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Prologue


Beast in the Water


She doesn’t look powerful.” The woman with wild red hair glared as she spoke, and the fire in her eyes made Quinn tremble.


Fire.


It burned. Bit her skin. Nothing soothed her blistered arms. Quinn huddled at the base of the tall tree they’d tied her to. Dull, diseased wood scratched her exposed and burning skin. This forest was so different from the warm, sunny place they’d taken her from. Everything here was gray and overgrown with brambles. Prickly ropes bound her hands. Her wrists itched. Thinking about the itching took away from the pain.


A smug smile lit the red-haired woman’s face. “Ready to be compliant now, are you?”


Quinn trembled. Why did they hurt her? What had she done? She wasn’t powerful, whatever they thought. But when she denied it, they burned her. Bound her hands. Picked her up with wind they controlled and slammed her back against the trees.


The trees mourned with her. They didn’t want to hurt her, but they were powerless.


She glanced at Enya, her only friend. The huge colorful bird wasn’t okay. The netting they’d thrown around her had bent her wings. Sunset-red, deep-purple, and fiery-orange broken feathers poked out between the tight ropes of the netting. They floated like wisps on the wind. Once vibrant and shimmering, they fell like shattered hopes. Soon they’d turn gray—everything here dulled to gray. Enya looked like a crooked mess, lying in a heap on the cracked earth. Her thoughts didn’t reach Quinn anymore.


Tears slid down Quinn’s cheeks.


“Sabine,” The red-haired woman spoke to the woman with yellow hair. “It’s time to tell the Mistress we have the girl.”


Sabine dipped her fingers into her jerkin and pulled out a cloth. She crouched in front of Quinn and unfolded it. A stone rested in the center, small and shiny.


Sabine held it out between her two fingers. “Do you know what this is, girl?”


Quinn shook her head, and her tangled brown hair caught Sabine’s hand. The stone flew from her grip.


“Stupid child.” Sabine smacked Quinn’s already stinging face.


Quinn crawled backward as best she could in her cumbersome bindings.


Sabine laughed. “I can still reach you.”


A gust of wind cradled Quinn. It held her in the air for a moment then forced her hard against a tree. Bark scraped her back and her head bashed against the trunk. The wind released her and she fell to the ground, huddled low with her head hidden. If this was what people were like, she hated them.


Sabine yanked Quinn’s hair and forced her head up. “Get me the stone.”


On her knees, Quinn crawled toward the stone and picked it up with her bound hands. It warmed to her touch. The shiny black exterior changed, turning red along the edges, and a picture flooded the center. Quinn stared, captivated.


The woman who looked back at her from the stone was beautiful, with silver-blue eyes and long hair so dark it resembled a moonless night. “So you’re the girl. You’re only a child.” Her voice was like a sharp hiss.


What girl? Before Quinn could ask, the picture changed. Nothing but blackness and two amber eyes. Frightening eyes. Not quite human. Whoever was behind the eyes spoke to her. “Don’t worry. I’ll get you safe.” 


Quinn gasped. His voice seemed kind, but who had eyes like that? What had eyes like that?


The eyes softened.


Strange eyes. Strange but kind.


She wanted to call out to whoever was behind them. Please. Help me.


Sabine snatched the stone from her. “The Mistress spoke to you, didn’t she?”


Quinn nodded slowly.


“What did she say?”


Quinn sat numb.


“Janice.” Sabine motioned to the red-haired woman.


Janice snapped her fingers, and a flame grew in the center of her left palm. Quinn shook. Not the fire again. Tears raced down her cheeks as Janice stepped closer. The flame in her hand shot up higher.


“She asked if I was the girl.”


The fire in Janice’s hand died.


Quinn huddled closer to the tree as Sabine’s narrowed eyes searched her face. She walked over to Janice and leaned close. “The Mistress says someone infiltrated the stone.”


“Who?” Janice asked. The fire sparked up again.


Quinn’s body shook. “Please, don’t. I didn’t see anyone else!”


Sabine’s eyes narrowed. “We’ll find out. First, we are to shackle this girl to the black island of Castlerock.”


The woman with red hair straightened her back, and her eyes grew wide. “Surely the Mistress doesn’t mean to send her there.”


“Don’t worry. She’ll protect us from the beast.”


“How?”


“Do you doubt her powers?”


“She has been trapped for a long time.”


“I’ll go alone. Then I’ll collect your share of the power when she is released.”


“No one takes my fire. I’ll come.” She pointed to Enya. “What about her bird?”


“Kill it.” Sabine’s lips curled into a devilish smile, and Quinn’s stomach squeezed.


Enya’s half-closed eyes looked at Quinn, and her small, quiet voice leaked into Quinn’s thoughts once again. “Be brave, little chick. Remember: a burned heart can rise from the ashes.”


“What does that mean?” Quinn asked.


A ball of flame lit Janice’s palm and pulsed. It grew. She looked at the red bird in the net and threw the ball of fire. It exploded and consumed Enya.


The bird’s thoughts winked out from Quinn’s mind, leaving a hole, hollow and empty. A sob clawed out of her throat. Gone. Nothing but a pile of ash. Enya was wrong. Quinn didn’t want to be with other humans. Not if they were this cruel.


Janice untied the rope from the tree and jerked Quinn’s bindings. She fell forward. Rocks scraped her bare arms and bit through her clothes. She scurried to stand before they dragged her.


Janice laughed. “We’re going to take you to your new home.”
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They took a rowboat across the inky waters up to the island where lush vegetation covered hundreds of boulders at the base of a mountain. The breeze smelled sick here. Not clean. Not alive with the freshness that comes from living, beating trees.


Then they shackled Quinn to the base of the mountain with cold, metal chains, and they tossed her the rest of their rations. Birds had always fed her before. Would they come in the presence of these women? With Enya gone, would anyone come?


Sabine knelt next to her. “The Mistress thinks you’re special. You’re nothing but a scared child.”


Thunder rumbled below the surface of the black water. The ground quaked. A long, serpentine neck shot straight up into the air and towered over them like an ancient oak. Liquid slid over its green and yellow scales like tiny black rivers. Dark, moving veins. It snaked its head closer. Horns encircled the creature’s crown, curved and spiky. A single black eye sat in the center of its head and jagged, white teeth outlined its massive jaw. Smoke poured out of its nostrils.


Quinn wanted to scream.


“The beast,” Janice whispered. “Tell the Mistress to call it off.” She held a ball of flame in her hand and shot it at the beast.


It opened its mouth and a stream of fire ate her tiny flame. Its head dove down fast, and huge jaws snapped around the woman with red hair. Swallowed her whole.


Quinn screamed.


Shaking, Sabine took out the stone from her pocket. “Call off the monster!” she said into the rock. “Call off—”


The beast closed its jaws around her, and the stone clattered against the rocks and landed near Quinn, but too far away for her to reach.


Then the beast snaked its head closer. Quinn sat still and silent as a newborn fawn, but her heart thrummed. Its black eye blinked. She saw her face in the depths of its pupil. Frightened. Dirty. Alone. A shiver pulsed through her, but she dare not so much as blink. Slowly the monster retreated and sank beneath the quiet, black water.


Quinn shuddered, staring into the stone. Please, someone help me.









Chapter 1


The Enemy’s Shadow


Logan stood on the top of a wooded hill facing the direction of the 
 palace, the wolves with him. He’d come here again because of the pull in his chest, like a string attached to something but always out of reach, or a dream he was supposed to remember hours after waking. It had to be telling him where to find the remaining three Deliverers. Specifically his son.


The unreachable tug urged him to stay near the palace. For two days he had. But it made him jumpy. Danger still lurked there. He felt it in the air. Smelled it in the wind. Sword oil and chainmail filtered through the scent of spruce and moss. And the smell of horse grew stronger tonight. 


Jayden may have killed Idla, but a bigger threat seemed to pulse below the surface.


Westwind nosed the air as a breeze filtered through the pines.


“What do you smell, friend?” Logan asked. 


“Horse and rider mixes with deer and rabbit. And the scent of fear stains the soil here. Something isn’t right.”


“Perhaps they’re looking for my son.” Logan’s heart jolted at the thought of it. 


Westwind didn’t say anything in return, but Aurora’s voice entered his thoughts. “If your son is still in these woods, he’s nowhere near here.” She sounded sad and comforting. So similar to Rebekah. The wolf retained Rebekah’s normal speech inflections even though the two of them were no longer bonded. It was both a comfort and a curse—hearing his wife’s voice daily, having a piece of what used to be her heart now bonded to him. 


