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    Chapter 1




    So It Begins




    The metallic, sulfurous scent of ash and lava permeated the air. From the top of the hill, Logan watched the sun crest the horizon, red and hungry. Like the fire had been, like the lava had been, like the ground had been for blood.




    Cracked, broken, and barren, the black chasm from which the dragon had lifted the Mistress’s limp form marred the ground.




    “The forest smells wounded.” Westwind stood beside Logan, staring over the treetops. Trees that Quinn, their Whisperer, had moved with her thoughts. They blocked Logan and his faithful Feravolk army from whatever might come out of the chasm, but injured warriors or not, Logan wanted to get farther away from this place. Some of his army had already left for Moon Over Water, but many remained. Now that the Mistress of Shadows had been freed, she’d attempt to kill the land and all the Feravolk with it unless they could imprison her again. His people were on the battlefront. The Deliverers were their only hope.




    He wasn’t sure where the black dragon had taken the Mistress, but it had headed south, the direction of the palace. It wouldn’t surprise him if the Mistress tried to sink her claws in there first. Control of the palace and its surrounding city of Filgrum would give the Mistress a central stronghold.




    “It’s dying.” Aurora’s voice was soft as a mournful howl.




    Logan sensed it, too. The Forest of Woes felt sick. Decaying. Unnatural. As if there were no longer memory of animals living here, of trees thriving, of life.




    The Mistress’s power had done that. To defeat her, he needed Quinn to lead him to the final Deliverer. He already had two of the four—Jayden and his daughter, Serena—but to stop the Mistress and imprison her, he needed all four. First he had to find the third Deliverer and then head to the palace to rescue his son—the fourth Deliverer. A son who had already been in his presence once. His throat tightened.




    Logan scanned the camp as his people began to stir in the morning light. Melanie, Gavin, and Ethan—Logan’s team of faithful Protectors—slept near Serena, Jayden, and Quinn. His heart throbbed under the weight of knowing that these kids would have to face more evil than he’d seen in his lifetime if they were to save his people—their people.




    Westwind’s eyes gleamed brilliant yellow against the rust-orange sky. “Do you think Quinn knows where our Deliverer is? She seems like a young pup.”




    “Time to find out.” Logan headed toward his army, who were spread out across the hill, the scarlet-red sun lighting his way.




    Feravolk who had fought with him—Morgan and her Dissenters as well as those who remained from Island in the Swamp, whom Melanie and her husband, Gavin, had brought—awaited his orders. Those he’d sent ahead to his home camp of Moon Over Water would tell his leader, Alistair, what had happened so they could prepare for the inevitable war with the Mistress. As soon as she regained her strength, he wagered the Mistress would strike with more force than they’d seen even during the Blood Moon wars.




    Quinn was asleep, huddled near Ethan, her bedroll pushed aside like a foreign object she’d never been taught to need. She wouldn’t leave Ethan’s presence. Made sense. He’d rescued her. Ethan didn’t seem to mind. His oath to protect the Deliverers extended to Quinn, and he had good instincts. Logan would protect her as well.




    Serena and Jayden woke and stretched as Logan approached. Ethan stood, already wearing his sword belt and an expectant expression.




    Logan walked over to Quinn. She sat up, and as soon as she saw the wolves, she clutched a handful of her tattered clothes, eyes wide. She tried to hide behind Ethan, who touched Quinn’s shoulder and crouched down to her eye level, which seemed slightly higher than the previous night. “Hey, it’s okay. They’re friends.” He nodded to Logan. “What’s wrong?”




    Logan approached carefully, so as not to scare her. “Quinn, I have something for you. The last Whisperer gave it to me to give to you.” He pulled the map book from his bag and held it out to her.




    She stared at the book and reached for it, slowly. “Enya told me about this.”




    “Enya?” Serena knelt near her.




    “My phoenix.” Quinn’s fingers closed around the book, and Logan thought he saw a faint purple flame spark in her eyes. “Yes. This was meant for me.” She grinned. It made her look older and younger at the same time. Her eyes met his. “You knew the other Whisperer?”




    Logan smiled as he nodded.




    She opened the book and flipped through what appeared to be blank pages. “Some of it’s locked. The Deliverers will need to touch it for me to open those parts. But these pages are not all—” She shrieked and dropped the book.




    “What is it?” Jayden gripped her dagger’s hilt.




    Quinn trembled. She scooped the book up, and a breeze whispered through it, turning the pages. Then the wind stilled, and Quinn looked at the empty book. “The pages are made from leaves. Dried. Pressed. Their memories are here. New and old. They search to find the ones I need. Look.”




    Ethan gently touched her shoulder. “I don’t think we see what you see, Quinn.”




    “It’s me. When those two women caught me and tied me to the tree.”




    A picture melted onto the pages. A young girl. A shiver spread through Logan’s core. They were burning her.




    Westwind growled. “No wonder she’s as skittish as a snared deer.”




    Quinn stared at Westwind with her eyes wide and backed away from him. Jayden reached out to touch Westwind’s shoulder. Her calming touch soothed the wolf. Logan felt it across the bond.




    Jayden turned to Quinn. “There’s no need to fear Westwind. He’s on our side.”




    “I’m sorry.” She dipped her head and held the book close. “He scares me. The creature that hunted me was wolf-like.”




    Westwind chuffed then let out a low whine.




    “Sorry,” she said to him with as little eye contact as possible.




    Logan inched closer. “Quinn, to stop the Mistress, we need—”




    “To put her back into her prison. I know.”




    “We can’t do that without the Deliverers.”




    She looked into Logan’s eyes. “And our Wielder.”




    Another puzzle piece entirely. “Can you help us find them?”




    Quinn drew up to her full height, which seemed taller than even a moment ago—she was growing before his eyes. The other Whisperer had told him this might happen, but Quinn looked older, too. “I will go ask the trees where the Deliverer is.” She even sounded older. Without waiting for a response, she wandered off into a cluster of trees and sat on the ground among them.




    “We should get her some new clothes,” Serena said. “Those are already too small for her.”




    “She has grown, hasn’t she?” Ethan glanced at Serena. “I thought it was my imagination.”




    Soft footfalls sounded behind Logan and he turned. Just as he spotted Kara, Westwind growled.




    Kara shrugged at the wolf then looked at Logan, her eyes hard as he imagined any assassin’s would be. “You think she’ll be able to find your missing Deliverer?”




    He didn’t respond.




    “Oh. Cold shoulder?”




    “You did try to have us killed.” Jayden shot her a frosty stare.




    “No. Not killed. When will you see my intention—?”




    “Is only for your personal gain. Always has been.” Ethan positioned himself in front of Serena and Jayden, between them and Kara. “I don’t think we have use for you.”




    “You do if you’re going back to the palace.”




    Logan held out his hand to dissuade the situation. “I think you’ve done enough, Kara.”




    “I’ve lived in the palace for three years. I know it in and out. You need me on your little extrication mission. Trust me. Or don’t. When you go for your son, I’m coming.”




    “We can’t risk her infiltrating your camp, Logan.” Ethan glared at Kara as he spoke. “If I remember correctly, that was her heart’s desire back at the palace.”




    “Oh, soldier. I’m touched.”




    “Don’t be. I keep my enemies close. Easier to kill that way.”




    “Okay.” Serena placed her hand against Ethan’s arm to keep him from encroaching on Kara even more. “What did she do to you?”




    Logan made eye contact with his daughter. Did Serena see something in Kara’s heart that made her tell Ethan to stand down? Was the woman trustworthy? Ethan didn’t lessen his glare as Jayden promised to fill Serena in. Still, Logan wanted to trust his daughter’s judgment, or at least find out what she saw. He shifted his focus to Kara. “Perhaps it’s best if we keep an eye on her.”




    The assassin scoffed and crossed her arms.




    “Is there trouble?” Melanie approached them, followed closely by Gavin. Kara pulled out a dagger and pretended to cut her fingernails. Melanie had been the one to bring Kara here, not knowing she was an assassin.




    Gavin leaned close to Logan and motioned toward Quinn. She knelt in the copse, her eyes closed. A breeze that touched no one else fluttered her hair around her. “What is she doing?”




    “Talking to the trees. It’ll help her figure out where the final Deliverer and our Wielder are.”




    He narrowed his eyes and nodded. “How long will she be . . . like that?”




    Logan shrugged. “I don’t know, but my hope is that she finds out where the third Deliverer is soon.”




    Gavin glanced at Logan askance. “What’s your plan?”




