped forward, clearing his throat before holding out his hand. 

“Pedr and I will make certain this gets to Castle Ciall,” he said. 

Maeve didn’t hand it to him immediately, holding his gaze before pointing the parchment at his chest. “It is vital that this is not delayed. And you must make certain Ri Idris himself receives it.” 

“Understood,” Aeron replied, giving her a respectful nod before taking the parchment. He turned to Macsen and Finn. “Make certain that Ri Gareth knows we will return as soon we are able.” 

He motioned for Pedr to follow him, the other man hesitating, his gaze locked on Brynn. 

She lightly placed a hand on his arm. “I will be fine, I promise. Go with Aeron and travel safely, the both of you.”

Pedr gave a slow nod, Aeron barking at him to come along. The two warriors departed and moments later, the thundering of hoofbeats could be heard outside before they faded away. 

“Is there anything else you need?” Brynn asked Maeve. “Before we leave?” 

“No,” Maeve replied with a shake of her head before releasing a heavy sigh. “Castle Clogwyn is where you will be needed.” 

Brynn’s stomach tightened. She hated the sense of foreboding that had settled over her. In her eighteen years, she’d known nothing but peace. She did not know of war, and she didn’t wish to. 

“Though I do have something you must tell young Conor, Brynn,” Maeve said, her gaze piercing. “Remind him that the people of Blaidd will one day need the cunning of the wolf, and he would be wise to not forget it.” 

Brynn’s brow wrinkled and she waited a moment, hoping that perhaps Maeve would elaborate, but in the end, the cryptic words were all she had to take back to her brother. If their mother, Catria, hadn’t instilled in both her children an abiding respect for Maeve’s gifting, Brynn surely would have had to fight harder to hold her tongue. But as it was, Maeve’s power wasn’t as simple as it seemed. What she saw was not always certain and there were grave consequences to her if she sought to meddle too deeply with the tapestry of fate. 

Soon, Macsen, Finn, and Brynn left the cottage behind, heading back to the Lucky Goat to retrieve their horses and ready themselves for the day and a half ride back to Castle Clogwyn. As they followed the dirt roads back to the heart of the village, Brynn’s anxiousness to return home grew with each step she took. Pern Coen had been a peaceful place from the time she had been a babe and now she feared she was beginning to understand just how easily that peace could be shattered. 
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