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  He would have his revenge. Nothing and no one could stop him.




  Ferris has spent the better part of six years training and preparing for vengeance. The barbarians who abducted his sister so long ago would pay for their sins in blood. With the help of his magic, he'd avenge her honor and wipe out the Black Isles once and for all. It's all so clear, until he starts to wonder if he's fighting for the wrong side.




  She knows she must kill him. So why does she hesitate?




  As right-hand woman to the General, Eryn plays an important role in the defense of the Black Isles and its people. When a ship full of human mainlanders is spotted in their territory, she knows they must strike the enemy hard. War will tear the Isles apart if the warlock on board the ship isn't stopped. Only, she can't bring herself to do her duty…. He has put her under his spell.




  They're sworn enemies, fighting for opposing teams. The battlefield is the last place where love should bloom. But as they are about to discover, passion and hate are two sides of the same coin…




  The Warlock's Conquest is the fourth book in Lorelei Moone's brand new fantasy romance series, Shifters of Black Isle. Shifters, magic and relatable characters, set in a mysterious, distant land, where anything seems possible—and yet all its inhabitants hold dear could be destroyed in an instant.




  This story is intended for adult audiences only.




  Did you know that Lorelei Moone also writes (present-day) Paranormal Romance? If you're curious to find out more, you can try out Scottish Werebear: An Unexpected Affair absolutely free by signing up for Lorelei's newsletter!
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  Prologue
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  Once in every eight springs, a girl will be put forth by one of the coastal regions. A peace offering, a condition of the truce between the Giant Warriors of Black Isle and the men of the mainland.




  1. No one shall remain with the offering when the time comes.




  2. No one shall attempt to lay eyes on or follow the giants.




  3. No girl shall ever come home, or her village shall feel the giants’ wrath.




  By this ritual we are bound, so long as our truce may last.




  Ferris was free, at least for the moment. After a long nine months at sea, the solid ground underneath his feet gave him a spring in his step he hadn't had in a while.




  How he had looked forward to this moment. He'd held onto the fantasy of his return through every storm. Or whenever the work threatened to overwhelm him.




  Home at last.




  Ferris whistled a cheerful tune as he walked through the village where he had grown up. Of course, his home was still a little distance away on the outskirts of the main settlement, but he could have crossed entire mountain ranges if he had to. Such was his excitement.




  "Afternoon," he greeted some of the villagers gathered in the square. These faces had just been a distant memory to him while he'd been away…. The butcher and his wife, the tanner and some younger boys who worked as farm hands stood by in silence as he passed them.




  Ferris shrugged and carried on. The villagers had never been too friendly with him or his sister, Kelly, especially since their mother had passed. Things hadn't changed much upon his return, it seemed.




  Though he had changed a bit; his time at sea had hardened him. Whereas a younger him would have been hurt by their rejection, it no longer mattered to him now. They weren't who he had come back to meet.




  As he continued up the path that snaked along the dunes surrounding his family home, he took one final look back. More people had gathered in the square. The news of his arrival was spreading fast.




  Ferris chuckled. No matter how quickly gossip spread in this small hamlet, his arrival would still come as a surprise to Kelly. And hers was the face he was most excited to see.




  There it was in the distance; the modest home he and Kelly had grown up in. It was smaller than he remembered. Just a little more battered by the elements. Just a little shabbier than it used to be.




  But it was still miles better than the accommodation on the merchant ships. Deckhands slept in any space they could find. In between cargo, on the floor. With the cats they'd brought onboard to control the mice and rats. They didn't even have enough blankets between them to keep warm on some nights.




  But that was all over for now.




  Ferris could hardly contain himself as he reached the front door. He didn't even announce himself as he pushed it open.




  But there was nobody inside. He turned around and scanned the fields. Perhaps Kelly was busy out there somewhere, though he hadn't seen her on his way up to the house.




  "Kelly?" he called out.




  No response.




  He checked the inside again. There was something different about the place. The changes were subtle. It was much emptier than he remembered, almost desolate.




  No pot of stew bubbling away. The fireplace was cold, as though it hadn’t been lit in a while. The baskets where Kelly normally stored the family’s supply of potatoes and onions were empty.