    “I spoke with Reuben this morning. He and Beck are taking the rest of our Feravolk army as well as those from Island in the Swamp to Moon Over Water with a message for Alistair: We are going for the third Deliverer and then for my son.” Logan closed his eyes as he thought of how long his son, the fourth Deliverer, had been trapped in the palace. “Alistair needs to be ready to declare war on the Mistress, because when I go for my son, it’ll spur her into action no matter how much strength she’s regained.”




    Gavin nodded. “So we move before she has a chance to gather her forces any more than she’s already done?”




    “Yes.”




    “And what of the Dissenters and their army?”




    “I’ll speak to Morgan and see if she wants to stay with us or go with the other Feravolk.” He made eye contact with Melanie and then Ethan. “We go for the last Deliverers as soon as Quinn has word.”




    Kara sat down on a stone to sharpen her knife.




    Logan leaned close to Ethan. “If you sense any threats from her—”




    “I’ll kill her.”




    Kara eyed Ethan askance, and her lips curled. “I’m hurt, soldier. After all we’ve been through together?”




    “After all you’ve done to us.”




    She stood, sauntered closer to him, and traced a finger along his stomach. “After I stitched you up.”




    He grabbed her wrist and pushed her hand away, but didn’t let go. “Kara. I had no idea I had such an effect on your pulse.”




    She pulled her hand back and smiled. “You have no idea about a lot of things, Ethan.”




    Gavin cocked his eyebrow and said for Logan’s ears alone, “If I hadn’t met Kara in Meese, I would think she knew I was bringing her right back to you three.”




    Logan led him and Melanie back down toward the Feravolk, who were packing up camp. “Who’s to say she didn’t?” Kara was up to something. The sooner he figured it out, the better. But he knew Ethan would be trying to pry that secret loose from her as well.




    Morgan approached. Logan patted Gavin’s shoulder and paused as Gavin and Melanie kept walking. Morgan’s green eyes made her look old beyond her years. “I wanted to talk to you,” she said meekly.




    Due to her talent of clairvoyance, he guessed why. “You’ve seen something.”




    She opened her mouth slightly, then closed it and looked at the ground. “My sister is in the palace. I want to go with you when you go.”




    “You’ve seen me going?”




    Her head jerked up and she wore a look of determination. “Yes. And you’ll need my help.”




    “All the Dissenters?”




    “Yes, my whole army.” Her features softened.




    Westwind bristled. “The look of pity she gives you, Logan. I don’t like it.”




    “She’s burdened, friend. She sees things I wouldn’t wish on anyone that young to see.”




    Westwind chuckled. “Human emotion looks good on you, when you choose to be heartfelt.”




    Logan playfully pushed the wolf’s face, then he looked at Morgan’s sad eyes. “There’s something more.”




    “Much more, but it’s still formulating. I can’t trust what isn’t nailed down yet, so I don’t dwell on it.”




    His stomach squeezed. “Is it something I can prevent?”




    She looked deep into his eyes. “You’ll do what’s necessary if the time comes.”




    A pang pulsed over the bond from Westwind. Logan swallowed. “And what is it you have to do besides save your sister?”




    “I have to lead the Dissenters to follow you.” She smiled. “We will do whatever it takes to save the Feravolk, Logan. We are with you until the end.”




    The wind picked up. Whispers filtered through the breeze. Words Logan couldn’t make out chanted over and over. He knew the sound. He’d heard it before. The trees were talking. Their voices thundered louder. Louder.




    Then they hushed and Quinn screamed.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Eyes Like Fire




    Ethan raced into the copse of trees where Quinn still knelt, his hand clutching the hilt of his borrowed sword. The grooves in the worn leather didn’t match up to his fingers. Unfamiliar. Uncomfortable. Like being this close to the erupted volcano—the broken prison of the Mistress of Shadows.




    “Quinn?”




    She didn’t move. Well, she didn’t acknowledge him, but she rocked back and forth. Knees to toes. Her eyes remained closed. Like someone who hadn’t just screamed. Words escaped her lips, but he couldn’t make them out.




    He leaned forward and turned his head so his good ear could hear what she said. Still, he couldn’t understand her. He approached her slowly. “Hey, Quinn?”




    Her head jerked toward him, and she shrank back until her eyes focused on him. She shivered. “It’s coming.”




    “What’s coming?” The threat in his chest warmed, and his heart thrummed. “We should get out of here.” He called out to his gryphon. “Zephyr? Where are you?”




    “On my way. I feel a strange danger to you.”




    Quinn stood, gripping the map book to her chest with one arm and grabbing his hand. Her eyes widened. “The creatures of the dark. The worst ones. Enya warned me about them.”




    “Tell me about them.” Why didn’t he hear them? Did his deaf ear prevent him, or was this something unique to Quinn?




    “Don’t make me.” She squeezed his hand tighter.




    “Hey, hey, okay. Don’t cry. I just need to know how to protect the others.” With his borrowed sword. Unfamiliar enemies. Unfamiliar weapons.




    She shuddered and, after a good amount of calming breaths, she stared at him, looking at once older and wiser. “Oh, Ethan. I hope someone will protect you.” She brushed her fingertips over his cheek as a small child might touch a parent.




    He wanted to assure her that he’d be okay, but heat shot through his core, and he stiffened. Stood and pushed her behind him. She was right. Something rode toward them. Something with a thirst for death.




    Eeeeethaaaaan.




    His name hissed through the wind in a deep, grinding whisper. He pressed hard against the sword hilt’s grooves. He didn’t care if it felt familiar or not.




    “They want your heart,” Quinn whispered. “Don’t let them get it.”




    “Not my plan.” He swallowed.




    The ground trembled.




    Smoke rose into the heavens from the other side of the trees—where the chasm sat. The dark clouds choked light from the sky, and the earth split open. Ethan herded Quinn toward Jayden and Serena. Serena’s unicorn, Dash, and Jayden’s pegasus, Stormcloud, bounded to their sides.




    Zephyr landed beside him.




    “Get out of here.” Ethan waved for the others to run.




    Logan raced up next to them. “What’s happening?”




    A strange glow seeped from the direction of the chasm and bathed the world in a red light. Old, brownish red.




    “Blood in the heaven. Blood on the ground.” Quinn’s small voice grew stronger as she chanted the phrases three times. “We have to run.” She buckled over and screamed.




    Serena gripped the girl’s shoulders, and her wild eyes met Ethan’s. “What’s wrong with her?”




    “You can’t tell?” he asked.




    Quinn shrieked. “They’re killing the trees. The forest is dying!”




    Serena stared at her, eyes wide. “I don’t know what to do. She feels like she’s burning inside, but I can’t heal it because it’s not truly her pain.”




    Ethan stared at Quinn’s writhing form. If Serena couldn’t heal her, who could?




    Logan shouted for the Feravolk army to ready themselves for an attack.




    “Take her,” Ethan whispered and made eye contact with Serena and Jayden. “Get her as far away from here as you can.”




    Zephyr ruffled his wings. “That pit. Animals are pouring out of it.”




    Eeeeethaaaaan.




    Jayden shuddered. “Did you hear that?”




    “It’s calling all of you.” Quinn straightened. She appeared to shake off whatever had hurt her, and she looked older again. Nearly twelve or thirteen. She started moving away from them. Toward the edge of the hill where the chasm was more visible. It had grown. A stream of black poured up from the ground and out of the pit. Animals and liquid together formed an oozing black mass that spilled out, coating the earth. And the sounds deafened. Howls and groans and shrieks.




    The ground quaked.




    New cracks split the surface, swallowing trees. The harsh scent of burning soil stung Ethan’s nose. Even on the hilltop, the movement sent him sprawling. He tried to keep track of the others as the earth shook and a massive fissure split the hill in two.




    Ethan scrambled to his feet and scanned the hillside. Smoke made his eyes water. The girls were all close, but Quinn was nearly on top of the crack. He ran to her. She’d remained unshaken and still moved toward the danger. He grabbed her arm. A flare of heat zapped across Ethan’s chest. He had to listen to his talent. “You have to get away from here. Take Serena and Jayden.”




    “No!” Quinn pushed him aside and stood like a tree with branches outstretched.




    “Ethan!” Zephyr sounded panicked.




    “Zephyr, help me protect the girls!”




    Ethan’s talent urged him to defend Quinn, and he raced in front of her, sword ready.




