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To my own Bran of Blaidd, who has seen me through the fire, and to all who are left to find beauty from the ashes.
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Aengus: healer, servant of Fianna

Alannah: shapeshifter, servant of Fianna

Arwel: advisor to Seren

Awyr (OW-air): Seren’s wolf

Blaidd (BLY-th): Wolf Spirit

Bran: shapeshifter, husband of Seren

Cadfael (KAD-file): husband of Esyllt, father of Seren and Eamon, former Ri of Blaidd, deceased

Ceinwen: Village Elder of Sionnach

Cian (KEE-an): healer, son of Sioned, cousin of Seren and Eamon

Cryfder (CRUV-dair): Seren’s wolf

Domhnall (DO-nahl): son of Ri Muireann, advisor to Seren

Eamon (EH-man): son of Cadfael and Esyllt, deceased

Emer (EE-mur): warrior of Blaidd, friend of Seren, wife of Lewella

Esyllt (EH-sisht): wife of Cadfael, mother of Seren and Eamon, former Banrion of Blaidd

Felim: healer of Dearg

Fianna: Stag Spirit, Dark Spirit of Pern Coen

Fionn: brother of Cadfael

Gruffudd (GRI-fidh): father of Bran, stablehand at Castle Clogwyn

Gwendolen (GWEN-da-lin): Village Elder of Glas

Laoise (LEE-sha): advisor to Seren

Lewella: warrior of Blaidd, friend of Seren, wife of Emer

Mair: healer at Castle Clogwyn, temporary advisor to Seren

Seachnall (SHAKH-nal): warrior of Blaidd, friend of Eamon

Seren (SEH-rehn): seer, Ri of Blaidd, wife of Bran, daughter of Cadfael and Esyllt

Sioned (SHO-nehd): sister of Esyllt, mother of Cian

Tudwal: warrior of Blaidd
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The Island Out of the Sea







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

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

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

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

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

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

Gifted to the five clans to honor and care for.

But three Spirits remained, their offerings denied by the rest of those who resided in the Greater Spirit Realm,

Cigfran, the Raven Spirit, wished to bring death, 

Fianna, the Stag Spirit, wished to allow decay, 

Pysgod, the Fish Spirit, wished to allow for destruction, 

And all wished for complete control over those who called the island home. 

The Five Spirits were left to band together, diminishing the power of the Three. 

Shunned by the Greater Spirits and their power reduced, the Three Spirits are forced to roam the Realm of the Mortals, 

Sowing their darkness wherever they can and seeking to possess the souls of those who willingly give them. 








  
  

Chapter 1
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The Dark Road


Aengus





The house was on fire, the smoke making it impossible to breathe. How ironic that it was fire that would spell our doom. 

There was no time to waste. I had to get us out of here, but I could feel my steps slowing, my heart aching as I watched the home I had built crumble around me. Alannah’s hacking cough brought me back to my senses. 

“We have to keep moving!” I yelled back at her, tugging her along behind me as we dodged growing flames and crumbling wood. 

We fought on, bursting through the back door only to discover that our troubles were just beginning. Men and women awaited us, brandishing torches, swords, pitchforks, and anything else they could get their hands on to use as a weapon. These were people I had once looked to as neighbors and as friends, but they were not friends any longer. 

They screamed at us, hurling all manner of hateful accusations. The worst of their words were thrown at Alannah, the vileness of them making my blood boil. Just torching my home wasn’t enough for them; they meant to kill us as well and make an example of Alannah. All because of what she had been born with. All because of what they didn’t understand. In my haste to get us out alive, I hadn’t thought to grab a weapon. I’d only though of keeping us from burning alive. 

“You’re not going anywhere!” a man, the villager baker I knew well, growled. 