The memories stung more since he’d seen Rebekah at the palace. She hadn’t sounded like the Rebekah he’d known and loved. Her eyes held none of the warmth they used to. 


She’d become a cold and heartless killer. A pawn of the palace. 


And he still loved her.


He closed his eyes and breathed in, banishing thoughts of her—feelings toward her—to the deepest corner of his heart. He would find a way to get his son from her grasp. But how much would being raised by Rebekah have poisoned his son’s heart toward the Feravolk?


Westwind turned to him, his eyes gleaming as traces of the approaching dawn reflected off of them. “I understand your desire to stay, but I think it’s time we fled. Unless you want to risk meeting this danger head on.”


“It’s my duty to protect the Deliverers. That includes my son.”


“Yes.” Westwind cocked his head. “It also includes Jayden. Keeping her close to the palace is like planting her in a black lion’s lair. Come back for your son when you are ready with an army. Don’t risk the Deliverer you have.”


“You think I should abandon him and find the other two?”


A hint of sorrow filtered across the bond along with Westwind’s quiet pause. “I don’t think abandon is the right word. But you typically make decisions with your instinct. I think your heart has been taking over.”


Sunlight pierced the darkness, making it easier for anyone who could be tracking them to see, despite the camouflaged cloaks they wore. Logan bowed his head. The wolves were right. He should leave. 


“Aurora and I are going to check the perimeter again, then we’ll look in on Jayden. Perhaps you’ll let Gavin talk some sense into you.” Westwind’s eyes gleamed greenish gold in the moonlight as he turned to leave. 


Logan glanced right as someone approached him with soft footfalls. It was only his friend Gavin. 


His boots padded against the soil as he drew closer to Logan. “Melanie says Callie found the scent of one set of tracks on top of our trail. Someone is following us.”


Melanie’s mountain lion would know. As much as he wanted it to be his son, Logan couldn’t rule out the possibility that they had been found. “A scout? This area carries the faint scent of horses and chainmail.”


Gavin didn’t speak right away, but when he did, his voice remained quiet. “This evening, Glider saw a group of horses and riders to the east. I had him follow them, and they’ve bedded down for the night. If they’re working with a scout, it’s not the same one on our trail.”


“Thankfully, Gavin’s eagle would tell them if those riders found their trail. So we’re still in the clear for now.”


“For now.” Gavin leaned his shoulder against a tree and glanced at Logan. 


Logan bowed his head under the weight of that look. “I’ve kept us here too long.”


Gavin grasped Logan’s shoulder. “We’ll find your kid. We’ll find all the Deliverers and help them save Soleden. Our people. Your burden is mine, friend.”


Save Soleden. Hadn’t they done that when Jayden defeated Idla? Deep in his heart, Logan knew of the danger Gavin referred to. “Do you think the Mistress is escaping?”


Gavin took his time breathing in. “All the signs point to it. Evil creatures, like those black lions you met, are her creations, banished into the prison with her. If they’ve found a way out, she won’t be far behind. In the end, Queen Idla was just a pawn of the Mistress of Shadows.” He tipped his chin up to the full moon. “Besides, isn’t it starting to look red to you?”


A slight hint of red, like blood, spread over the moon’s glowing surface. “I was hoping it was my imagination.” 


“But you knew it wasn’t. Otherwise you wouldn’t be out here trying to herd the Deliverers.” 


Logan closed his eyes. Gavin was right. It was time to leave before it was too late. 


“Logan.” Westwind’s thoughts punctured his mind. “Someone has spotted you. The intruder is fleeing. Aurora and I are on her tail, but Jayden and Ryan are following us.”


Logan’s stomach tightened and so did his fists. “Which direction is the intruder headed?” 


“East.” 


The direction of the palace. 









Chapter 2


White Lion


Everything was black as pitch except the white lion. It paced in front of Ryan. Yellow-moon eyes bored into him. Blood seemed to splash across the creature’s coat as it moved, as if it carried the liquid inside like a goblet of red wine.


The lion lunged. Paws smacked into Ryan’s shoulders and pushed. His back slammed into the ground. Claws dug into the scars above his birthmark. Scars the black lion had made with pearl-white claws when it attacked him in the palace. All he could think about was the fire in his veins that the black lion venom had pulsed into him. And he shook.


The white lion stopped. Licked a blood-red paw and stained its tongue crimson.


Ryan stared into the creature’s uncaring eyes. “Get out of my head.”


“You’re the one keeping me here.”


“I’m pretty sure I’m asking you to move out.”


The claws pressed harder, and this time it crouched on top of him. Pressing. Purring. Tail thrashing. He needed air.


“As long as your heart is dark, as long as my taint lives within you, I’ll remain.”


“Taint. Again with that word.” He couldn’t help but recall what Anna, the Whisperer, had told him about her friend who had been tainted with black lion venom. A friend Anna was told to kill.


Ryan swallowed.


The claws kneaded. Pricked.


He swung a fist at its face and scraped at its eyes.


The lion growled. “That was a mistake.”


Fire shot through his blood. Scorched his insides. He screamed.


“Ryan.”


This voice wasn’t the lion’s. It was hazy. Distant.


“Ryan?”


He sucked in a breath and opened his eyes. Hands pressed against his chest, but this time the weight was light enough for him to breathe. He slammed his arm into the body and knocked his attacker off of him. Quick to his knees, he crouched over the attacker, hands ready to strike.


“Ryan, it’s me!” Jayden stared at him, eyes wild and round.


He moved away. “Jayden? I’m—I’m sorry.” All the emotions pricked into his skin like his blood was suddenly trying to cool, trying to bring him back to reality. The dark of night still shrouded their camp. Empty trees towered above, lean in the moonlight. His sisters lay sleeping beside a snuffed fire.


No lion. No blood. No claws. Only Jayden, and she shrank away from him.


She rubbed her wrists.


“Did I hurt you?” He reached for her and she pulled back. “I’m sorry.” He winced at his words. Couldn’t he say anything else?


“It’s okay.” She stared at him like a spooked horse.


“It’s not okay.” 


“Are you going to tell me what’s bothering you?”


“I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 


She sighed and touched his arm, soft and tender. “Do you want to tell me about it?”


Not really. He bit the inside of his lip and tried to think of anything that wouldn’t make him sound crazy. Nothing came to mind.


She squeezed his hand. “It might help you to talk about what happened in the palace.”


“A black lion attacked me.” His words sounded flat.


“I know.”


And he’d killed it. With fire from his hands.


After that, the fever dreams from his first encounter with black lion venom had grown stronger. Voices and hallucinations. He hoped it had nothing to do with the fact that a taint pulsed in his heart—taint left there by black lion venom. It all made for pretty poor conversation and even lousier joke fodder. If he could at least crack a joke—make her smile—perhaps she’d think things were heading back toward normalcy. 


Oh no. She stared at him with the pity eyes. Not the pity eyes. “Blood was pouring out of your chest, Ryan. I didn’t know they could do that.”


He flashed a smirk. “Cats with hidden talents.”


“Ryan, please. I think this is serious.” Her eyes pleaded with him. She wanted to know what happened. She wanted to know how he was doing because of . . . Ethan. His throat tightened and his heart ached. He’d left his brother to die. Alone. And now she was here with him—the brother she hadn’t fallen for.


What was he supposed to say? That he hated himself for being a coward? That he would cry himself to sleep if his father hadn’t told him crying made him look weak? Admitting all of that out loud wasn’t an option. He’d already told her it was his fault for dragging Ethan into this mess, and she looked so appalled that he—well, he should have taken Ethan’s place.


He sighed and shook his head.


“All right.” She stood to leave. “If you don’t want my help, fine, but talk to someone. Please?”


He opened his mouth. The words “I want to tell you” were so close to coming out, but he stopped them. Because he didn’t want to tell her that evil had fused to a part of his heart. He had to figure out how to solve this on his own. Before he went crazy. Well, crazier.


Before Logan decided to kill him.
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Jayden stared at Ryan and opened her talent. His feelings typically flooded into her, but since they’d escaped the palace, his emotions seemed distant. Had she lost his trust? 


She held his gaze and probed with her talent. Eye contact was a doorway into someone’s emotions. Some were harder to open, but Ryan’s usually tumbled into her as if they were her own. Blood thundered in her ears as her heartbeat sped to match his. Sorrow caused her chest to ache. Uncertainty squeezed her stomach. Yet he sat there with a lopsided smile.