    A massive animal sprang out of a new crack in the earth. Heavy paws slammed into him. Pinned him to the ground. His head rattled and he focused to retain consciousness. Eyes, black like pitch with no reflective light, locked onto him. Dark, greasy fur stuck out from its body in clumps that resembled molten lava. The heavy weight shifted as it leaned closer to him. Opened its mouth wider than any normal animal should be able to. And its roar shook Ethan to the core.




    He wiggled one arm free, gripped his borrowed weapon tight, and stabbed. His sword went right through the beast’s chest. It shrieked. The shriek morphed into a laugh, and it lunged closer, sliding down the blade as if nothing impaled it. Ethan struggled to free the blade as his talent warned him in a burning wave.




    The animal’s head fell to the ground, and Logan stood over it, holding a reddened sword. “You okay, kid?”




    Blood, like coagulated strings of maggots, fell onto Ethan’s shirt, and he pushed off the still-standing, headless beast. He jumped up, brushing the remains from his clothes. “Why didn’t my sword—” Breathing heavily, he stared at the bloody blade.




    Quinn touched his weapon. “You can’t fight these creatures with that sword. You need a Wielder-crafted weapon.”




    Great. He’d lost the Wielder-made one, which Logan had let him borrow, to Scarface. His chest heaved. If this sword wouldn’t kill them, he’d have to—




    Jayden passed Ethan one of her long daggers. “Don’t lose this one.” She smiled.




    Grateful, he took it. “Thank you. Now run.”




    Stormcloud bent down, and Jayden and Serena climbed on top of her. Jayden looked at Ethan. “What about you?”




    “I protect the Deliverers. Now take Quinn and go.”




    She nodded, and he turned to face the enemy as Stormcloud’s wings beat behind him. Dash and Zephyr stayed, flanking him and Logan. Whatever came out of that chasm carried an evil he could feel. Like oil in the air. He shuddered.




    Feravolk warriors flooded up the hill toward them.




    Ethan clutched Jayden’s weapon tight and glanced at Logan, who stared ahead at the approaching mass of black creatures. Westwind and Aurora joined them.




    A shriek pierced the burnt red sky as even more flooded out of the mouth of the chasm. Creatures with eyes like fire rushed toward them through the opening and up the hill.




    Liquid, darker than pitch, rose up from the ground, seeped into the trees. When one fell, others moved to take its place. But the trees withered and fell like charred sticks in the wind.




    “You have to run, too!”




    A jolt of surprise rocked through Ethan at that voice, and he looked over his shoulder. “Quinn? How did you—”




    “I couldn’t leave you here. If you fight them now, when they are at their most ravenous—the trees cannot hold this many. You will all be killed. Tell Logan. He’ll listen to you.”




    A quiet tug in his talent told him to listen. He didn’t want to. It pulled against every protective instinct, but Quinn had remained. He had to get her safe.




    Logan touched his shoulder. “She speaks wisdom, kid.” He shouted orders for all of them to retreat.




    “Ethan!” Quinn screamed.




    The fire in his chest caused him to turn.




    Smoke that sucked the color out of the air spread out of the mouth of the crack like steam over the surface of water. A huge, canine-like animal stood in the center of the billowing cloud. Its fur glowed like a charred, smoldering log. Ethan stepped in front of Quinn and squared off against the creature. It resembled a massive wolf, rivaling Dash in size. Ethan’s eyes locked onto the red flames where the creature should have eyes, and he got pulled into a memory.




    He was at the Winking Fox again. Tessa was there—the inn­keeper’s daughter, the one who had saved him. Her smile was golden in the evening sun.




    Oh no. He knew this night.




    The night he’d died.
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    A warm summer breeze filtered through the property out front of the Winking Fox, and Ethan held his sword. A man stood across from him and sneered. Ethan swore he saw flames flicker in the man’s eyes, but he shook away the thought.




    “Stone Wolf dies tonight.” The man’s smile seemed evil.




    “Dies? It’s a friendly sport match.” Ethan held out his hands as if to dissuade the man’s rising aggression. From time to time, some men forgot the fights were friendly—especially when they found out who he was.




    “Not for me.” The man’s voice took on a deeper tone, almost as if two voices came out of his mouth at once. “Tell me, Stone Wolf, do you believe in Destiny Path?”




    Ethan lowered his chin, sword ready. “Nobody chooses my destiny but me.”




    “Really?”




    The man struck the first blow before the fight officially started. Ethan’s sword blocked the blade in time. The man was twice as wide as Ethan. His shirt barely contained his muscles, but he couldn’t beat Ethan’s strength. Ethan’s Blood Moon talent made sure of that.




    Their swords clashed and Ethan struck again. The man moved back toward the crowd. Ethan kept striking, pushing. His talents worked to show him the threat. His speed fueled him. He felt so alive tonight. On fire. The crowd cheered, and Ethan disarmed the man.




    The man fell to the ground, leg nicked. Per the rules, he’d lost and the fight was over.




    Ethan held out his hand to help him up. “Good fight.”




    The man grabbed Ethan’s arm, and his iron grip tightened. The fire in Ethan’s talent raged, the deepest, hottest warning he’d ever felt. Fear, hot and cold at once, spiked through his blood, and he tugged at his trapped arm. He couldn’t break free. It was too late.




    The man looked into Ethan’s eyes and smirked. “I choose your destiny.” His sword pierced Ethan. It stabbed right through his middle. Pressure like he’d never felt speared his stomach and gave way to the burning sting of pain. So much pain.




    The man released Ethan’s arm, and Ethan stumbled back. Screams muffled all around him as the faces of the crowd grew hazy. Except Tessa’s. Crying, she raced toward him. He looked down. His hands curled around the weapon protruding from his stomach. He’d been run through. Blood, bright and spreading, leaked out of him. Stained everything.




    Everything hurt.




    Even his thoughts.




    And he shivered.




    Fell to his knees so hard his teeth chattered.




    “Ethan!” Tessa’s voice cut through the haze. Her face came into focus above him, and he realized he’d fallen onto his back. “Someone help me!” she screamed. A tear clung to her cheek, not dripping off. Sunlight sparkled in the tear, and when Ethan stared at it, he could almost imagine the pain leaking from his body into something else. Not the ground. Not the earth. Somewhere else.




    Or he was going somewhere else and leaving the pain behind.




    “Ethan, hold on, please.”




    He wanted to.




    Then she was gone. No Tessa. No pain.




    Only light.




    Bright light that didn’t blind him. Then a darkness crept through the corners of the vision and suffocated the light.




    Eeeeethaaaaan.




    This wasn’t how it went that night. He gasped, all at once unable to breathe. Slim fingers covered his eyes, and Ethan sucked in air.




    “Don’t look. It’ll kill you.” Quinn’s voice. She tugged his arm, and he became fully aware of what was happening around him again. The creatures from the chasm clamored around them. He had to save Quinn. But where was that beast? The one that had caused him to recall his death in vivid detail?




    “Don’t look for it, Ethan.” Quinn tugged his arm. “I sent the trees after it. They won’t hold it off forever.”




    He swallowed and nodded, seeing the wisdom in her words. Together, they mounted Zephyr.




    “I thought I’d lost you there,” Zephyr said. “You weren’t responding.”




    Quinn shivered in his arms. “I don’t know how you resisted its pull for so long. It was trying to claim you.”




    He shuddered. “What was?”




    “The barghest. The Mistress has two. She calls them Gnarg and Garmr. And that one wants to claim you.”




    “You all right, friend?” Zephyr’s voice was a calm wind that reached into Ethan’s soul.




    Ethan clenched his jaw. This barghest’s eyes matched the eyes of the man who had killed him that night. So it was true. The creature was coming for him again. It could come at him all it wanted. He wouldn’t be so easy to kill this time.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Strike the Land




    Dark, black forms still poured out of the chasm below them, swallowing light from the sky. Jayden clutched Stormcloud’s mane tight as the wind whipped her hair around her face. Wild wind. Scared wind. Each blast bit into her skin like a frightened child clawing at her mother’s sleeve.




    She couldn’t calm it.




    Serena hugged Jayden’s waist as Stormcloud’s wings buffeted the wind. “There are so many.”




    Creatures that looked like fire. And black creatures that moved to reveal folds in their fur that resembled molten lava. Beasts with terrible roars and shattering shrieks. Jayden shook from the inside out. “What are they?”




    “Monsters the Mistress created. Their purpose is to hunt the Deliverers and bring them to her.”




    The way they sniffed the air and looked up into the sky made Jayden squeeze her knees reflexively. Stormcloud moved as if she understood the need to get farther away.