He lunged toward us, pitchfork raised, and I pushed Alannah behind me. I had no weapons, but I would not just give her over to them. I braced myself for impact, our attacker just inches away when a blur of smoke and sparks flashed in front of us. The man let out a scream that made the hair on the back of my neck raise as one of Fianna’s shadow creatures latched onto his arm with a fearsome growl. More cries of alarm came from the villagers as more of the creatures sprang from the darkness, the air filled with the screams of the villagers and the creatures’ eldritch screeches. The man who’d sought to run a pitchfork through my chest was clutching his badly wounded arm, the creature now biting into his leg. Blood streaked his skin, his face deathly pale. His arm was almost severed to the bone, his face twisted in agony—

I awoke from the nightmare soaked in a cold sweat, scrambling to throw the thin blanket off me. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I sat up in the creaky bed, taking in deep breaths that I hoped would calm my racing heart. The worst part was that the nightmare was no fabricated conjuring from my sleeping mind. It was a memory. All of it had been real, every last detail of it. 

Letting out a shuddering breath, my gaze drifted to Alannah’s shadowed form. She slept on beside me, her breathing deep and even and her features smoothed from the stress that so often marred them. It was still strange to me, in a way, how much she had come to mean to me in a matter of months. There had always been something about her that had caught my eye, but it was when I had begun to see her resilient spirit despite how cruelly life had treated her that my feelings had truly grown. And perhaps most of all, she believed in me and in the future laid before me. At times when I doubted that I could take the place Fianna was creating for me, Alannah was there to drive those weak-minded thoughts away.  

I had never dreamed of a life as Ri of Blaidd. A few months ago, I would have never believed that a man like me could achieve such a thing. But Alannah had known differently. It was she who had encouraged me to take the blood that ran through my veins, blood that had been hidden from me almost my whole life, and turn it into something greater. And not just for myself, but for the clan. Our people deserved a strong Ri, one who did not have the weaknesses of Cadfael and his line. It was Fionn’s blood that deserved to sit in the Great Hall of Clogwyn, presiding over the land. It was time for a new line of Ris to be ruling the Clan of Blaidd.  

I readjusted my pillow with a sigh, staring up into the darkness. With my current unsettled thoughts, I knew I wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep. Instead of tossing and turning, risking disturbing Alannah’s rest, I swung my legs over the side of the bed and got to my feet. I fumbled a bit in the darkness, trying to be as quiet as possible as I grabbed a shirt to throw on with my sleeping pants and picked up a small dagger. 

My steps slowed as I walked around the bed. A pair of glowing ember eyes stared back at me. As much as I wanted to ignore it, there was still a slight quiver in my stomach at the sight of the shadow creature. Its other three companions were asleep on the floor, but the one who had woken followed my every move as I walked to the door, leaving me with a prickle of unease in the middle of my back. I still didn’t entirely trust the creatures, even with the bond I had forged to their maker, the Stag Spirit, Fianna. 

When I opened the door, the shadow creature started to get to its feet. I spoke to it in Old Pernish, keeping my voice low and commanding it to stay. I half held my breath as it froze, cocking its head. I was still learning the ancient language required to communicate with the creatures. They still listened to Alannah better than they ever listened to me. To my relief, however, the creature lay back down, resting its head on its front legs. It watched me still, but stayed put. 

I let out a quiet breath and then stepped out into the night. The coolness in the air made me glad I’d thrown on a shirt. Summer was still here on the island of Pern Coen, but the nights in the mountains were starting to cool, a subtle reminder that eventually the season would change as autumn took its hold over the land. For me, the steady march of seasons had begun to feel like a noose slowly tightening. There might be little sign of it now, but winter was coming. If nothing changed, the people would be left to suffer once again. This growing season had been as poor as the last and hunting was scarce, with much of the land still lying in ruin. The current Ri, Seren, had done nothing to heal the land, furthering the people’s suffering. Though we shared a mother, a truth revealed to me by Fianna months ago, Seren had not chosen her allegiances wisely. She couldn’t heal the land, not without Fianna’s power, and she was too blinded by her loyalty to the Wolf Spirit to seek it out. 

With a slight shake of my head, I forced myself to push the thoughts of Seren aside and left the hut behind, letting the light of the moon and the millions of brilliant stars guide me out of the clearing and into the forest. This had become a habit of mine when sleep evaded me, wandering the forest at night, searching for wild plants. My healer’s blood still called to me, my years of honing my craft something I could not easily put away. So long as I stayed fairly close to the cottage, I felt safe enough during my midnight wanderings. 