Why wouldn’t he tell her what was troubling him?


His eyes narrowed and his feelings siphoned out. The imaginary door slammed shut. He averted his gaze and lay back against his bedroll, staring up at the canopy of trees, hands behind his head as if he were carefree.


When did he learn to close me off like that?


She sighed and headed the few steps to her own bedroll, which lay on the other side of a cluster of blankets occupied by a tangle of three red-headed girls and a dog. How Ryan’s sisters had slept through his screaming amazed her. Then again, Jayden hadn’t been sleeping well either.


She smiled at Scout’s furry body curled up among the girls, his fur almost the same shade as their hair. Wren, the youngest, held the dog close as she slept, and Scout twitched his paws in what Jayden hoped was a happy dream. He hadn’t been his usual tail-wagging self since Ethan was gone. The dog’s movement seemed to cause the middle sister, Kinsey, to wake. She sat up as soon as she saw Jayden, carefully removed herself from between Chloe and Wren, and scooted to the edge of the blankets. “How’s my brother?”


Jayden bit her lip. “He seems fine.”


Kinsey patted a vacant part of the blanket beside her and smiled. Something in her eyes resembled a look her mother might’ve used. Then again, Kinsey had a lot of wisdom for a fourteen-year-old girl. “Lying to me? Not a good idea.”


Jayden joined her. “He won’t talk to me.”


“My brother is stubborn, but you can get through to him.”


Only if he let her in.


Kinsey hugged her knees and dusted a dry leaf off the edge of her blanket. “I know you loved Ethan, but you love Ryan too, don’t you?”


Jayden’s breath caught. Did Ryan’s sisters still think of Jayden as his betrothed? Did he? An ache settled in her chest. She’d always love Ryan. He brought a piece of home back to her. He was family. But after she’d met Ethan, she realized there was a different kind of love to be had.


Ryan was like a fire—wild and warm, comfortable in a forge, perfect in a hearth, but never quite tame. Ethan was the wind before a storm. He moved her. Made her feel his power and strength. Pushed her to see things she never would have looked for.


Fire was easy to be near, but difficult to get truly close to, whereas wind . . . consumed her. Tangled her hair. She could feel its touch on her face for hours after it dissipated.


Now Ethan was gone.


Kinsey sniffed, bringing Jayden’s attention back to the conversation. “Our father told Ryan to go and protect you that night the Feravolk razed the town. I kept wondering why. You had four brothers. Why would my father send our only brother to protect you when the whole town was under attack?” She looked into Jayden’s eyes. “Father knew you were a Deliverer. Didn’t he?”


Jayden stared with her mouth open. “I don’t know.”


“I wondered if maybe our family moved to Tareal because he was supposed to protect you. He was always so jumpy about things. It makes sense. You and the other Deliverers were born to save the Feravolk from extinction. Ryan knows this. He’ll protect you whether you love him or not.”


“But I do love him. I—”


“I know.” Her smile was rueful. “And it’s okay.”


A soft sound caught Jayden’s attention, and she turned to see two wolves approaching. Westwind, the taller of the two, led his mate—Aurora—over to where Jayden sat with Kinsey. He eyed her and cocked his head.


She smiled at his greeting and extended her hand. He brushed against it, turned in a circle, and pressed his warm body against her leg. She fondled his ear. “Must be my watch. Tell Logan I’m already awake.”


His golden eyes seemed to soften in the moonlight, and he opened his mouth in what looked like a smile.


“I see you’re a step ahead of me.”


“How do you know what he’s saying?” Kinsey seemed to want to lean closer to and yet back away from the wolves at the same time.


Jayden shrugged. Westwind was quite capable of making his thoughts known to anyone willing to listen. She glanced at him. “It’s a full moon tonight.”


He tilted his head, and his eyes seemed to squint as he stared at her.


Jayden chuckled. “Should we howl or something?”


His body shook against her leg as he laughed.


Kinsey seemed to like this, and she leaned closer.


As soundlessly as he’d laughed, Westwind rose. His ears swiveled. His body stiffened. Aurora stood, too. Both wolves dipped their heads low and growls rumbled in their throats.


Jayden grabbed her daggers and stood. “Intruder?”


Westwind’s eyes flickered in the moonlight as he nodded. Their combined growls brought Scout to his feet.


Ryan also jumped up. “Does Logan need help?”


Westwind and Aurora tore off into the woods, Scout chasing after them. Ryan glanced at Jayden before he followed.


Kinsey touched Jayden’s arm. “You’re not—”


“I’m not letting Ryan go alone.”









Chapter 3


An Urgent Message


Jayden pressed her back against the tree’s mossy bark and quieted her breathing. Dawn’s first sliver of light peered over the horizon, making it easier to track the intruder and follow the wolves. This intruder’s stealth made her difficult to get close to. The wolves had been able to track her, and Jayden and Ryan had been able to follow Logan and Gavin. Finally, they were close enough to surround and catch her.


Jayden risked a glance around the tree. Had the woman seen her? A Feravolk cloak hid the woman’s face, but the wolves seemed to think she was a threat, and that was enough for Jayden.


She pulled out her dagger. Felt its weight in her hand. Let its power to calm her emotions fill her. At this distance she’d have to back up a pace to get the shot she wanted or wait until the woman moved to the right spot. Just a step or two farther.


One step.


Her heart thundered. Not yet.


Calm.


She breathed deep. Back straight, weapon ready.


Two steps.


She whipped her arm back then forward. Her dagger sailed out of her hand and shot toward the tree. It pinned the woman’s Feravolk cloak to the trunk.


The woman pulled at the camouflaged fabric, but three deep, resounding growls stopped her. Westwind, Aurora, and Scout encircled her.


Jayden moved in, and the wolves and dog moved to let her pass. She stood in front of the prisoner. “For one who wears Feravolk garb, it seems strange that you’d run from wolves.” Jayden clutched the hilt of one of her longer daggers. “They seem to think you’re a threat.” Blade against the woman’s neck, Jayden reached forward and pulled back the woman’s hood.


The woman lifted her blonde head and looked into Jayden’s eyes.


Jayden gasped as a fire lit in her chest. Thea.


The assassin who’d broken her promise and sealed Ethan’s death.


Jayden pressed her weapon harder. “I should kill you now.”


“I have news. Call off your wolves and put your weapon away.”


“What news?” Logan’s voice boomed behind Jayden. His blue eyes pierced deep into Thea.


Westwind bared his teeth.


Gavin and Ryan stepped out from behind trees and brushed back their hoods. Melanie’s mountain lion, Callie, dropped out of the tree Thea stood closest to.


“Don’t you trust me?” A smirk flickered across Thea’s face.


A growl rumbled in Scout’s throat.


“Relax.” Thea raised her hands. “I surrender. I’m on your side, remember?”


“Our side?” The flame in Jayden’s chest could no longer be controlled. She pushed her dagger into skin. Blood dripped out.


“Whoa. Relax, Jayden. She surrendered.” Ryan gripped her arms and tugged her to his chest.


She looked down at her dagger. At the thin line of blood on the blade.


“Well, Softheart.” Thea’s sultry voice scalded Jayden’s insides. “I didn’t expect a warm welcome, but where is this fire coming from? Did killing Queen Idla awaken your thirst for vengeance?”


Jayden lunged for Thea, but Ryan pulled her back. His breath heated her hair. “Whoa, what’s she doing to you?” he whispered.


“Doing?”


“You’re acting strange.”


“She promised to protect us but got us captured anyway. She’s responsible for Ethan’s death.” Every word burned her from the inside out.


“I’m responsible?” Thea’s eyebrows shot up. Her blue-eyed stare cut deep. “You’re the one who trusted me. The one who made an alliance with an assassin. You entrusted Ethan’s life to my sister and me. We got you out. His death isn’t on my hands.”


“How dare you?” Jayden broke free and lunged, her dagger pointed at Thea.


Her arms jolted as her weapon hit steel. Logan’s sword. He stood between her and Thea. When she saw his face, his calm filled her. The hate melted.


Hate?


Thea’s emotion. Jayden’s hands shook. What had she done? “What am I—”


“Jayden.” She registered Ryan’s faint touch on her shoulder. “Look at me.”


She faced him and his worry leaked into her. If other people’s feelings were flooding her unbidden, her talent was out of control. She breathed deep and focused on the dagger’s power to help her tame the emotions. “I don’t know what came over me.”