    Ethan was down there. Right in the mouth of the battle. Protecting her. She had to do something to help. This was all her fault. She hadn’t kept the seeing heart from falling into the volcano. She’d freed the Mistress. “We have to stop them from escaping.”




    “How?” Serena asked. “We don’t know where the Mistress is to put her back. Do we even know how to put her back?”




    “Quinn knows.” But Quinn had said she’d fly on Zephyr. Jayden scanned the sky. Where was the gryphon?




    As Jayden’s emotions battled inside of her, Stormcloud stayed above the pit, hovering in the tumultuous wind. “You are calling the storm. I feel it growing stronger.”




    “You’re sure?”




    “I feel your emotions alive in the air.”




    Jayden closed her eyes and reached out to the storm with her talent as if it were a person whose emotions she was trying to read. Wind flowed through her like blood. Tossed her hair, wrapped around her heart. This was her storm. Her fear pulsed into it. “I didn’t know I could do that.” And it changed everything. “The lightning disabled the firegoat. Do you think it can close the chasm?”




    “I think we can try.”




    Jayden glanced over her shoulder and locked eyes with Serena. Fear pumped through Serena, but that wasn’t her strongest emotion. Hope had the strength. It warmed inside her like a beacon. Jayden clung to that warmth.




    She didn’t want the raging storm to leave, and when she pulsed hope into it, instead of fading, the storm grew stronger. Became easier for her to hold on to. Almost as if a storm born of her fear took more energy than one made from hope.




    Serena squeezed Jayden’s shoulder. “Look.”




    More creatures slithered out of the pit—fiery creatures and creatures that looked to be made of smoke. But these took to the sky.




    Jayden gripped Stormcloud’s mane tight and pulled out her dagger. The storm built inside of her, strong and heavy. A weapon much too large to wield for more than one strike.




    Serena touched her shoulder. “I’ll hold off the monsters. Do what you can.”




    But Serena’s fear still tickled the back of Jayden’s mind. Could she really protect Jayden if she feared being up here in the sky?




    “Time to trust us to do our part,” Stormcloud’s voice whispered into her soul. “I’ll keep you close enough. Strike the land. Strike hard.”




    Trust. Jayden breathed deep. Using a storm was one thing. Creating one and filling it with enough charge to strike lightning pulled at her like a tight seam on an outfit she was outgrowing. If she did this, she may not have strength left to fight.




    “Dash says Logan ordered them to retreat,” Serena said. “All it’s done is spurred a hunt from the creatures.”




    Jayden squinted, trying to see what happened below. Streams of black and fire headed toward fleeing people. A line of defenders stood in the way, letting Feravolk pass as they waited for the never-ending influx of evil to hit them. Her heart clenched. Ethan stood in that line. She couldn’t make him out, but she knew he’d be standing there with Logan and Westwind and Dash. She had to do something to limit the number of escaping creatures.




    Stormcloud let out a thunderous roar and jostled. “Look out!” Serena pushed Jayden into the back of Stormcloud’s neck and slashed her dagger at a creature in the air. Flames licked its streamlined body. Stormcloud shot through the clouds. A firegoat chased them.




    “Now, Jayden!” Stormcloud tried to kick the monster and missed.




    Wind buffeted.




    “I feel your fear in the storm. The creatures will feed on it. Call the wind as your friend. Fill it with righteous anger. Save them.”




    Jayden clung to Stormcloud’s words.




    Creatures shrieked and flew toward them. Jayden closed her eyes and breathed.




    The storm inside her swelled. Holding her breath, she felt the sky congregating for a lightning strike. Electricity bled into her. Made her hair stand on end. Sent a thrill through her.




    The creatures in the sky balked, hovering just outside of the storm.




    The time was now. Fire in the sky crackled. “Hold on, Serena.” She pointed her dagger into the air.




    A bolt sent life through her, and she caught the lightning. It filled her weapon and she shot her arm forward. Stared at the angry pit. Pulsed her energy toward it. She released the dagger, and it plummeted to the earth, sending the lightning strike ahead of it.




    A crack jolted the earth and sky at the same time. Had it worked? Stormcloud took them higher, out of the electricity’s reach.




    The sky turned from burnt red to bright yellow. Red melted away, a receding bloodstain, leaving the white of lightning and then a flash of blue. Shrieking animals fled, keeping to the shadows.




    The storm receded and light rain sprinkled around them. Cleansing rain. Slowly, red overtook the sky again, but not as dark as before.




    Jayden’s heart thundered in her chest, and she felt as though she’d just run for an eternity.




    Serena gasped and shook Jayden’s shoulders. “You did it.”




    A dark mark covered the ground where the chasm had been. A healing scar. And her dagger protruded from the center. It hadn’t closed all of the surface cracks, but the huge hole was covered. The lightning had worked.




    Serena squeezed her tight, and Jayden slumped into her embrace, light-headed. Serena touched her temples. “That took a lot of energy out of you.”




    “I’m certain I couldn’t do it again. Not until I’ve rested.”




    “Here.” Some of Serena’s strength poured into her, and Jayden squeezed her arm. This woman, whom she loved like a sister, always had the healing she needed.




    “Thank you. I couldn’t have done it without you and Stormcloud.”




    “We all work together. No reason to thank me for that.”




    Stormcloud fluttered to the ground, and as they slid from her back, Ethan and Logan rushed over.




    Dash approached, too, his horn stained with blood. “I think we got all those hunting us, but we better get out of here. They retreated to the shadows of the Mistress’s presence—they are too weak to be far from her. They tore out looking for blood on their way to find her. But as she gets stronger, their reach will extend further.”




    Logan was breathless. He looked at Jayden. “Well done. I didn’t know you could—”




    “I didn’t either. Not until yesterday.” She smiled at Stormcloud.




    Ethan returned her dagger. “You okay?” he whispered and pulled her close.




    She hugged him tight. “For now.”




    Quinn approached them, holding the map book close but no longer clutching it like a scared child. She looked nearly fourteen now.




    Jayden felt for Quinn’s emotions, and a deep-rooted fear seeped through her. “What’s wrong, Quinn?”




    “The trees have cut us off from the chasm. The creatures can’t get to us for now, but we aren’t going to be safe here for long.” Quinn hugged her arms around herself and the book. “But it’s the prison that worries me.”




    “What about it?” Logan asked.




    “Jayden’s dagger is stuck there. She closed it effectively. The oak tree will hold that dagger down with its roots. No one who isn’t intended to pluck it from the earth will be able to.” She turned to Logan. “But now we won’t be able to put the Mistress back.”




    Jayden’s knees weakened, and she sank to the ground. What have I done?




    “She must be killed,” Quinn said. “But we need the Wielder and all four Deliverers.”




    Logan wiped his hand over his face. “First we need to get away from here. Quinn, did the trees tell you what you needed to know? Do you know who the other Deliverer is?”




    “Yes. The fourth Deliverer is in the palace.”




    Logan bowed his head. “I should have been more specific. I know my son is there. Do you know where the other male Deliverer is?”




    “I’m sorry?”




    “We have Jayden and Serena. My son, Connor, is at the palace. I need the fourth. It’s the child who went to Nivek.”




    “Oh.” Quinn’s hazel eyes widened. “I thought you knew.”




    Something in Jayden’s chest squeezed tight and galloped forward at once. She was sensing Logan’s emotions. Had the child died? Could they defeat the Mistress without the final Deliverer now that the prison was closed?




    Logan swallowed. “Knew what?”




    “Ethan is the other Deliverer.”


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Black Chasms




    On four paws, Connor stepped over the cracked earth. Black liquid, as dark and sticky as pitch, bubbled up from the surface. He stooped down and sniffed. It smelled the same as old, decaying blood. A hissing sound, like a swarm of bees, filtered through him. The sky wasn’t as dark now, but if it rained today, he would expect it to rain red.




    The earth was dying. He felt it like aftershocks from an earthquake. And the ground split wider at the crack. A tree wailed out in pain and fell into a chasm.




    Then a creature laughed and rose from the surface. More monsters followed. The dark beasts.




    “I knew you’d come.” A voice hissed around him. Through him. His fur stood on end.




    This was a dream. He was dreaming.




    “It’s more than a dream.”




    A vision. Connor turned. A woman stood behind him, separated from him by the chasm. The scarlet sky seemed like a sunset behind her. Auburn hair blew in the wind, and she pierced him with eyes as blue as a clear lake. She was beautiful.




    The Mistress.




    He bristled and growled. “Step into the light. Let me see how you’ve decayed.”