We were isolated here in the Coed mountains, the herder’s hut we had found when we’d fled from Beag long forgotten by the rest of the world. It was a crude building, one I didn’t particularly want to be in once winter came. As a precaution, I’d started trying to fortify the hut, but I questioned its ability to withstand the cold, harsh winter ahead. One day it will all be a memory, I reminded myself as I began scouring the brush that covered the forest floor. For now, we were biding our time at Fianna’s instruction, but one day soon, Alannah and I would call Castle Clogwyn home. Seren would be stripped of the title that should have never been given to her and I would lead our people forward into prosperity. Fianna had promised. 

I’d had my doubts about the Stag Spirit, raised on the stories of the destructive nature of the Dark Spirits and how they’d wanted to do Pern Coen harm. But over the last few years, I had witnessed firsthand the destruction done to Blaidd at the hands of the Wolf Spirit’s supposed chosen Ris and had seen that same Spirit do nothing to stop it. More than that, I had discovered how much Cadfael had sought to ruin my own life. How he had forced my true parents to cast me aside, denied me knowing my blood kin, and I was certain he had played a role in my half-sibling denying my existence. I might question Fianna’s methods at times, but the Wolf Spirit had no moral high ground. Not after it had allowed a man like Cadfael to keep the title of Ri, despite his long list of shortcomings, and not after it had sat back and done nothing while the clan had fallen further into ruin. 

And then there is what Fianna has done for us, I thought, crouching down to collect a bit of goldenseal, the moonlight drifting down through the breaks in the trees guiding my hands. Despite my nightmares, I knew that if Fianna hadn’t woken us when the fire had started and sent its creatures to aid us that night, the villagers would have killed me and Alannah both. And it was those same creatures that had guided us to the abandoned hut in  the Coed and continued to keep us safe from prying, unwelcome eyes, regularly protecting the hut and the forest around it. We owed Fianna our lives. I knew there was no denying that, despite my moments of weakness. 

As I straightened, goldenseal in hand, I tried to ignore the niggling doubt that always flooded me when my thoughts drifted in my weaker moments. Those moments had cost me since I had made my blood oath to Fianna. The last time I had disobeyed it, not even a month ago, I had been left in crippling pain for three days. My heart was still conflicted over what I had done, but perhaps it truly had been foolish. Not even Alannah had understood what had driven me to do it. But with the gift that had been granted to me by the Spirits, healing was more than a skill; it was the very essence of my being. It called to me, compelled me in a way that I often couldn’t fully put into words. 

When I’d seen how close to death Bran had been, I hadn’t been able to walk away. Instead, I’d gone against Fianna’s commands. In the end, I’d done the bare minimum when I’d found him half-dead on the forest floor, hoping that perhaps by only keeping his soul from slipping from this realm to the next and leaving him with the supplies to try and heal himself, my actions would go unnoticed. But Fianna had been quick to remind me that it missed nothing. I’d paid for what I’d done and, in the end, had no idea if Bran had even lived after all. I doubted it, truth be told. The odds certainly hadn’t been in his favor. 

I rubbed the inside of my wrist as I ambled through the forest back toward the cottage. Even now, it was almost as if I could still feel the excruciating pain that had begun there before overtaking the rest of my body. The small mark on the inside of my wrist, resembling a scarred burn in the shape of antlers, gave off a soft, orange glow despite the darkness of night. A visible reminder of what I had sold my soul to: to Fianna, but also to a new future. 