Ryan touched her cheek to keep her from looking back at Thea. “She’s playing with you. Don’t listen.”


She touched his hand. “I—I didn’t—”


“It’s okay.”


“Oh, Charmer.” Thea chuckled. “Regardless of what Jayden thinks, I kept my end of the bargain. I can’t help it that your little soldier thought he should sacrifice himself for you.”


Ryan dropped his hold on Jayden and fisted his hands. “Don’t you dare.”


Logan pressed a hand on Ryan’s chest. “Gavin, find some rope and get Thea out of here before I kill her myself. She might have information, but she’s stalling.”


Jayden watched as Gavin led Thea away.


Was it true? Did Thea have some power over her? Maybe it was all the guilt eating her from inside, pumping through her heart with every painful pass. 


The sun rose fully over the hillside now, such a dark orange that it resembled blood. So much blood.


She had to keep her emotions in check. Losing it like that again 
was not an option. Thea might be right, but all she was trying to do was rattle Jayden. It wouldn’t work. She tightened her grip on her weapons and marched after Gavin and Thea.


“Whoa. Where are you going?” Ryan held his hands up in front of her, but it didn’t stop her.


“Thea can’t be trusted. She’s nothing but a liar.” She said it loud enough that Gavin stopped, pulling Thea to a halt with them.


Jayden kept barreling after them. Logan tailed her now. Apparently her little tirade had caused some mistrust.


Thea looked over her shoulder. One corner of her lips curved, and her gaze pierced Jayden’s. “Your soldier’s alive. At least he was when I left. I imagine Kara’s helping him get out of the palace as we speak.”


Logan drew his sword. In three strides he had reached Thea and grabbed her wrist. He whipped her around until her back smacked against his chest. His sword blade pressed against her neck. “I don’t tolerate lies.”


Her hand gripped his arm, unable to remove the blade from her neck. “It’s not a lie.”


“I saw him myself. General Balton stabbed him.” There was a catch in Logan’s voice.


“He’s alive, but that’s not what I came here to tell you.”


Jayden stormed forward and raised her dagger. “Then tell me, or die.”









Chapter 4


Hidden Intention


Serena clutched the hood of her cloak closed at her throat and peered out of the edge of the forest—the edge of safety. The trees seemed to brush up to an invisible wall outside the city gate. Green, rolling hills led up to the high wooden fence, and a small, red-dirt road wound through the hills like a path of sunset on the hillside. The open, Healers called it. The world where people lived—people who could not know her secret.


Serena breathed deep. That thought always scared her when she reached the edge of the wood. And it was hard to deceive others when by very nature she couldn’t lie. Neither could Dash. She stroked Dash’s opalescent mane. “You still want to come with me?”


The unicorn snorted and dipped his head. “I’m not letting you do this alone. Besides, I don’t think anyone in this city would notice a unicorn even if I didn’t cloak my horn. Unless, of course, I healed someone.”


“Dash, don’t even talk like that.” Healing someone out in the open could lure the wrong eyes. Dangerous eyes. She shuddered. “I don’t think these people are going to be as oblivious as you’ve made them out to be. I’m sure things must have changed in the last hundred years since you visited.”


He snorted again. “Try five hundred.”


“How old are you, friend?”


His sides lifted as he heaved a sigh. “Serena, you know we don’t think of age the way you do.”


“Right. Your impetuousness keeps you feeling young.”


“I am young.”


“For a unicorn.” She patted his neck.


“You’re sure you want to do this?”


“There isn’t enough information in Salea or our library. I have to know, Dash. I—I can’t describe this longing. This pull. It’s like when I was drawn to you.”


“Yes, but this Ethan fellow left without you. Twice. He likely doesn’t share the bond.”


True. The first time she’d met Ethan was outside the Blind Pig Tavern in Salea. He was losing a fight to six men, and she’d bailed him out of it. He’d pushed her away then, but the second time he’d asked her to go with him. That meant he might have felt the bond—or whatever it was. That’s what she had to find out.


“Ready, then?” Dash’s voice pulled her out of the memory.


Ready to leave the cover of the trees and venture into a city? Never. The thought always made her stomach clench. The Circle would have her hide if they knew what she was up to on these supply runs. A rush of uncertainty flooded through her blood, and that only emboldened her. She released her grip on her cloak and straightened her back. “Yes.”


Dash’s horn dimmed—a hazy ripple outlined it. If she wasn’t touching him, she wouldn’t even be able to see it. His fur also seemed to lose its shimmer. He would now seem nothing more than a white horse. Serena pulled her black mask from her satchel. She wouldn’t put it on yet.


When she wore it, she was Swallow. A bolder version of herself. Some cities may know her as a mysterious masked swordswoman, but not Erinecath. She’d never been here. Serena was as much a stranger here as Swallow. But she would be Swallow. Serena wasn’t safe outside of The Valley of the Hidden Ones.


Her bones buzzed. A shiver skittered over her skin. Erinecath awaited.


As Dash stepped out of the woods and headed toward the old dirt path, she breathed in. The air felt different out in the open. The wind stronger but warmer. The sun uninhibited. The sky unobstructed.


Free.


Dash chuckled. 


“What?”


“You’re like a child in a field of wildflowers.”


“How do you mean?”


“You want to run. To smell each flower and see how it’s different from the last.”


Serena tipped her head to the side. “That seems right.”


He chuckled again. “Hold on.”


She gripped her friend around the neck and Dash ran. He raced through the meadow, sending butterflies into flight. The wind rippled through her hair. Right here, right now, this place—the place in between where she headed and where she she’d come from—seemed suspended in time. A place she could just pretend to be a child again. Carefree.


As soon as she stepped into Erinecath, she would be bound again by who she was. But right here, right now, with the wind against her mask-free face, kicking up butterflies with her only family, she could breathe.


Too soon she put on her mask, and Dash trotted right up to the city gates.


The men who stood guard outside the city gates looked up from their books. “What business?”


“I wish to visit the library.”


Both men smiled and motioned for her to enter. She smiled in return. Dash stepped inside, and Serena slid off his back. The cobblestones beneath her feet were worn and smooth. Some were red. Others were dark gray, still others were blue or white. Each seemed to have its own pathway to a different direction of the city. The white path led through the center of the city and right up to a huge, blue-domed building.


Serena lowered her hood and gasped. “It’s magnificent.”


A man with circular spectacles and a short white beard—following a spiral pattern of the blue stone that eventually straightened and headed north—stepped around her, nose in a book. “Good day to you.” He didn’t even look up.


She giggled. “Good day, sir.”


Another man, younger and severely bowlegged, stepped around her, taking the red path. “Good day to you,” he said.


Serena watched him sidestep Dash and continue south. She covered her mouth with her hand to hide a smile.


Dash chuckled. “Sometimes little changes in a thousand years.”


“A thousand, truly?”


Dash nuzzled her with his white nose. “Get inside before all the books are gone.”


She walked up the marbled steps, passing three men who all said, “Good day to you” to her and one another as they took to their colored paths and headed away from the library. 


She stepped inside and immediately breathed in. Spinning in a slow circle, she looked up into the domed ceiling. Her gaze drifted over the walls and rows of books. Reliefs carved onto the outside walls mirrored the colored frescoes inside. Beautiful. She touched the drawing of a dragon on the south-entrance wall. Its green wings were splayed open, and it seemed to overlook a city below. The Circle taught her to believe this creature meant to swoop in and kill, but this dragon stood with a man touching his shoulder. He didn’t look like a murderer. His red eye seemed to look fondly on the human.


How perfectly strange.


Frescoes soared up into the dome as well. Pictures of winged horses and dragons and willow trees and birds on fire. “It’s beautiful.”


“Shh!” struck up in a chorus around her, and she bit down on her lip. Apparently they didn’t like much in the way of noise here.


Serena wandered between the shelves, taking in the mixed scents of paper and ink and glue. Finally she found a dusty shelf near the back of the library filled with books on bonds.


By the time Dash mentally nudged her, Serena sat on the floor surrounded by at least seven books and three melted candles. Hopefully her sack would be large enough to borrow what she wanted. She closed each book, running her hand over the covers and noting the titles again. The Bonds of Kin, The Tie of a Bond, and When Evil Binds made it into her bag. The rest she placed on the shelf. Then she headed to check the books out.


The librarian looked up from his book long enough to notice her. He motioned to her mask. “Is it a feast day?”


“No.”


“Are you a woman?”


She crossed her arms. “I thought it was obvious.”


“Well, er, yes, but women don’t usually come here.”