    She shrieked as the vision shifted. Her hair turned stringy, and she smelled of death. Her skin became pale and bony, and her eyes clouded. The sunset dripped like spreading wine. “You know it’s you I want. I’ve always wanted you. I will have you for my husband, or I will kill you.”




    “Expect to kill me, then. I will destroy you.”




    She laughed. A horrible sound that cracked the earth. Hounds bayed, and their sounds echoed through the ground.




    The hair on his back stood up in a straight line. The abysshounds were calling. They were hunting.




    “They search for the Deliverers. I will find all of you. I will take their powers, but I will spare yours. And I will spare you, but I will leave them as dead husks on the ground. Then I will walk over their bodies to my wedding altar. To you, powerful one. Dark one.”




    A low growl rumbled in his throat. “You cannot have me.”




    Two tall wolfish forms stepped out from the folds of her dress. Their eyes burned with heat. Eyes too large for their faces. One stepped forward. “Smoke talked of you and your powers. I am an animal, but you don’t control me.”




    Connor froze. No one knew his true powers. Control wasn’t the right word, but close enough.




    “I am Gnarg. Would you like to see your death?” The creature’s canine teeth unfolded—the same as a serpent’s fangs—as he opened his mouth wider than natural for any canine. “You know what I am, don’t you?”




    A blackdog. Death bringer. Barghest. Created by the Mistress of Shadows, Gnarg the male and Garmr the female. They foretold death. Showed it to their victims, then claimed them when the time came. They both used fear to scare their victims to death. Then the Mistress collected those fears to breed new blackdogs. Fears fathered the abysshounds.




    Connor shivered. The abysshounds were nothing like him. They may be wolfish, but they stood taller, towered above him. Their fur resembled hot embers, glowing red and black.




    “You’re afraid,” Gnarg said. “You fear that you will become me. A destroyer. You already are.”




    Connor willed himself to wake. He had to before Gnarg showed him his death and used the vision to destroy him. His eyes opened. He couldn’t control his breathing.




    “She will find you and have you for her own.” Gnarg’s final words thundered in Connor’s skull. He found himself curled up on the floor in his wolf form.




    A strange pull tugged him like another lasso trying to wrap him with a trace spell. The Mistress was looking for him. He wouldn’t be able to use his powers. If he did, he’d be a flame and she’d be a very dangerous moth.




    Had the chasm only opened last night? Already it felt so strong. He could sense the cursed animals fleeing the confines of their prison, yet he knew they drew closer to where he was. His heart skipped a beat—that meant the Mistress was close. Here in the palace. He trembled. He’d have to stay clear of her or she’d recognize him.




    Connor changed into a man and grabbed his clothes. He had to tell Luc and Madison that he was leaving. Remaining here was too dangerous. He still needed to stay away from the other Deliverers, though. He was a lone wolf now. As it should have been all along. His mother, Rebekah, had hoped he’d be able to have a family someday, but she didn’t really understand the scope of his powers. It was better this way.




    He sighed and sank to the ground, leaned back against his bed, and cupped his head in his hands. This was the danger of getting attached to people. He had one purpose: lock the Mistress away forever. To do that, he’d kill everyone close to him, unless he could avoid using his powers. Because he was a fool if he thought he could keep anyone safe.




    He’d just have to meet up with Luc and see if his friend could help Madison escape. The poor Healer. She needed to be freed from Franco’s hold.




    Something scratched across his spine like the clawing of mice against his wall. He felt the Mistress sniffing.




    He shivered. His body tried to shift into wolf form.




    Heat.




    Skin.




    Heat.




    Fur.




    Emotions toyed with his control. He focused on his human form. He shouldn’t need to. Being a human was him; being a wolf was him. Taking on someone else’s form took energy from him, as did shifting, but these two forms were his—him. He should have total control over which form to remain in. The anger that made him want to change wasn’t his. That anger belonged to his powers. Those weren’t his.




    Connor focused. Breathed to calm himself. Opened his eyes. They flashed a reflection of light in the mirror across from him: wolf eyes. Human form. His eyes only changed when he took on another person’s form. Whether wolf or man, Connor had the same color eyes.




    Light flashed into them again. Crackles. His power. The things he could do. He couldn’t let his powers manifest. Couldn’t let them try to infiltrate him. He had to keep them buried. The memory of a blue porcelain bowl shattering. A mirror cracking. The pond drying like a desert puddle in the sun. Dead animals. Dead trees. So much death when his powers trickled out or escaped.




    Rebekah’s voice in his ear reminded him: “Connor, you must hide your power. The things you can do could destroy us all if you’re not careful. You are a weapon, my son. A dangerous weapon.”




    “But I don’t want to destroy you. I don’t want to destroy anything.”




    Her lips were soft on his forehead. “That’s why you must control it. Keep it buried.”




    “When I’m angry, it comes out.”




    She looked into his eyes, her love palpable. “I know, my son. You want to help. To heal. You are noble. You are good. Your power is yours for a reason.”




    He’d believed her then. When he was young and trusting. But now? He’d dried too many ponds. Watched fish suffocate while he could do nothing to save them. He’d made trees explode. The shards of wood impaled poor animals that died with wide eyes asking him, “Why?” He’d caused a boulder to break and knocked a nest of baby birds to the ground. Life crippled when he used his powers. If this power was his burden, perhaps the best way to help was to stay away from the others.




    The man is you.




    The thought came softly, a tiny footprint on his heart. Was it his thought? He didn’t think so, yet he believed it like it was his own thought, even if it had surprised him. Something Rebekah would say. He might be a wolf, but he was a man. Both. He cared. He was supposed to stick to the mission. It was harder to have a plan when he cared for the people he’d likely be leading to their deaths.




    The others, Ethan and Jayden, were they even okay? He should go find them, but that tug in his heart whispered: stay.




    Why?




    The wolf is you.




    It was true. The instinct in him had served him flawlessly so far. He’d pushed Rebekah out of the window, trusted the gryphon to catch her, led Ethan to Quinn. He had to help from afar. That’s what he was best at. Up close, he was too dangerous. One more thought broke into his head unbidden:




    Your power is you.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    Belly of the Beast




    A stab of pain pressed into Ryan’s side and he jolted awake. His arms wouldn’t move the way he wanted, and pins and needles shot through them. The soft, velvety fur of Mist, Belladonna’s black lion, rubbed against his cheek. He tried to sit up, but his arms were tied around the creature’s neck. He must have fallen asleep on top of it. Belladonna had tied him to it and mounted the black beast behind him.




    Of all the things to fall asleep on, a black lion?




    “Morning, pet.” Belladonna’s voice carried to his ear from behind him, and her warm body pressed against his back. “We’re home.”




    Ryan craned his neck at the towering brick wall surrounding the palace. A shudder raced through him, and Belladonna laughed her sultry laugh. He’d been in the belly of this beast before and almost hadn’t made it out alive. This time he’d make it his lair. He’d be the dragon that lured Belladonna to her demise.




    If only his insides would stop tying into knots.




    Belladonna dropped off the creature and cut his ropes. Ryan slid, trying to gain purchase on the slick fur as he forced his sleep-­weakened arms to move. His shoulders ached. He grabbed fur. The big cat hissed and the scent resembled sour wine—venom. He knew that smell. Flinching, he let go of his hold and fell to the ground.




    Belladonna inched closer. “Don’t think about running, or I’ll have to heal you of a few arrow wounds to the spine.”




    Ryan swallowed and looked behind him at the two men accompanying her. Their smiles baited him to run.




    Being a dragon was harder than he’d thought. They always appeared so calm until they struck. Running now would be a death wish. But complying would be suicide.




    Still, he had to get inside, right? After all, according to Morgan, the pretty brunette he’d met at the Winking Fox, he was supposed to be heading to the palace—if her vision was true. She was counting on him to save her sister, Madison. And to find a key. Infiltrate the king’s guard. Something astonishingly stupid like that. She’d also mentioned kissing a blonde, though. So there was that.




    Was it wrong to hope that’d be Serena?




    Either way, for the plan to work, he had to make Belladonna believe he was her Cain or whatever her old lover’s name was. If he didn’t run now—like a scared Ryan would—she’d see through his motives.




    He’d find that bloody key all right. And he’d free Madison from the clutches of the palace. And the only kissing he’d be doing would be when Serena came for him. If she came for him. Thank the Creator that Morgan had seen him kissing a blonde-haired girl and not crazy Belladonna. After being healed from the black lion venom, he’d experienced every sensation as if it were happening for the first time. As if he could feel it fully through every fiber of his being. A new chance. A gift. So he’d save that new first kiss for someone special.