The dark outline of the hut came into view again as I stepped out from under the shadowy boughs of an ancient poplar tree. I squared my shoulders as I made my way back to the hut. My ever-anxious soul at least felt a bit more soothed after my walk in the woods. My whole life, I’d been drawn to aiding others, and this would be the greatest service yet. Fianna would cleanse Blaidd with its fires in order create its new order and then the clan would have peace. I had to see this through, no matter how dark the road might get. 
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Shattered Heart


Seren





It felt as if I had aged ten years in just three months, and the burdens I bore continued to multiply. I rested a hand on the bark of a blackened tree trunk, desperately searching the dead tree for any signs of life, but as always, there were none. All around me were more trees in varying states of decay. The ground beneath my feet was nothing but dirt, now turned to a light mud from the rain the night before. No grass grew here; no animals called this now dead forest home. It was no more alive now than it had been over a year ago when it had first been brought to ruin by Fianna’s fires. 

My stomach twisted as I stepped back from the tree. A bitter taste filled my mouth and I fought to keep my shoulders from slumping. I didn’t know how to fix this, and yet that was not even the worst of it. There was an entire clan relying on me to lead them, to care for them, and every day that passed in which I could not heal the scars on our land left by Fianna’s darkness, they suffered. Winter would soon be knocking on our door, after a poor season of growing and large swaths of the land still left with deadened earth. I was doing everything I could to try and ease my people’s struggles, including entertaining the idea of entering into trade with one of the kingdoms on the mainland, but I knew I was running out of time. 

“Seren, Emer says we must keep moving.” 

Domhnall’s call caused me to start. I turned, finding him standing between a broken, rotted out tree just a few feet behind me. He watched me expectantly and I could read the worry in his features: the stiffness in his neck, his strained smile, and the way he lightly tapped one foot. At times, his concern had felt stifling, but I could understand it. I hadn’t been entirely myself these last few months. Not with Bran’s abandonment, my continued failures to heal the land, and the rumors and fears that perhaps a servant of Fianna still lived, one who might very well be the man I had called husband. I understood the worry over my well-being, but surely no one could expect that these circumstances wouldn’t change something deep within me? My world had been shattered, thrown off its axis, and I feared never being able to right it again. 

The thoughts of Bran’s abandonment made the knot in my belly twist itself further and I set my jaw, determined to push those painful memories aside. I had already wasted too many tears on him. Bran had made his choice and, in the end, it had not been me, or our people. Squaring my shoulders, I joined Domhnall, turning my back on the ruined forest. I’d foolishly hoped to find answers here, but I should have known I would have found nothing but continued reminders of all the ways I’d failed since taking the title of Ri. 

“Even with the state of the roads with all this rain,” Domhnall said, the two of us coming to walk side by side, “Emer believes we’ll be back at Clogwyn by tomorrow night.” 

I nodded, not feeling nearly as encouraged by the news as I perhaps should have been. Part of me had been glad to venture north and get away from the castle, even if what had prompted the journey had been villagers struggling with their crops and herds. All that waited for me at the ancient keep was more troubles. I had a council who was split between supporting me and hating me. Not to mention a war band that, while kept in line by my warrior chief, was still full of those who would much rather someone else have the title of Ri of Blaidd. I had no shortage of detractors and in truth, it was only the vow I had made to the Wolf Spirit that had kept me going these last few weeks. Had I not made such promise to fight for my place as Ri and my people, I would have been sorely tempted to step aside. 

Domhnall and I walked in silence for a while longer, soon reaching a break in the decay. A sharp line had been drawn through the forest. On one side, there was nothing but decay, and on the other, the trees and grass were bathed in brilliant green. As we stepped out of what was left of the ruined forest, Domhnall placed a hand on my arm, gently pulling me to a stop. I angled myself toward him, arching a brow in question as he lightly placed his hands on my upper arms, closing the distance between us. 

“I know how this has all worn on you,” he said, looking down and holding my gaze. “But we will find him. And when we do, he will pay.” 

I waited for the anger that had come and burned my belly at every mention of Bran over the last few months, but it was strangely absent. This time, I was only racked with regret and a desire for an end to all of this. I’d so hoped we would have found it in the village of Dearg. So much so that I’d defied the demands of my warrior chief, Lewella, and ridden north with the warriors to investigate the claims of strange happenings and a possible wolf shifter near the village. 