“Is my being here a problem?”


“I—um—well, no.”


Lie. And she didn’t need Healer abilities to detect the untruth, either. She tapped her fingers against her bicep. Perhaps the Circle was more right than she’d given them credit for.


The man got out his ledger. “Who is requesting to borrow this book?”


“You can call me Swallow.”


He breathed in a tight breath, and Serena silently dared him to refuse her.


A book slammed next to her on the desk, and someone slid it close to her pile. “She’ll take this one, too.”


Serena glanced at the person next to her. An old, wrinkled, and hunched woman with milky-white eyes. Serena held her hand up in front of the woman and opened her talent. No sight. The woman wasn’t suffering though, so Serena didn’t feel a pull to heal her. She looked at the book, and her stomach squeezed. There was no title on the front cover, so she opened to see the first page. A Journal of the Whisperer of the Second Age.


A Whisperer? What would she need with this book?


The sightless woman seemed to look right into Serena’s mind. She didn’t say anything, just nodded. “You’ll need it.”


Truth.


Serena moved the book closer to the reluctant librarian.


“Here you are, Miss Swallow. Enjoy the reads. And a good day to you.” His voice seemed tight as he handed the stack back to her.


She smiled and turned to thank the old woman, but she’d disappeared. Serena placed the books in her sack and headed out.


Outside, Dash approached her, slapping his tail against his rear leg. “You seem flustered.”


“It’s just so strange here.”


“Ready to leave then?”


“Yes.”


Dash chuckled. “So didn’t you have a good day?”


Serena rolled her eyes. Then she froze. A growing pain nagged at her insides. It exploded, revealing the cause, then reduced to a small ache. She touched Dash’s flank and removed her mask. This problem didn’t need Swallow’s help. It begged for Serena’s. “I’ll be right back.”


“Serena, no. You can’t heal here.”


“Tell me you don’t feel that pain?”


Dash paused. “I do.”


“Someone is dying, Dash. How can I not help?”


“If you do and the Circle finds out, or worse, someone here tries to imprison you—they will hunt you down.”


“I don’t care what the Circle says, and I don’t value my safety over someone’s life. I’m healing someone today.” She raced around the library to the north side, where the cries of a woman grew louder.


“Please! I have come all this way. You have to help him!” She held the limp form of a small boy in her arms.


Serena placed her hand over her heart.


The woman stood on the steps of a small house behind the library. A sign on the door read, “Physician.”


A man stood in the doorway, staring at the child. “I’m sorry. There’s nothing I can do.”


Truth.


Tears streamed down the woman’s face, and her knees seemed to weaken as she stumbled closer to the man. “You’re the best physician in Soleden. What do you need? More money? This is all—”


“Madam, we cannot help your boy. Modern medicine—”


“I can help him.” Serena reached the bottom of the stairs.


Dash followed.


“I am tired of living in the shadows, Dash. Are you with me?” She looked into Dash’s huge, brown eyes. It would put him in danger, too.


“Always.”


The woman ran up to Serena, her boy in her arms. “Whatever you can do.”


“She can do nothing. Erinecath has no female surgeons. This woman is nothing but an inferior—”


“I can save your boy’s life.” Serena lowered her hood, revealing her unmasked face. “Set him here.” She knelt on the ground.


The woman laid her son on the grass.


Serena pressed her hands on the boy’s side. Something inside of him had ruptured. Infection was killing him. She’d have to funnel it into herself. This would take a lot of energy.


Strength drained from Serena’s body as she leaned over the boy. Pulled his pain into her own body. Everything else muted. Shouts resounded around her. A tremor rocked the earth. Dash must be defending her. She had to hurry, had to save the boy.


Finally, the pain stopped pulsing into her. It was done. She leaned back and the world around her returned in full color. She felt weak. Drained.


Dash reared, his hooves flailing, as he kept the mob of men away. They shouted words like “monster,” but one voice rose above the rest. “We could study her.”


A tremor shot through her heart and she stood. “Dash?”


“I’m coming.”


The boy sat up and blinked. “Mommy?”


Everyone stilled. “She did it.” Whispers spread through the mob.


The woman stared at Serena. Her eyes widened. “You’re—”


Serena cupped the woman’s hands. “Your boy was healed here, at the home of the physicians in Erinecath. You understand?”


“Yes. Thank you,” she whispered. “And bless you.”


“It’s my duty. My purpose.” Serena mounted Dash, and the unicorn bolted at a speed no horse could match. Serena clung tight to him.


“You did the right thing, Serena.”


Serena looked over her shoulder and kept her hand on her hood to keep it in place. “I know. It’s hard, though.”


“To do the right thing?”


“Sometimes. But I meant that it’s hard to know when to disobey the Circle.”


“Just keep following that small voice in your heart.”


She smiled. “You?”


He snorted. “You know what I mean.”


“I do. And thank you for letting me heal him.”


“I don’t think we’ll be coming back here any time soon.”


“Me either.”


“Serena?” Dash’s voice held a tremor, and she looked forward. The breath rushed from her lungs. The gate was closing.


“Hold on.” Dash leapt over the gate. Serena grabbed his neck and held tight. Even as the shouts behind them dissipated, he kept running.









Chapter 5


Crumbling Prison


Ethan opened his eyes to darkness. Shadows and light pulsed and flickered above him, a reflection of torchlight. By the looks of the jagged, rocky ceiling, he was still in the tunnel beneath the palace grounds. The last thing he remembered was General Balton stabbing him in the chest with a sword.


His heart beat faster. No sounds of battle. Only the quiet drip of condensation leaking off cave walls. How long had he been out?


Where was Jayden?


He opened one of his talents but didn’t sense any threats for Jayden, but it was too much to hope that she wasn’t in danger. That meant she was either too far away from him or . . . no, she was alive. He had to believe Ryan had gotten her to safety.


Dim light made it too difficult to see much of anything. He reached for his sword and cringed. Moving was a bad idea. Everything hurt. Gingerly, he touched his right arm where the enemy’s sword had bitten deep. A bandage. And it felt like someone had stitched him up. His pulse thrummed. His other wounds were bandaged and stitched up, too. But his sword belt was missing. No weapon. No shirt. Someone had found him. Who? And why hadn’t they killed him?


He had to get out of here and find the others. And his sword. A shirt would be nice, too.


He wrapped his throbbing arm around his sore middle and pushed off the floor with his left hand. As his eyes adjusted, he noticed three cavern walls surrounding him. This was some sort of alcove. A glint on the cave floor near the opposite wall caught his attention. That could be his sword. He just had to get over there and get his weapon. 


He made it the few steps to the opposite wall and braced himself against the hard rock. Where was that glint? Stacks of books, a blanket, and—a soft tapping sounded behind him. Like footfalls. Ethan froze.


“You probably shouldn’t be moving.”


He’d recognize that voice anywhere. Kara. The assassin who’d led him straight to the palace and the clutches of his enemy. She sounded close, but with the sound bouncing off the curved wall, he couldn’t pinpoint her location.


He inched across the stone floor, hoping to bump into his sword. Nothing. Not even a rock to throw. His Blood Moon talent didn’t pulse a warning that Kara meant to harm him. Well, not yet anyway. If she did, his protective talent would kick in and cover up the pain. Hopefully then he could summon enough strength and speed to defeat her.


“What do you want, Kara?” The roughness in his own voice surprised him.


She rounded the corner, stepped into the alcove, and crossed her arms, her smirk visible. “Hello to you, too, soldier. Couldn’t tell which direction I was coming from, could you? Can you hear anything out of that ear?”


Breath left his lungs in a rush as he recalled Scarface’s fist repeatedly pounding into his left ear. Over and over. “Come to finish me off?”


“And waste my stitch-up job?”


“You?”


“I expected more gratitude.”


“I’d thank you if I thought you did it for my sake.”


She moved closer to the books and kicked the blanket aside. Ethan spotted his sword. He lunged for it, but Kara beat him to it and held it up to his neck. “Is that any way to greet a friend?”


Ethan backed away from the blade, regretting all that quick movement. “We aren’t friends.”


“We should be.” She leaned against the wall next to him, still holding his sword, but she lowered the weapon from his neck. Cinnamon permeated the air between them. A sultry smile spread her lips as she leaned an elbow on the tunnel wall just over his left shoulder. “Except you did poison me.”


“We’re even.”


“Hardly.”


“Where are Jayden and Ryan?”


“Your friends got out thanks to my sister and me.”