    That meant he had one thing to look forward to in the palace.




    He could stay strong and stoic for that.




    Strong and stoic: the Granden motto. He was a Granden after all. So it had to be in his blood. Even if right now, a couple of arrows in the back scared him to death. It was sure to feel pretty awful.




    Honestly, why was this his burden?




    What was he, some hero? No. And no one in their right mind would mistake him for one.




    “If you seek chivalry, you’re on the wrong side, Knight. My pawns are creatures of darkness.”




    The voice hissed in his head, and he shook it away. Then he looked up at Belladonna’s challenging smile to see if she noticed that he was plagued by the voice of a madwoman in his head—a white lion who taunted him. Belladonna dared him to disobey her. So did the voice in his head. He wasn’t their pawn. He was a dragon, luring both of them to their doom. He ran.




    The sound of a bowstring twang, soft and subtle, vibrated behind him. He’d felt arrows in his flesh before. The pain of this one had most definitely been intensified since the black lion venom.




    Mist landed in front of Ryan. Crimson claws extended. Yellow-moon eyes locked onto him. It thrashed its tail and pounced. Fire bled into his palms. He’d killed black lions before. He could kill this one, too.




    “Use the fire.”




    No. He had to get inside.




    “That’s a good boy.”




    Wait. The voice wanted him inside? His hands became as cold as a stone covered with dew in the moonlight. Cold as ice on a lake. Cold. So cold.




    The black lion hissed.




    Belladonna pushed Ryan’s shoulder, and he fell onto his back. The arrow broke beneath him, pushed in harder. He screamed as pain ripped through him. He couldn’t get up.




    “Stupid boy.” Belladonna’s eyes traced his face. Her dark lips pressed together and her eyes glared. “You have no idea what angering me will do to you.”




    “I have a pretty good idea.”




    “I think not.” Her hand neared his face, and he expected another harsh smack, then hopefully some healing. She cocked her head and looked into his eyes as if he were nothing more than some beloved pet she was about to punish. That made his insides freeze.




    Her fingers touched his ear. A stroke, so strange, like his mother might do to comfort him. Then pain flooded him. Leaked deep into his skin. The arrows from the day he’d saved Jayden seemed to strike him anew. One in his chest, the other in his thigh. He felt every part of them. Felt the venom they’d carried. His blood burned. Boiled. And he screamed so hard his throat turned raw.




    While the pain pulsed into him over and over, strong and steady with each heartbeat, Belladonna wrenched the new arrow free, and black spots danced in his vision.




    He was going to black out.




    Going to fade out.




    Going to—she touched him again and everything stopped.




    Shaking, chest heaving, and lying in his own sweat, he stared up at her, helpless.




    Her dark eyes glimmered. “Every ounce of pain you’ve ever felt leaves residue in your body like a map through your own personal road of torture. It’s a veritable playfield for someone like me to find.”




    “S-someone like you?”




    “A Healer.”




    “I–I thought you were supposed to help people.”




    “Only if you don’t anger me, pet.” Her eyes changed to match the ferocity of the black lion’s. Wild and animalistic and crazy. “When you anger me, I can unleash pain in you. Every piece of agony you’ve ever felt all at once. And don’t worry. If you’re not afraid of the pain inside you, I can give you plenty more to suffer. I will have you begging for my love.”




    “Never.” Did I really say that out loud?




    Her hand zipped back, ready to strike his face, but she froze. Her hand remained in the air, waiting like a dog vying to be released for the hunt. He didn’t cringe. Didn’t flinch. Held his ground. But he didn’t want to. He wanted to cry.




    “I will break you.” The way she said it didn’t reveal any anger or persuasion. She believed she’d break him. “Stand up.” She motioned for her men to lift him.




    He cried out as the pain in his back ripped through him again. Belladonna stood in front of him, the two men still supporting his weight, and pressed her hand against his chest. Warmth flickered into him, not from within him. From her. His wound closed, healed. His legs worked. Then, unbearable heat trickled into him and the ghost of pain spread out from his back. It stopped before his knees buckled.




    “It’s that easy, pet. I give pain and I take pain. Which you receive depends entirely on you. Now, we’re going to meet the king. You will comply, or I’ll make you wish you were dead.”




    He had to get inside. Had to remain the dragon. Dragons were not pets. He faced the gate and clenched his jaw. He had to be a Granden: strong and stoic.




    “Good.” Belladonna purred. Then she ran her hand along his neck. He flinched. She chuckled. “This is going to be fun.”




    Hands bound anew and a black lion breathing on his neck, he followed her into the palace. Up the stairs and into the throne room. As soon as the doors opened, a stench Ryan hadn’t smelled the last time he’d been there assaulted him.




    If he had to name the smell, it would be death. Like dirt. Not fresh dirt. This dirt was old, the kind that sat atop dead-and-buried horses. It matched the awful smell of opening the cellar door to find all of the potatoes had gone rotten—only worse.




    Someone in this room smelled dead. He had a pretty good idea who it was, too. The bony, wasted-away form on the throne.




    The throne was angled sideways, as if to keep the figure out of direct sunlight. A skeletal hand draped over the armrest. The fingers looked thin and frail. Perhaps it was a woman.




    Belladonna approached two men. She called the one with a hooked nose and long fingers Oswell. The other man turned as Belladonna sauntered toward him. A face Ryan would never forget. King Franco. The last time they’d met—for lack of a better word—he’d unleashed a black lion on Ryan and tried to bed Jayden.




    She’d left him alive.




    It was one of those things he loved about her.




    Despite everything that happened, everything Franco had tried to do to her in the palace, Jayden had had the chance to kill him and left him alive. For some reason, that strange act of pity gave Ryan hope. It meant this, whatever it was—fate, destiny path—hadn’t tainted her heart fully. One of them might make it out of this unscathed. Untainted by evil. She was still Jayden.




    Sure, when backed into a corner, she’d killed to survive. But when given the choice to spare a life, she had. There was still reason to hope for good.




    Now that he’d killed someone—killed more than one person—and the venom pulsed in his every heartbeat, he wondered what would become of him. He thought of Belladonna’s men—of Cain, now that she’d given him a name—falling off his sword. Lifeless. Scared. Dead.




    Dead.




    Dead.




    “Blood looks good on you. Dried and black.”




    Ryan shook and crushed his eyes closed.




    The wasted form on the throne moved. Her eyes met his. Blue like a sky trying to break through a thin veil of clouds. Cold and depressing. Hopeless.




    Her hair was limp and stringy so that her ears—rather large for her head—stuck through the dull strands. Her hair almost looked wet. Not the wet of a rainfall. No, this wet resembled someone who was either just born or had been dead a long time.




    By the stench in the room, he guessed the latter.




    Her eyebrow cocked. There was no way she’d heard his thoughts, but his heart skittered like a skipping stone that failed to make its last skip. Now a small smile tugged her lips.




    Thin, colorless lips.




    Belladonna and Franco were talking. About him. He’d heard his name, but his ears wouldn’t tune into the conversation within reach. This woman had captured his attention and held it in a vise grip.




    “Pet!”




    Belladonna’s words dragged him slowly out of the reach of that dead-but-alive woman’s eyes.




    “Yes, it looks as if he’s very in-tune with you, Belladonna.” The way Franco said her name betrayed his lust for her.




    She jerked Ryan’s ropes and he stumbled closer. Now his gaze caught something else. A key. That snapped the fog away from wrapping around his brain. Morgan had been right. There was a key, and Franco wore it around his neck.




    Franco glared. “I fail to see how he will be of any use.”




    “He’s one of Logan’s.”




    A flicker of heat shot through Franco’s eyes, and he rubbed his hands together. “Will Logan come to rescue him?”




    Hopefully. Ryan swallowed. He didn’t feel very like a dragon right now. Time to stop being caught off-guard.




    “Of course he will.” Belladonna purred.




    “He won’t,” Ryan said.




    Now he had Franco’s attention. The man walked closer. “What makes you say that?”




    “He doesn’t know I’m missing. And he won’t until he heads back to the place he left me.”




    “Kill him.”




    “Wait.” Ryan was surprised to hear Belladonna’s protest precede his own. “I made sure the boy’s sister got away. Two of my men followed her. She’ll run straight to Logan.”




    “We still don’t need him alive.”




    “He killed my men. I need replacements. Do I have your permission to”—a sly smile slid over her mouth—“train him?”




    Franco’s eyes narrowed. “In order to receive gifts, you have to have done something worthwhile.”