  “Kelly!” Ferris shouted again. “Father?”




  Nobody replied.




  It was as though no one lived here anymore. Now, he noticed the dust. The table, the chairs; every last surface was covered under a layer of the stuff.




  Ferris dropped the small bundle of his belongings on the floor and ran all the way back down the path. The villagers might not like him, or his family, but they owed him some answers.




  What on earth had happened during these nine months he’d been away?




  Where was his family?
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  Slumped on one of the chairs of the local tavern, Ferris couldn’t do much more than shake his head.




  It had taken some time, as well as of threats of violence, to get some of the villagers to open up. The news was worse than he could have imagined.




  Kelly had been taken away to the Black Isles by the giants.




  He'd been aware of the lottery, of course. Every eight years a village girl had to go. But he never imagined Kelly would get chosen.




  What were the chances? He didn't even know this past spring it had been West Hythe's turn to provide an offering.




  "How could he let this happen?" Ferris muttered to himself. "And where the hell has he gone?"




  "Your what?" the bar girl quipped. "Oh, your old man. Don't let it bother ya too much. Mine's run off somewhere too. They get to a certain age and lose their minds. Drinking and gambling is all they can think about. Another?"




  She held up the pitcher of ale in Ferris' direction.




  He shook his head. "I don't think so."




  He picked up the crude stoneware mug and emptied it with one final swig.




  As he tried to get up from his seat, he could feel the buzz of the ale starting to hit him, forcing him back down.




  But it had done nothing to numb the shock. Kelly was gone. More than one of the people he'd spoken to had tried to hint that she was probably dead by now. Apparently, he shouldn't dwell on the past. Easy for them to say. Kelly wasn't their family, she was his.




  And she couldn't be dead.




  He wouldn't accept it.




  "I won't have it. I won't stand for this."




  Ferris balled his fist and slammed it down onto the table. A dull ache pierced his arm all the way up to his elbow. He flexed his fingers a few times, but the pain still remained.




  "Now, now. You break the furniture, you pay for it," the girl said.




  Ferris shook his head. Whatever.




  But what was he going to do about all this? Would he sail to the Black Isles himself and bring Kelly back? How ridiculous. He was barely eighteen, and although he was tall, he did not have the muscle to match. Plus, they were giants. He would be no match for them.




  Nobody in living memory had ever laid eyes on one of them. It wasn't worth the risk, as staying and watching them take away their offering every eight years was punishable by death. But the legends had to be based in truth.




  Warriors, they were.




  Whereas he was a deckhand.




  There was no way he could take the fight to them, at least not now and not on his own.




  But he'd-




  "In fact, you'd better pay for that ale now as well," the girl interrupted his thoughts.




  "What?" Ferris asked.




  She pointed down at his empty mug. "How do I know you're good for it, huh?"




  Ferris made a face and clumsily checked his pockets for a few coins. He threw them on the table.




  "Will that do?" he snapped.




  "Thank you very much indeed, sir." The girl smiled as she gathered up the money.




  There went a significant portion of his earnings from his time at sea.




  But Ferris was least concerned.




  He had to think of a way to get Kelly back. Because no matter what anyone said, she was still alive. He could feel it, right there in his chest.




  He would have his revenge. This he vowed to himself. Ferris would work day and night to acquire the necessary skills to be able to fight for her honor and her life. If it was the last and only thing he did with his life.




  Everyone and everything else could go to hell.




  Kelly, hang in there. I'm coming for you.




  This was the one and only thing on his mind as he stumbled through the village, back to his now empty home.
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  Chapter One




  * Almost seven years later *




  A morning like any other, Eryn was readying herself for her shift. She strapped the rigid leather armor across her chest and tightened a pair of matching cuffs around her wrists. Of course, she'd have to discard these items and more, if she took to the skies in her eagle form. But for time spent on ground, she had come to enjoy dressing like this.




  Like a uniform, these items gave her a certain confidence, an air of authority.




  For seven years she had performed her duties on Black Mountain under General Rhea's leadership. Ever since Rhea had first enlisted her and the other eagles following the first Sea Folk invasion, she had barely spent a day away from her post.