“You’re the reason we were here in the first place.”


Kara pushed off the wall and circled him like a cat with prey. “You were headed here either way.” She stopped in front of him, tempting him with the sword just out of reach. “I can’t believe you were willing to die for her.”


She chuckled and the sharp point of a blade pressed against his stomach. No burn pulsed across his chest, nothing warned him of her ill intent. This threat was a farce.


He looked right into her eyes. “Go ahead.”


She cocked an eyebrow. “Calling my bluff. Brave. There will be a day it won’t be a bluff, but for now, I still need you.”


“I won’t help you.”


“I don’t need your compliance. You’ll do what I want without my bidding.” She withdrew the blade from against his stomach, propped his sword against the wall, and stood between him and his weapon. She stepped closer and handed him something else, hilt first. “Your knife, I think. I pulled it out of Nora.”


He clutched the stolen weapon’s handle as the memory of him accidentally killing the poor serving girl seared his mind. “It was yours.”


She shrugged. “You earned it.”


Ethan grabbed her shirt collar in his left hand and pulled her close. He pushed the knife up to her ribs. Angled it to puncture her lungs. “I don’t need you.”


Her eyes hardened. “Your death wish.” A prick of pain spread into his skin, the same position he held a knife to her. “Maybe you’ll be quicker, but you’ll also be dead. Right now your little Softheart is in trouble. Are you really willing to abandon her for a shot at revenge?”


Softheart. Wasn’t that the name Kara and her sister, Thea, called Jayden? Betrayers, both of them. Revenge might be a flame that constantly tempted him, but not now. Not if it would take his attention from Jayden. Ethan retracted the knife. Kara pulled her knife back, too, her gaze still glued to his.


A flash of heat spread across his chest a moment too late. Kara’s fist connected with the healing gash in his side. He doubled over, and she slammed him sideways into the tunnel wall. The hard rock grated against his injured arm, and a flash of white light shot through his skull as his head hit the stone. His knees weakened, and he leaned against the wall to remain upright—and to breathe. Stupid to get her angry when he was in no position to defend himself, let alone fight.


She rounded on him and held his sword up to his stomach. “Don’t threaten me, soldier. I can always find a different pawn.” Her eyes were hard this time. A hint of heat pulsed across his skin. This threat was real.


She lowered the weapon and stepped away from him. “You’re lucky I needed you. Connor knew nothing about stitching a wound. You would’ve bled out under his care. Now, are you willing to cut the games and accept that you need my help? Or are you still contemplating that death wish?”


Connor? He was supposed to know that name. “Do you know where Jayden is?” His voice was strained.


Kara propped his sword up against the wall—out of his reach again. “Sort of. I know she isn’t far. Besides, I think you can find her. You’re bound to her somehow. An oath maybe?”


His oath scar would help him find her, of that he was certain. “If I can?”


“That’s what I need. For you to protect her.”


“I still have to get out of here. While you’re being so helpful, perhaps you can arrange an escape.” Ethan pushed off the wall, but found himself much weaker than anticipated. He nearly fell over, but Kara caught his right elbow and steadied him. His injured arm throbbed under her grip, and he flinched.


“Sorry,” she whispered.


His eyes snapped to meet hers. He caught her eyebrows drawn together.


All the soft lines left her face, and her eyes glittered in the torchlight as her smirk returned. “You’d better sit down before you fall over.”


She was probably right. His pulse pounded in every wound. “I’ll be fine. Are you going to tell me how to get out?”


“Yes. But not during the day. Prince Franco has men searching for your friends. The forest is swarming with soldiers. I can get you out at night.”


“Tonight.” He really had no idea what time of day it was.


Kara cocked an eyebrow. “You’re more chopped up than a fighting dummy. You won’t make it far before you’re buzzard food.”


He couldn’t have Kara following him. If Franco had men out looking for Jayden . . . “Did you say Franco?”


Kara nodded. “Softheart killed Idla. Who knew she had it in her? Blew the queen’s eyes from her sockets.”


She had? Good for her. The room started to look a little blurry. He reached behind himself with his left hand and guided himself back to sitting, closer to his sword. “Yes, tonight. No later.”


“That I can arrange with little trouble.” She shook her head. “Provided you don’t keel over on the way out. Two days is hardly enough time to come back from the dead, soldier.”


That choice of words made his heart miss a beat. Still, two days for him would be about four days’ worth of healing thanks to another of his talents. Plenty of time. “Like I said, don’t worry about me.”


She crouched next to him. “You’ll want my horse. She’s faster, and she’ll return here when you let her go. Connor can’t go as far as I can. He’s a bound prisoner to the palace. I’m not. Oh, and . . .” She smiled and leaned next to his left ear. Cupped her hands around it.


Hot breath heated his ear, but he didn’t hear a thing. Not even her breathing. He didn’t have time for her games. “Where will you leave the horse?”


“You didn’t hear me?” She reached to touch his ear.


He grabbed her wrist. “Just tell me.”


“Temper, Ethan. I like it.” She pulled her arm free. “Take a left out of the alcove and follow the scent of rotting flesh until you see the crack of moonlight. It’s a door. Just push. I’ll be waiting outside with Javelin, my horse.”


“What time of day is it now?”


“Midday.” She stood to leave, stopped, and turned. “Oh, and it’s too bad about that ear, soldier.”


Ethan swallowed and stilled his hand from touching his ear. Useless, all because of Scarface.


He watched Kara slip soundlessly out of sight before he moved to get his weapon.


Ethan finally reached his sword. He should really get going—before she came back—but the thought of standing made him queasy. He groaned and leaned his head against the wall. He’d be in a lot better shape with another day to heal, but he had to get to Jayden.


She could be anywhere by now. When he pictured her face, a small twinge hit his heart—as if directing him toward a pull. He squeezed his hand in a fist and pressed his fingers into the oath scar, feeling the twinge to find Jayden in every pulse. First problem to solve: getting out of here unnoticed.


He braced his hand against the ground to push himself up, but his finger brushed against something small and solid. It was smooth and cold, like a polished marriage stone.


He picked it up. It warmed to his touch, and as he gazed at the stone, it glowed. A picture appeared. A small girl, about the same age as Wren, sat against jagged rock, dirty and alone with her knees pulled up to her chin. A chain encircled each wrist and bound her to the rock formation.


Trails through grime on her cheeks revealed a path for tears. She pushed up her torn, threadbare sleeve and Ethan gasped. Red, angry blisters covered her skin.


Her eyes, hazel and hopeless, connected with his through the stone—as if she felt him watching. She opened her mouth. He heard nothing, but her lips formed two words.


Help me.


The desire to protect her fanned in his chest.


Two eyes, blue like hot flame, appeared in the stone. “Who is watching?” The voice thundered through his being, though he was sure it wasn’t audible.


“Put that away!” Someone snatched the rock from Ethan’s hands. “She could have seen you.”


Ethan stared at the young man who stood in front of him, and held up his sword as a warning.


The intruder jumped back and stood against the opposite wall. He wrapped the stone in a handkerchief and stuffed it into his pocket. “I see you got your sword.”


“Who are you?”


“My name’s Connor.”


That name again. Who—oh, yes. The woman Logan had fought in the tunnel had been calling for a Connor. Ethan steadied his sword, wishing he was standing but not willing to attempt it and risk showing how weak he was. “What do you want, Connor?”


“At this point? To keep you alive.”


“Why?” Ethan studied the young man’s face. He’d never seen someone with golden eyes.


Connor crossed to the other side of the alcove. He picked up a satchel and tossed it to Ethan, staying just out of the sword’s reach. His movements were wary, like a curious wild animal. “I imagine you’re thirsty. Don’t worry, your friends made it out.”


Ethan peered inside and saw food and water. Just the thought of water made his tongue stick to the roof of his mouth. Dare he trust this Connor? It all depended on what Connor wanted from him.


“Drink first and I’ll get you more.” Connor chuckled. “It’d be extra work on my part to take care of you, then poison you.”


Good point. “Thank you.” Ethan drank like a horse refueling. “Why are you helping me?”


“I don’t want you dying before you get where you’re going.”


“That makes two of us, and I was just on my way out.”


“You nearly lost an arm. The sword that hit you cut into your bone.” Connor winced. “The holes in your chest and stomach—I’m told—missed everything vital, but the puddle of blood I found you in was pretty big. Whoever stabbed you wanted you to suffer as long as possible.”


“General Balton. Friend of yours?”