To all our disappointment, the claims had come to nothing. Our trip to Dearg had been yet another dead end to add to the steadily growing tally. And what we had found in Dearg yesterday, heartbreaking as it was, hadn’t been the worst I’d seen. Just three months ago, an entire village, Beag, had been wiped out by a raging fire. No one had survived to bear witness to the events, but we all knew Fianna was responsible. Seeing the destruction that had been wrought there had lit a burning anger in me. So many lives had been lost; some of whom I had known. Even now, the thought of Aengus made my throat thicken. What horrific death had he, and the rest of the villagers, met at the hands of Fianna? 

“I worry how much time we have left,” I said, my gaze flitting to what could still be seen of the ruined forest behind us. “How much time Blaidd has left.” 

Domhnall gave my arms a light squeeze, pulling my focus back to him. “I know.” 

As I stared up at him, it was hard to ignore the glimmer of desire in his eyes. Our relationship hadn’t been without its struggles, but I had relied heavily on him since Bran had abandoned me. More so than a Ri would normally rely on their chief advisor—not that my circumstances were anything close to normal. No one had questioned when he’d made the decision to join me in my impulsive venture to Dearg. Not even I had questioned it. 

I’d grown used to him acting as my shadow of sorts over the last few months. But being that close with him, spending that much time in his presence, had brought my attention to something I desperately wanted to ignore. An inkling that Domhnall’s feelings for me had never really faded. That even now, he still wanted more. But I could not give him what he yearned for. I couldn’t give that to anyone. Bran had shattered my heart into a million pieces and I feared there was no way to repair it. 

Letting out a deep breath, I stepped away from him. “We shouldn’t delay. I don’t want to risk being away from Clogwyn longer than necessary.” Who knew what those who despised me had gotten up to in my absence. 

Domhnall released his hold on my arm, taking my hand again. “I’m here for you, Seren. I will always be ready to help you shoulder your burdens.” 

I pressed my lips together, giving him a nod, not trusting myself to speak. I couldn’t give him what he wanted, wasn’t ready to risk my heart again, no matter how heavy my burdens became. Bran and I had had such grand plans, idealistically thinking we would fix Blaidd and that peace would reign once more. But in the end, Bran had betrayed me and I had done nothing to ease my people’s suffering. 

Gently, I tugged my hand away from Domhnall’s before continuing on deeper into the forest, heading toward our camp. The sun was bringing more heat to the day as it continued its slow climb in the sky and I swatted at a few bugs as I walked. High summer had begun to fade on the island, though autumn had not settled in to reign just yet. It would be another long, hot day of riding ahead, though at least we would be traveling along the banks of the Weindio River. 

When we reached the camp, there was little evidence of it left. Emer was calling instructions to the small swarm of warriors as horses were tacked and the last remnants of our camp were packed away. I felt a slight twinge of guilt in running off and leaving others to do the work of breaking down our camp. Emer finished her conversation with a warrior and strode over to us when she saw us. My friend was dressed in the dark blues and rich brows of the warriors of Blaidd, her sword hanging at her hip and her dark brown hair pulled back into practical braids. 

“We’re almost ready to move out,” she said. “I’ve had Ceol saddled for you, Ri Seren.”

“Thank you,” I replied, somewhat hating the formal tone we were forced to adopt in the presence of the warriors. 

Emer had been a close friend for most of my life and even though I should have, I hadn’t counted on this subtle change in the dynamic of our relationship. We weren’t only friends anymore; now we were also warrior and Ri. 

“Gwynt was giving us a little bit of trouble,” Emer said, turning to Domhnall. “Perhaps best if you see to him.” 

Domhnall gave a slight grimace. His hotheaded stallion was known for being flighty and difficult to handle, despite the horse’s strength and speed. Domhnall nodded and walked off, but not before giving my hand a light squeeze and flashing me an encouraging smile. Emer frowned as she watched his retreating back, crossing her arms. 

“I know you still don’t like him,” I said with a sigh as soon as he was out of earshot. 

“I don’t like the fickleness of his temperament,” Emer replied, “but I also want you to be happy. If the two of you have some sort of feelings for one another…” 

“I’m not ready for anything like that again.” I swallowed hard, hating how my throat thickened at the subtle mention of my ruined marriage. “But I won’t deny that I have appreciated his support these last few months.” 