  Luckily the Isles had been at peace for the majority of this period, thanks to the truce that had been negotiated with the enemy under the seas. As a result, these Isles had become a different place than the one she had grown up in. Their peace wasn't so fragile anymore.




  The people of Black Isle were flourishing now that they did not have to spend every waking hour preparing for a fight. But while some of the other eagles had gone back home, Eryn had stayed on Black Mountain. She hadn't allowed herself to become complacent.




  She'd learned to fight, especially with bow and arrow.




  She'd learned to read under Uri the Elder's tutelage, and loved nothing more than to spend time in the library, studying up on strategy and science alike.




  No longer the simple farm girl she had grown up as, Eryn was now a fully-fledged member of Rhea's army and often acted as Rhea's right-hand woman. And there was no point in wasting these hard-earned talents by tending her parents' land. Plenty of people could do that in her stead.




  Eryn had come to enjoy her duties, so it was with a spring in her step that she joined Yorrick, head of the Castle Guard on the fortifications surrounding the castle.




  "Morning. Anything to report?" Eryn asked.




  "All quiet. Just as quiet as yesterday and the day before."




  Eryn stole a glance in his direction. She couldn't tell if he thought that was a good or a bad thing.




  "Better than the alternative," Eryn remarked.




  "Sure."




  Eryn shrugged. He was a man of few words, and seemingly even fewer emotions, which was fine by her. These qualities made him easy company while on duty.




  She made her way back down the fortified wall and headed toward the armory. The lookout squad was already assembled inside. All of them were eagles like her, but in many ways they were not alike at all.




  There was a reason she had emerged as their leader.




  "Ready?" she asked.




  They shrugged and grumbled words of reluctant agreement. This was just a chore to them, a job like any other. Like cogs in a machine, they seemed unaware of the bigger picture. Of just how important their role was in the overall defense of these lands.




  Still, they turned up every day and did as they were told, so there was no real reason to complain.




  "You know the drill. Immediately let me know if you see anything out of the ordinary."




  "What's the point? Nothing ever happens," one of the younger males complained.




  "Be grateful for that, as long as it lasts. If you don't remember for yourself, ask your elders what happened the last time we were attacked," Eryn snapped.




  The boy responded with nothing but a silent stare.




  He was somewhat right, of course. Nothing had happened in all these years. Eryn could only hope their peace would remain.




  She watched them leave in clusters of two or three, and followed the last group. Eryn was still on their heels as the lookouts made their way through the winding corridors of the castle toward the View Point, a high plateau that could be accessed from one of the turrets. High above the crashing waves surrounding the island, it was the ideal place for them to set off.




  One by one, each of the men and women threw themselves over the edge and transformed. Deafened by the high winds, Eryn could barely make out the sound of their feathered wings, flapping overhead as they circled once or twice before making off in opposing directions.




  They all knew the drill. Where to patrol, how long for, and when to report back. She had trained them well, all things considered.




  She paused for a moment, watching them get smaller and smaller before disappearing on the horizon, then she headed back inside.




  On days such as these, with neither a hunting party nor Council meeting in the works, there was very little for her to do until her squad of lookouts returned. Yet she wasn't planning to stay idle. Instead she would spend this morning in the library with the Elders, as she had done so many times before.




  No matter how much she read, she hungered for more. There was still a wealth of knowledge out there, if you were willing enough to seek it out.
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  Ferris stood at the helm of his ship, with his hands planted squarely on his hips. The Black Isles were within view, though at this distance they were hardly more than a dark outline against the light gray skies. This was the closest he had been to Kelly in all these years.




  After more than six years of preparation, the moment of reckoning was upon him. With King Harrold's support, he'd been able to mount his campaign. A ship and a group of men of his own were part of the deal.




  On this very ship, he would bring Kelly back home.




  For the rest of the fight, there was the full might of the King's navy to count on, which should not be far behind them.




  Ferris had fought, cheated and stolen his way out of the simple circumstances he was born into. He'd understood quickly all those years ago that nothing in this world ever came easily.