    “Oh, I have.” She smiled. “I have a link to Logan. Well, not him directly, but that handsome one who runs around with him, protecting the Deliverer.”




    Ethan? Ryan lost his breath.




    “Tell me about this link.” Franco drummed his fingers on his biceps. They weren’t very impressive. Ryan instinctively flexed his own.




    “In order to set the link, I need a spell.” She touched the key on Franco’s neck, and he watched her with his lust-filled eyes.




    It was a key to the spells chamber? Oh great. Like he was supposed to be able to get his hands on that? Well, if Belladonna could use it, perhaps he could get it from her. If he played the part of her pet. Oh, Morgan, what did you see? Too bad her vision hadn’t come with a step-by-boring-step solution.




    Franco reluctantly lifted the key from his neck. “Make your spell and train your little soldier. We need those Deliverers.” His eyes met Ryan’s for an instant, then he turned back to Belladonna. “If he doesn’t break, you’ll kill him, so don’t get attached.”




    “Don’t worry, he’ll break.” She pushed him toward the door, and Ryan was careful not to look at the key as she placed it over her head and let it rest in the dip of her collarbone. Okay, so he did look, but then he trailed the length of her body so it seemed a little less like he was trying to steal a key and fulfill some not-that-heroic destiny.




    Then he caught sight of the bony figure in the chair one last time.




    She watched him with her pale eyes. A smile tugged her thin, cracked lips. “I’m the Mistress of Shadows, Ryan. It’s nice to finally meet you.” And her voice matched the purring one in his head.


  




  

    Chapter 6




    Levels of Hell




    What? No. Jayden’s heart stilled and her hands shook as Quinn’s words echoed in her mind. Ethan could not be one of the Deliverers.




    Ethan backed away from Quinn, shaking his head. “I’m not a Deliverer, Quinn. I’m one of the Protectors.”




    Jayden opened her talent and searched his emotions desperately. His pounding heart and denial matched hers.




    Quinn’s eyes rounded. “Oh, Ethan, I’ve known you were a Deliverer since we first met.”




    The sound that came from Logan’s throat was a deep growl. He fisted his hands. “How could I have missed it? Anna said the Deliverers would be drawn to me.” He stared at Ethan. “There’s one way to know for sure.” He walked over to his things and pulled out the velvet rolled-up bag.




    Jayden knew that bag. It housed the Deliverers’ weapons. Her chest tightened.




    “No.” Ethan backed away from Logan, waving his hands. “You already gave me a sword from there. It didn’t mark me.”




    “Why would being a Deliverer be so bad, Ethan?” Serena touched his shoulder.




    He whirled to face her. “I’m supposed to protect you. It’s my purpose.”




    His emotions clung to that sentiment. The panic that coursed through him echoed Jayden’s. Surpassed it. He needed to protect.




    Logan offered Ethan the sword, tip down. Jayden stared at the blade as it cut the empty space between her and Ethan.




    Stormcloud fluttered her wings. “Why are you so sad, Jayden?”




    The blade betweem then blurred as she finally let her gaze wander to Ethan. “Because, Stormcloud, I love him.”




    “Not all the Deliverers die.”




    “If he’s a Deliverer, he’s my brother.”




    Logan nudged the sword toward Ethan again.




    The cross guard consisted of a pair of wings and the head of a gryphon. A topaz jewel made the gryphon’s eye. Her heart clutched. It was his weapon all right, just like the daggers with lightning bolts belonged to her. Her emotions unraveled.




    Ethan’s hand stopped a hair away from touching the weapon. “If it doesn’t glow?”




    “You’re not the Deliverer. We head to Nivek and search for the Gray family. They adopted the other Deliverer.” Logan glanced at Quinn. “Or she remembers something else.”




    Ethan swallowed. Hesitated. Closed his fist around the grip.




    The topaz jewel glowed, and Jayden’s hope died. Yellow light wrapped around Ethan’s wrist and claimed him. He dropped the sword and it bounced on the ground.




    She couldn’t tear her eyes from the weapon even as the light in the gem winked out.




    “Jayden,” Logan said. He wouldn’t look up at her. Wouldn’t look at either of them. “Meet your brother.”




    Her heart was speared in two. She couldn’t even bring herself to glance at Ethan. How could she have let herself fall for him? She clutched her shirt at the neck in tight fists and willed her feelings to remain locked deep in her heart.




    “He could be my brother.” Serena’s soft voice clung to hope. “Ethan, I’ve always felt that you’re my brother. I—”




    “Serena, I—I can’t do this.” He left the weapon and walked away.




    “I’m sorry, Ethan.” Quinn’s voice followed him.




    Jayden stood and watched him leave. Her talent hit a wall; he’d closed off his emotions. But he hadn’t claimed the sword. He didn’t want this either.




    Quinn’s large eyes filled with confusion. “Doesn’t he like Serena?”




    Serena patted the Whisperer’s shoulder. “Of course he does, Quinn. He’s just feeling overwhelmed right now.”




    “Then I don’t understand.” Quinn acted as though her whole world was imploding. “He should be happy to have you as his betrothed.”




    “My—?” Serena stepped away from Quinn.




    Jayden’s chest cracked. “What?” The breathless question came out unbidden. She didn’t really want to hear more.




    “The Creator made a special bond between all the Deliverers. When you meet one another, you will feel the deep kinship of love even stronger than a three-oath bond. If Ethan is Jayden’s brother, Serena is his intended betrothed. Just like Serena’s brother is your intended betrothed, Jayden.”




    Air rushed out of Jayden’s lungs. Serena? Perfect, beautiful Serena? The sky wanted to open and pour down rain. Jayden choked all the feelings inside, turned, and walked away.




    “Jayden?” Serena’s voice followed.




    Jayden walked faster. She wasn’t supposed to be angry. Shouldn’t feel heartbroken. In fact it was downright wrong to feel any of those things. What was she going to be jealous about? That Serena, who wasn’t Ethan’s sister, was his betrothed while she was stuck being his sister?




    Someone stepped up next to her, matching her stride, but Jayden didn’t feel like accepting comfort right now. She wanted to strike something with lightning.




    “Bad break, Softheart?”




    Jayden’s blood heated and she rounded on Kara. “Don’t you dare.”




    “It’s nice to see that fire in your eyes, but you don’t exactly scare me.”




    The sky crackled. Thunder rolled and lightning lit up the sky in fierce zigzags, all congregating above Kara.




    She looked up and then back at Jayden. “Impressive.”




    “I killed Queen Idla and King Franco. You should be scared, Kara.”




    “Really? Because I know for certain King Franco lives.”




    The storm died away, leaving Jayden feeling barren and dry as a desert. Somehow, she knew this to be true. Another hit to her already shattered heart. “That’s impossible.”




    Kara shrugged. “I would know. I’m bound to him by blood sacrifice. He lives and he’s with the Mistress. I’m sure of it. Before you start rousing the sky again, relax. His being alive is good for you for now. He wants what the Mistress does. He’ll fight her to get it. Enemy of my enemy and all.”




    “Franco is not our friend.”




    “No. We are his.”




    “Are you insane?” Jayden paused and looked deep into Kara’s eyes. Like Thea, she had the uncanny ability to guard her emotions. “What do you know?”




    Kara’s smile spread across her face. “You’re finally asking the right questions. I know Franco’s plan to take the power from the Mistress. I also know of Belladonna’s plans to take the power from her. So much power and so many people battling for it.”




    “And you?”




    A slice of hatred broke through Kara’s eyes and settled like a stab in the heart that Jayden’s talent felt. “I want King Franco to suffer for killing my sister.”




    Jayden resisted the urge to turn off her talent. Feeling Kara’s anger soothed her more than anything else right now. “Enemy of my enemy.”




    “You’re smarter than you look.” Her wicked smile returned.




    “Do you know how to defeat Franco?”




    “I have an idea.”




    “Tell me.”




    Kara leaned closer. “What’s in it for me? See, right now, if Franco dies, I die with him. Such is the unfortunate link to a blood sacrifice. You free me of the link, and I will help you kill him.”




    “That’s why you didn’t go to Logan with this information. Does killing you kill Franco?”




    Kara crossed her arms. “If it were that easy, I’d have slit my wrists.”




    “No.” Jayden touched Kara’s arm, and they both froze. Kara looked into Jayden’s eyes, and something warmed Jayden’s heart for a beat.




    Then it winked out, and Kara pushed Jayden away, laughing. “Softheart, you’ve got to stop seeing the best in people. Sometimes it just doesn’t exist. I gave you a proposition. Now, do we have a blood oath or not?”