“I won’t begrudge you that. Just know that I’m watching him like a hawk.” 

A hint of a smile tugged at my lips. “And I won’t begrudge you that. I know we need to get moving. I don’t like being away from the castle for long and I know Lewella will be ready to have you back.” 

Emer smiled at the mention of her wife and I hated the slight twinge of envy I felt in my chest. Both Lewella and Emer were good friends and had been nothing but supportive of me. I was happy for them, truly I was, but at the same time, the darker emotions that had surfaced within me in the wake of Bran’s abandonment hadn’t been so easily put aside. 

Shrugging off my unhappy thoughts, I followed Emer over to where Ceol stood, tacked and being held by a warrior of Blaidd. I took my dun stallion from the warrior, murmuring my thanks before throwing the reins over the horse’s neck and swinging up into the saddle. My people couldn’t afford for me to give up now. Though my visions had been clouded more often than not since my father’s death, the Spirits had spoken to me in whispers with cryptic symbols, warning me that Fianna was on the move and that it desperately sought the blood of the line of Blaidd, blood that I suspected could very well be my own. My defeat of the Stag Spirit months ago had been as premature as my father’s. Fianna still had one servant yet and every piece of evidence I had pointed to that servant being the man I’d regrettably given my heart to. It didn’t matter how much it hurt, I had to find him and break Fianna’s hold on this land. 








  
  

Chapter 3
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Trapped


Bran





A little over two months ago, I’d thought I’d never get the chance to return home. I should have died. No one lived after being attacked by three shadow creatures, not even if they managed to get away before the creatures slaughtered them. But I had survived, and that had been thanks to one man. 

I didn’t know how Aengus had found me or what he’d been doing in the Coed Mountains, but even in my half-dead state, I’d recognized him. He’d pulled the poison from my body and left me the supplies to heal myself. Though I was no healer and my wounds hadn’t healed cleanly in many places, I had managed to keep myself from slipping away into death. 

In hindsight, I should have perhaps been more prepared for the creatures the night I’d set out to ambush Alannah after tracking her down, but I had been cocky, along with impatient to be done with my task and return home to Castle Clogwyn. I’d learned my lesson. I wouldn’t make the mistake of trying to be the lone hero again. The next time I faced Alannah and the creatures, I’d have the full force of the war band of Blaidd with me. 

How Alannah had cheated death when Lorcan had been destroyed, I didn’t know, but I knew I had seen her with my own eyes. It had taken me a full month to track her down, but I had seen her alive and I had seen her with the creatures. How much more proof could I need that Fianna did still have one last remaining servant? And there were no doubts in my mind that she would have been motivated to frame me as one of Fianna’s own, though what her exact purposes were, I still wasn’t sure. 

But whatever her dark plans were, Alannah was the one Seren needed to be warned of. Alannah was the way I was going to clear my name. Those last thoughts made me push myself harder as I raced through the forest in my wolf form, heading south. I could travel far faster as a wolf than I could as a human and with any luck, I would reach the castle by midday tomorrow. 

I leapt down a jagged incline, forced to slow my pace as the forest floor became littered with more and more rocks and stones. As I picked my way across them, I flicked my ears back and forth, listening for any unusual noise. I needed to make it back to Clogwyn with all haste; I didn’t have time to be delayed by hunters or travelers. At first, I heard only the wind whistling through the trees and the occasional small forest creature, but then I picked up the faint murmur of water. 

I was close to the Weindio, having followed the great river south, and the deer trail I’d been following had apparently brought me closer still. I still had many more miles to travel before I stopped for the night, but the day was hot, leaving me overly warm. I made a slight change in my direction of travel, tracking east toward the river. The underbrush was still rocky, forcing me to slow to a trot. Deeper in the forest, I heard the crash of another, larger creature blundering through the trees. A quick sniff of the air told me it was a deer. My stomach grumbled with hunger, knowing that prey was nearby, but I ignored it and pressed on. I could hunt later, after I’d covered more ground. 