Connor’s lower eyelids twitched. “If he were, why would I risk saving you?”


“Good point. Who was that? In the stone.”


“I can’t really say. Anyone who has one of these could—”


“Okay, then what kind of stone is it?”


“Piece of a seeing stone. Half of my piece, anyway. I want you to have it, but keep it covered when it’s not in use.”


Ethan had touched the thing. No rough edge revealed that the stone had been cut. “I don’t like being lied to.”


“I’m not. Seeing stones are a little tricky.” Connor moved to the wall next to Ethan and sat down. “This one is a chunk of an untraceable stone. When you cut a piece with a special object, the stone takes on a smooth shape so you can’t trace where it’s been cut from. That’s how you know it’s untraceable. Those with clear-cut marks, they’re traceable. Still, you can always see others who are watching in their stones, traceable or not. They appear, eyes first.”


Ethan looked at Connor’s golden eyes and motioned to his own brown eyes. “I see why you’re being secretive. Brown eyes are hardly rare, though.”


Connor smiled. “I suppose my eyes are the first thing people notice. But be careful. The Mistress of Shadows has a stone. And if she looks long enough, she’ll see your face, your surroundings. She’ll hunt you down.”


“How do I put this? I don’t know how long you’ve been locked up, but here’s a little update for you. The Mistress, as you call her, has been dead a long time.”


“Not dead. In prison. This time she’s been in there for three thousand years or so, but her prison is breaking. She’s escaped before. The Deliverers are born every so many years so they can rise up and prevent her escape.”


Ethan leaned closer. “You’re saying she can get out?”


“Why do you think Idla wanted the Deliverers? Why do you think the Mistress wants them? All four of them together can unlock enough of the Creator’s power to banish the Mistress forever. A lot of people would kill for that power, the Mistress included. But if she were to get her hands on it, she’d be unstoppable.”


A shiver shot through Ethan. So the fight was far from over. Jayden and three others would have to make sure the Mistress of Shadows stayed in her prison. “There are others who want the Deliverers?”


“The Mistress has many spies. Idla was one, but Idla wanted the power for herself. I can only assume she’s not the only one greedy enough. Franco was aware of his mother’s plans. If he can free the Mistress, the first thing she will destroy will be the Feravolk.” 


Ethan’s stomach twisted. “How do we stop Franco?”


Connor pulled out the handkerchief-wrapped stone and offered it to Ethan. “You saw the girl?”


Ethan recalled those pleading eyes and the protective pull in his chest ached. He didn’t reach for the stone.


“She needs a rescue. I can’t go. I’m bound here by a trace spell. The Mistress wants her for a spell—I think it has something to do with breaking the prison. That’s enough for me to want her rescued.”


“Who is the girl?”


Connor looked right into Ethan’s eyes. “I don’t know. I just know she’s important to the Mistress’s escape. They move with her every day. I’m not sure where they’re going, but I can communicate with you through the stone.”


“They?”


Connor shrugged. “Powerful women. The ones who torture her.”


“Why should I trust you? The enemy was looking for you the night my friends escaped.”


“Not the enemy. Rebekah. My mother.”


Ethan’s pulse raced. “You’re Logan’s son. The one he’s looking for? You’re a Deliverer.”


“Shh.” Connor brought his finger to his lips and stalked to the edge of the alcove.


Ethan picked up his sword. He braced himself against the wall and slowly stood. Everything still throbbed. He held his breath to listen but didn’t hear anything. Stupid ear.


Connor looked over his shoulder. “Are you well enough to leave? Because Captain Jonis is headed this way. He wants to make sure a certain ‘dog’ is dead. He doesn’t mean me. No one else knows my secret save Rebekah.”


“Jonis?”


Connor drew his finger over his cheek in the pattern of a crescent-shaped scar Ethan knew well.


“Scarface.” Ethan all but growled the name.









Chapter 6


A Borrowed Weapon


What does Captain Jonis want with you?” Connor asked.


Ethan tightened his grip on his weapon’s hilt as he recalled Scarface slamming a fist into his ear. “He wants me dead.”


“Okay. That’s not good.” Connor started rummaging through his things. He handed Ethan a shirt and Ethan’s own sword belt to go with the satchel of food and water. “I’ll take you as far as I can toward the stables. There should be a horse waiting for you. I picked it because it will return here.” Connor smiled. “It’s Kara’s. Her name’s Javelin.”


Trust or not, Ethan had to get out of here before Scarface could track him. And leaving before Kara came back was precisely what he wanted to do. He strapped on his belt.


Connor winced. “You’re bleeding again.”


Thanks to Kara. “Do you have a needle and thread?”


“Yes.” Connor put the items into Ethan’s sack. Then he held out the handkerchief-wrapped stone.


Ethan stared at it.


Connor placed it in the satchel, which he handed to Ethan before snuffing the torch. Thankfully, other torches hung sparsely on the rocky walls. “I can see. I can lead you out.” He touched Ethan’s elbow. “Put your hand on my back.”


Ethan complied, but keeping Connor’s brisk pace was more excruciating that he’d expected.


Connor stopped and looped Ethan’s arm over his shoulders. “You’re not as healed as you let on.”


“I’m also not as dead as Scarface is hoping.”


Connor chuckled. “All right. I guess there’s no choice but to get you out of here.”


“You should come with me. I’m sworn to protect the Deliverers. That includes you.”


“Don’t worry about me. I’ve been surviving here so far. I’ll be fine for a little while longer.”


“We need you to stop the Mistress, don’t we?”


Connor stared at him for a moment. “Yes, but not yet. I’m bound here by a trace spell. It’s more urgent that you find the others first.”


Ethan didn’t feel the pull of protection he thought he would. Perhaps Connor was right. He’d be safe here for now. Not that Rebekah seemed trustworthy. “I’ll be back for you.”


“I believe you.”


They headed through the tunnels the way Kara had told Ethan to go. The scent of death and fire permeated everything. Light grew brighter as they neared the exit. And sounds grew louder. Stomping. Shuffling. Scarface drew nearer, and he wasn’t alone.


“He was right here,” one voice said. “I see blood.”


Great.


“Well, he isn’t anymore, is he?” Scarface’s familiar snarl resounded behind them. “Find him.”


Connor froze. “I think I’m going to have to head them off. Will you be able to make it out of the tunnel? The horse is just out that way.”


“Kara visited earlier. I know where to find her horse.” Ethan slipped his arm from Connor’s shoulder. “But I don’t think you can—”


Connor’s face changed and Ethan had nothing more to say. It was like looking into a mirror. And boy, did he look banged up. He swallowed. “He’ll kill you.”


“He’ll have to catch me first.”


Ethan’s talent urged him forward—his oath scar pulled him toward Jayden. It didn’t make sense. If he’d taken an oath to protect the Deliverers, that included Connor. Did that mean Connor was safer here? Maybe for now he was. And Ethan had no idea how to break a trace spell. Perhaps taking Connor would put him in greater danger.


“Go.” Connor nudged him.


Ethan nodded. “Thank you. For everything.”


“Don’t—well, don’t get yourself killed.” He darted back down the tunnel and Ethan headed out.


The scent of burning flesh seeped from the walls. Had Idla been killed here? His shoe kicked something and it skittered across the floor. A white horse charm. Hadn’t Jayden said this was all she had left of her mother? He clutched it in his fist. She’d better be alive. And all right.


The tunnel let out, and Ethan squinted in the daylight. The scent of horse rode on the wind. He turned left. Kara’s horse stood tied to a sapling. Ethan clicked his tongue. Javelin’s nostrils flared as he got closer. She likely smelled blood. But she calmed. Perhaps it was normal for her.


He reached to pet her nose, then sighed with relief as he noticed the boulder just behind her. Good. He didn’t have to jump into her saddle after all. He hefted himself onto the rock. “Okay, girl, this might be a little sloppy. Just don’t move on me, huh?”


Javelin let air through her lips and dipped her head to graze on the long grass.


He pulled himself onto Javelin. She didn’t seem to mind his sloppy movement at all. How many times had Kara mounted her while injured? He patted the horse’s neck and clicked his tongue as he guided her with the reins. With a steady gait she complied, heading off the palace grounds.


A pull tugged his heart and his oath hand echoed.


Jayden. She’d better be okay.









Chapter 7


A Persuasive Offer


Connor headed back toward Captain Jonis and his men. He wouldn’t be able to hold the illusion that made him look like Ethan for long, so he stayed in the shadows until he’d need to change.