    “The last time—”




    “I kept my end of the bargain and then some. I made sure you all made it out safe. It didn’t look like things were going your way at the time, but the oath hand didn’t harm me because, like it or not, Thea and I had a better plan than you.”




    Jayden glanced up the hill to where she’d been standing with the others. Serena was guiding Quinn away—toward the tents—and Logan looked to be deep in conversation with Gavin and Melanie. Ethan was nowhere to be seen.




    Whether Jayden wanted to admit it or not, Kara spoke truth. She had upheld her end of the oath.




    Jayden turned to the assassin. “What exactly am I promising?”




    “Keep Logan from killing me or making me prisoner, and I will help you defeat Franco.” Kara took out her dagger and sliced her palm.




    She handed the weapon to Jayden, who cut hers as well and shook Kara’s hand, wound against wound. Then Jayden let a devious smile light her own face. “Since when does an assassin need my help?”




    Kara let out a bitter laugh. “You’re more powerful than you think, Softheart, but I’m the better chess player.”




    She tugged Kara closer. “I think it’s time to share with Logan what you know about Franco’s plans and how to stop him.”




    “Lead the way.” Kara stole her hand back.




    Jayden marched across the hill toward Logan.




    As they approached, Serena also towed Quinn to where Logan stood. “You have to tell him.”




    “What’s going on?” Logan asked.




    Jayden paused as she watched Ethan crest the hill on the other side. He only glanced at her, and Kara chuckled.




    Jayden elbowed the assassin in the gut. That shut her up.




    Serena motioned to Quinn. “She knows where all those animals from the chasm have gone.”




    Logan stared at Quinn expectantly. They all did.




    Quinn motioned out. “See the barren land ahead of us? See how the sky turns from red to darker red to near black?”




    Logan nodded.




    “In the book it’s called the borderlands. The Mistress created it when the Creator wanted to talk to her about destroying the abominations she’d made. If you go that way, you will enter the borderlands. Unspeakable evil dwells in there.” Her eyelids fluttered. “Here.” She pulled out the journal Logan had given her, and flipped out the leaf she used as a bookmark.




    The pages appeared blank at first. Then Quinn tapped the page with her finger, and pictures of animals appeared. “The Mistress isn’t very strong yet, so she’s surrounded herself with her creatures. She wants them all to be free to roam the land, but she’s not strong enough to allow that. Neither are they. Her weakness has caused her to lose control of certain creatures already. But as she grows stronger, she will expand her borders, essentially giving her creatures a greater reach.”




    Jayden leaned closer. “You’re saying those animals hunting us are confined by borders?”




    Quinn nodded. “They are contained where they are—like a labyrinth of protection to keep us out while the Mistress is at her weakest. She created these beasts that guard her, and she’s had a long time to bond with them, if you will. They are loyal to her. And they don’t want to be locked up again either. So they help bring the Deliverers to her.




    “The way she does this is to set up these levels. There are seven kinds of guards to her prison. The black lions. The kelpies. The abysshounds. The shadow wolves. The maelvargs. The molten bulls. And the firegoats. She’ll place them around her so you can’t get an army close to her. But each level is designed to let the Deliverers pass through.”




    “Can I see that?” Logan held his hand out for the book. She passed it to him.




    Jayden stood close enough to see. The page depicted a grouping of rings, each level looping around the next, like a target. “Which level are we in now?”




    Quinn pointed. “The shadow wolves are here. I think the black lions and kelpies have had free rein for a long time already. They aren’t part of this grouping. The abysshounds attacked us already. I think they might be breaking free.”




    “We have to go through that to get to her?” Gavin asked.




    Quinn nodded.




    Logan breathed deep. “But she’s weak now. Vulnerable.”




    “Yes.” Quinn’s hazel eyes filled with hope. “And there is a way through.”




    “How?” Ethan took the book from Logan.




    “I have to get closer to the levels to see it, but the trees will know. They cannot survive in the levels. That’s how I knew to read about it. I heard so many voices cry out.” A tear escaped her eye, and sadness choked her voice.




    Jayden drew closer and touched Quinn’s shoulder. Pulsed comfort into her. She could see the book again. The page Ethan stared at was blank. He gave the book back to Quinn, who held it for all to see.




    As she touched it, a drawing appeared on the page of a beautiful woman on a throne made of—bones? Her name was written beneath the heads of the two massive, ugly dogs at her feet.




    “What’s that?” Jayden held out her hand, and Quinn relinquished the book.




    “The Mistress of Shadows and her seconds in command, Gnarg and Garmr.” She slid her fingers over the next page, and a new picture filled it: an expanse of land like the one they walked toward now. Barren. Sick. Thirsty for life. Jayden shivered. It was almost like the land tried to leak emotion into her, but there was nothing to leak. Just a void of feelings.




    Quinn flipped the page again. A picture bled to life as she traced the pressed leaf with her fingers.




    Legs like tendrils of smoke led into a body of fog. Dark, black eyes resembling an abyss with red pupils pulsed in the middle of the page. “Those are shadow wolves. They fly.” Quinn shuddered. She turned the page and swept her hand over the next blank one. Long front legs led up to a barrel chest. Powerful hind legs and a tail with spikes armored the rear end. A hunched back bore spikes the size of spear tips, and its eyes looked as if they glowed. “Those are maelvargs.”




    “Maelvargs,” Logan repeated with a wince.




    “The laughing things with the glowing green eyes?” Ethan asked.




    Quinn stared at him. “Y-you’ve heard of them?”




    “In bedtime stories.”




    The next page showed the beast they’d fought. The wolfish creatures with smoldering fur.




    Westwind whined.




    Quinn glanced at him. “Does he wonder why they are all canine? They aren’t, but many are. The Mistress loves wolves.” She shivered.




    Logan asked the question Jayden wondered. “How do we defeat these creatures?”




    She flipped through blank page after page before she stopped and slid her finger across the thick leaf-paper.




    “The shadow wolves are afraid of light. They attack you when you sleep. Prey on your fears. If they bite you, you will never wake of your deepest nightmares. I–I have to keep reading.”




    Logan nodded. He turned to Gavin. “We need to figure this out. In the meantime, we have to get to the palace for my son.”




    “And that’s where the Mistress is.” Kara’s nonchalant voice rose up behind Jayden. “Looks like you’re headed to the dragon’s den. I wonder if you have anyone on your team who knows how to get in undetected.”




    Logan lunged at her, and, heart racing, Jayden stood between them. “She will help us.”




    The fire in Logan’s eyes seemed more contained, but he glared. “And you trust her?”




    “No.”




    “I will tell you if she lies,” Serena said.




    “Logan!” Ethan’s frantic voice jolted Jayden’s heart.




    “What is it, kid?” Logan turned toward him.




    “Chloe. She’s—she’s in danger.” Ethan looked at Jayden, and at once his regret pulsed into her, so deep and full it squeezed her heart. Then he picked up the sword—the Deliverer’s sword. An ache spread through her chest and into her core.




    Then all of Ethan’s emotions winked out, and he glanced at Logan. “Hurry.”




    Quinn grabbed Ethan’s sleeve. “Wait.” Wind rippled her hair and she closed her eyes. “She’s this way.” She pointed east. “She’s with a woman. The trees say the woman rescued her from two attackers, but one of the two men still tracks them. But that’s not all.” Quinn trembled. “A pack of abysshounds rides on their heels.”




    Ethan stared at her, his chest heaving. “The levels are closer than they look?”




    “Yes.” Quinn’s voice shook. “But the trees are protecting your friend.”




    “Westwind smells your abysshounds, Quinn,” Logan said.




    She shuddered. “They’re not mine.”




    Ethan’s frantic gaze locked onto Quinn. “How do we kill them?”




    She looked in the book. “Wielder-crafted weapons and fire.”




    “Lightning?” Jayden asked.




    Quinn bit her lip. “The trees say yes.”




    Logan motioned to Gavin and Melanie. “Get some Dissenters to join us. Chloe and whoever is helping her need our aid. Tell the Dissenters to bring pitch-coated arrows and fire.”




    Jayden crossed her arms. “I’m going with you.”




    He looked like he wanted to argue, but he kept his mouth shut and raced the way Quinn had told them to go. Serena and Quinn followed. Kara smiled. “I’ll wait here.”




    Jayden tugged her sleeve. “You’ll come and help.”




    She didn’t need more prodding than that. Perhaps trusting her was a bad idea. Jayden’s heart hammered as they raced through the trees.
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