  A deckhand no longer, Ferris had chosen a different path for himself. One of blood and vengeance.




  Getting ahead meant taking matters into his own hands. There were no handouts, especially not for outcasts like him. He wasn't proud of some of the things he'd done to get here. But his motivation was noble, and that was all that mattered now.




  He'd done it all for Kelly.




  Before long, he would fulfill his aim, and then he'd have all the time in the world to consider the rights and wrongs of it all.




  "So, what's the plan then?" Duncan, the self-styled leader of Ferris' troupe of warriors asked. The scars across his face told of a life lived by the sword. He wouldn't have given Ferris even one shred of respect, if it wasn't for the coin he'd been paid, and even then, he had a mind of his own.




  Money could buy anything nowadays, especially a small army. Every single one of the men on board this ship had a few things in common: They were all battle-hardened, and they would do almost anything for the right price.




  But that wasn't to say that they were easy to deal with.




  "We must assume they guard their territory. Therefore, we'll hide in plain sight, pretending to be fishermen," Ferris said. "Once the rest of the ships get here, that's when we'll make our move."




  "We look like fishermen to you?" one of the other mercenaries quipped, exposing a toothless grin.




  A roar of laughter erupted among the rest of the group, who had so far just stood by in silence.




  Ferris straightened himself. He wasn't going to let any one of these men ruin this moment. They hadn't seen the worst of him yet.




  He closed his eyes and focused his energy.




  For but a moment, the skies darkened above the ship, and the low rumble of thunder could be heard. Most of the fighters shuffled around uncomfortably.




  Ferris calmed himself before speaking. Suspicions and rumor were all well and good, but magic was one of the few things these men did fear. If he took things too far, they'd bolt and there would be nobody left to fight alongside him.




  "You'd better be convincing, or we'll fail before we even get close enough. And guess what, failure won't get you paid," Ferris warned. "Hide your weapons and armor, then cast nets out into the water!"




  "Alright," Duncan grumbled, and nodded at the rest of the group.




  Some muttered words of protest, but eventually everyone fell in line. Again, these were men who would do nearly anything for money.




  Ferris watched them in silence as they got to work.




  He had a plan, of course, but he wasn't going to share it with any of them, even Duncan. Over the years he had discovered talents that went far beyond summoning a few clouds up in the sky.




  He had learned to separate his mind and body. If he found a suitable vessel to transport into, a flying animal perhaps, he could travel great distances seemingly without having moved at all.




  If this ship could get him near enough, he would easily be able to reach the Black Isles, at least in spirit.




  All he needed was another life form within view, ideally a bird, for his spirit to latch onto.




  While he and his animal host gathered information about the enemy, his body would remain where it was on this ship, waiting for his return. And then….




  He rubbed his hands together. He could already picture it. King Harrold would claim the victory as his own, but that hardly mattered to Ferris. It wasn't glory he was after.




  It wasn't even the riches he had promised his men.




  Sweet revenge.




  He would see the Isles reduced to mere ruins and take his sister home with him where she belonged. The giant warriors of Black Isle would not be allowed to tear apart another human family. He would make sure of it.




  At the end of this fight, the treaty between the men of the mainland and the giants of Black Isle would end. The coming summer would mark a new era where no lottery would take place. No unsuspecting girl would be abandoned on the beaches of West Hythe, awaiting a fate worse than death as a human sacrifice to these barbarians.




  Once the deck was cleared of any weaponry and other suspicious items, and the nets had been cast, Ferris retreated into his cabin and peered out of the porthole.




  From there he would bide his time and wait for the right opportunity.




  And sure enough, only a short while later, a small speck appeared on the horizon.




  A bird.




  Ferris squinted at it to get a better look. Come closer!




  His spirit could not travel long distances from his body, so he still had to wait. Unfortunately, the animal did not approach the ship at all, but instead turned away.




  Curious.




  No matter, there were still many hours left in the day. Ferris was certain he'd get another chance. He had waited a long time to get here, what were a few hours more? The other ships weren't even within sight yet. He'd have plenty of time to infiltrate the Isles, locate Kelly, and get back, before anyone even found his empty body.
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