What he’d told Ethan was true—both that they needed him to defeat the Mistress and that he was bound to the palace. He hadn’t said that he planned to help them remotely. Ethan likely wouldn’t have understood anyway.


Connor stalked near the tunnel wall, listening. His wolf hearing picked up the scuffle of footsteps headed his direction. He’d touched Ethan, so he could morph into a flawless representation of him. He focused. Changed. Stepped out of the shadows just in time to head down another corridor.


“There he is!” one soldier shouted.


“You won’t get away from me again, dog.” Captain Jonis’s voice resembled a low growl.


Dog? Connor smiled. If he only knew.


This corridor led back toward the palace. Connor knew it well. He’d spent a lot of time down here. A lot of time in the shadows.


Four soldiers rounded the corner after him. He ran his fingers along the cool, rough stone wall in front of him. A small indentation. There. He faced the wall and changed back to himself, then he pressed the lever.


With a grating rumble the door opened, and Connor shot through into a sweltering kitchen. And it smelled divine.


Cooks manned the three ovens, and four women in brown dresses faced the tables, rolling and kneading dough or chopping vegetables. No one faced him except a young girl holding a basket of bread. Flour dusted her cheek and she nearly dropped the basket, but Connor recognized her. Cecilia—she often gave him an extra piece of bread or fruit when no one was looking. Would she help him now?


He reached forward and caught the basket for her. As she steadied it in her hands, he held his finger up to his lips. She clamped her mouth closed and nodded once. She leaned toward one of the girls chopping vegetables. “That pot is boiling over.”


With a sigh, the girl left her station at the table and handed Cecilia the knife. “Finish chopping, will you?”


Cecilia nodded and waved for Connor to hide under the table, the servants making a wall of dresses to shield him from those who would come into the kitchen the way he’d come.


“Cecilia, there aren’t enough loaves in that basket. You know how King Franco likes to—”


The hidden door grated open again, and the cook stopped and stared at it. So did Cecilia. Connor peered between the skirts hiding him.


Three soldiers and Captain Jonis broke through. “Where is he?”


“Beg your pardon?” The head cook placed her hands on her narrow hips. “You’ll not be in here to take my staff, I hope. Wait until after supper at least to perform your beheadings.”


Jonis’s chest swelled and he stepped up to the cook, but she walked right past him, back to the stone wall. “How’d you get that to open?”


“Did you see a man run through here?”


“No.”


“Quickest way out of here?”


She pointed. “Get. You’re likely to make my cake fall. If you do, it’ll be your head. Y’hear?” She called after him. Then she grabbed the bread basket from Cecilia. “I don’t want to know a thing, child. Just put the bread on the king’s tray.”


When her back was turned, Connor crept out from beneath the table. Cecilia hurried with him toward the door and handed him a loaf of bread. “Why is the captain looking for you?”


“He’s not. He mistook me for someone else. It’s dark in there.”


“And you didn’t reveal yourself? Your friends are lucky, Connor.”


He held up the bread and winked as he headed back into the tunnels. “So am I.”


Bread eaten, Connor reached the corridor leading to the bard’s gate. Luc, the smithy, was already there. The torchlight betrayed relief in his green eyes. “What kept you, friend?”


Connor shrugged. “The less you know, the better. Do you have it?”


Luc handed him a flask with the initials “T. A.” Perfect. Now Connor would be able to successfully impersonate the guard. He pocketed it. “All right, head back to the smithy. Make sure someone sees you around the time the prisoners go missing.” He clutched Luc’s shoulder. “I can’t have anyone thinking you’re involved.”


Luc nodded. “And you be careful. I’m sure Lieutenant Tobias will be here to take his post soon, especially if he thinks his flask could be here. You haven’t much time.”


“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be gone before he gets here.” Connor tipped his head to the side and smirked. “Just make sure you’re at the entrance to the tunnel when they get there.”


“I will be.” Luc patted Connor’s shoulder and passed him the key. “The wooden plank has been moved.” He took his torch and headed out the bard’s gate but called over his shoulder, “Just don’t forget to put it back.”


Right, because then the loose bricks in the wall would move and the escape would be uncovered. Connor turned on his heel and walked through a different corridor, his wolf senses making it easier to get around in the darkness.


At last he made it to the guard’s station. Before he turned the corner, he made sure to look just like Tobias.


The other guard eyed him. “It’s time to change already?”


Connor shook his head and stumbled, acting drunk. “Any peep from the prisoners?”


“Nah. The potion is supposed to be ready today. Make sure you’re not asleep on the job this time.”


Connor rapped his knuckle against the hidden door in the wall. “It’s solid.” Then he pulled out the flask and offered the other man a drink. He couldn’t recall his name, but Luc said the man loved his drink.


He chuckled and took a swig.


Connor smiled. Waited. The man’s eyes rolled back into his head, and he slumped to the ground. That tangle flower worked every time. He chuckled and spilled out the rest of the drink and left the flask. Then he unlocked the secret door, morphed into his true form, and picked up the man’s torch. “Thank you.” He stepped inside and the door locked behind him.


Fourteen faces looked up at him.


He held up a knife. “Turn around so I can break your bindings. I’m here to rescue you.”


One young man stood first. “She told me the man with amber eyes would come.” He smiled. “I was starting to lose hope.”


Connor sawed through the ropes on the young man’s hands. Amber eyes, huh? He’d seen eyes that color in his nightmares, and they certainly weren’t his own. “Whoever she is, I hope she saw this plan succeeding. Help me untie them.” He handed the man his knife and walked to the wall opposite the one he’d entered. The bricks in the left corner slid out of place as he pushed. 


“What are you doing?” the young man asked.


Connor faced him, pressing a finger to his lips. “I’ve made a few adjustments to the holding cell. Do you like them?”


Soft murmurs spread through the group of prisoners, and more bindings fell to the ground. Connor instructed them to pick up every rope. When the space in the bricks was big enough to fit through, one by one they filtered through the hole.


Once on the other side, Connor gave his torch to the young man he’d first freed. “Lead them down the tunnel until it splits. Then go right. You’ll head up into the smithy. My friend will be waiting there to take you to the escape tunnel.”


“You’re not coming with us?”


A small tug on his leg told him Franco was pulling the trace spell binding him to the palace since he’d arranged to meet Franco for some sparring this morning—an alibi and a leash all in one. “I would that I could. But I’m bound here. For now.”


The young man clasped his shoulder. “Thank you.”


As they took the torchlight with them, Connor rebuilt the wall and said a prayer for their escape.


[image: ]


Rebekah woke as the sun spilled across her face. She jolted to a sitting position, then cupped her head in her hands.


“Headache?”


The voice from the other side of the room made her pull her blanket up to her chin, thankful that her nightwear was not revealing. “General Balton. What are you doing in here?”


A tight bandage covered his right hand, revealing a missing thumb, and he held a saucer out with his left. “I brought you some tea. You were complaining about a headache before you went to sleep two nights ago.”


She stepped out of bed, still clutching her sheet. “Two nights?” Why had she slept for so long? And why couldn’t she recall being anywhere near the general two nights ago?


“I carried you to your room, and you asked me to stay.” He handed her the tea cup and Rebekah let her blanket fall to the floor as she looked into Felix Balton’s eyes. Dark and brown and hard. Nothing like Logan’s.


Balton chuckled as he bent to pick up her blanket and threw it on the bed. “It’s all right. I didn’t sleep here. You were obviously feeling ill, and Connor was doting over you. I felt no reason to stay. I just thought I’d check on you again. You look better.” He reached out to touch her cheek, and Rebekah brought the tea cup to her lips to deter his hand.


She swallowed. “I don’t even remember being ill.”


“But you do recall being in the assassin’s way tunnel?”


“Assassin’s way?” She did not remember. Her heartbeat quickened. Balton smelled like a lion ready to pounce. She stepped back from him and tucked her chin toward her chest. “I’m not feeling very well. I think I’m going to sit down. Perhaps you could send a nurse—”


Balton grabbed her wrist. “I found you, Rebekah. I know what you were up to.”


“What makes you so sure?” She took a seat at the table, trying desperately to remain calm.


He released her arm and sat across from her. “I found you in the assassin’s way right after the prisoners escaped. Tell me, how would they know to go through the secret underground tunnels? Only a select few in the palace know of the assassin’s gate.” His eyes narrowed as if he could ferret a confession out of her. “Franco would be very displeased to find out you had a hand in the escape of that girl Deliverer and Logan. He would have your head, I think.”
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