A few moments later, another scent soon drifted on the wind, but this one gave me more pause. Horses were nearby, and humans along with them. I adjusted my course again in an effort to avoid them. I backtracked deeper into the forest before finally reaching the banks of the river. The smell of the horses and humans had become fainter, almost completely gone, as I ambled across the rocky river to the water’s edge. 

Sunlight glimmered and gleamed in a dappled pattern on the water as it shone down through the breaks in the trees. Thick forest covered the edges of both sides of this stretch of the Weindio, offering me ample cover if I needed it. I crouched down to lap up the cold mountain water, trying not to think of one of the last times I had been by the banks of this very same river. Seren and I had been fleeing for our lives that night and it was that night, by the light of the fire, that I’d been struck with how much I had still cared for her, even after years apart. 

I hadn’t wanted to leave her three months ago. I certainly hadn’t meant to be gone almost the entirety of the summer, and I hoped that once I was able to give her my explanation, she’d understand why I’d done what I’d done. She’d already had so much trouble from those who doubted her; the accusations aimed at me had only made her life all the more difficult. My intention had been to handle things for her, to relieve her of one burden. I’d only intended to be gone a couple of weeks at most, but there had been factors outside of my control—like almost getting mauled to death by shadow creatures. 

Once I’d drunk my fill, I backed away from the riverbank, turning to head back into the forest. My muscles ached from how hard I’d been pushing myself, but there was no time to rest. I’d already been gone too long. And Spirits knew Alannah and Fianna wouldn’t be taking any rest from plotting their sinister schemes. 

In hindsight, I blamed my next misfortune on my tiredness. Regardless, I wasn’t paying close enough attention. I hadn’t gone far when my back right paw was suddenly caught in a thin rope cord. The snare tightened before I could yank myself free, trapping me in place. I growled, glowering at the offending trap as I tried to pull free. Laid by some villager, no doubt. Not that I couldn’t entirely blame them for doing so. These were hard times; many were struggling to feed themselves and their families. A trap like this one could have caught smaller game, such as a rabbit or squirrel, but instead, it had caught me. I tried to use my teeth to free myself, but it was no use. I was trapped. 








  
  

Chapter 4
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Things To Answer For


Seren





I’d wandered off from the others again. It was the third time today since we’d ridden out and I knew Emer was starting to get frustrated with my longing to be on my own, even if she hid it well. But I’d needed time to think. We’d taken a short break at midday and a vision had come to me, brief but concerning. I’d seen Fianna’s shadow creatures and again I had heard the Wolf Spirit whispering to me of the blood of the line of Blaidd. 

Quite frankly, I was getting tired of the Spirits not elaborating on what they meant by that. I assumed they referred to me, but they gave no clear answers. I’d heard them speak of such things before my father had died, and in my pursuit of discerning such warnings then, I’d come to the conclusion it had meant no one else but me. My father was dead, as was my brother. My uncle and his children had perished as well. As far as the blood of the line of Blaidd was concerned, I was the last of it. 

I’ll have to keep fighting for clarity. There’s no other choice, I thought, shaking myself out of my thoughts as the riverbank we were traversing grew rockier, making it harder for Ceol to navigate. I scratched the stallion’s neck, slowing him to help him keep his footing. The others weren’t far, a little behind me on the other side of the river. I’d promised Emer that I’d rejoin them at the fork in the river, where our party would leave the banks of the Weindio behind and take the main road back south to the castle. 

Suddenly, I felt Ceol tense beneath me, the stallion raising his head as a loud, growling yelp echoed from nearby. I tensed as the noise came again. It sounded like the cry of a wounded animal, but I was still cautious. I reined Ceol to a halt and slid off his back, my pulse quickening as I armed myself with my longbow and quiver, the cry coming again. The noise didn’t sound like a creature of darkness, but if it indeed was, I held a weapon that could defeat it. Rhonwen’s bow had traveled with me wherever I went since I had used it to kill Lorcan and right now, I was particularly glad to have it with me. 

At my cue, Ceol obediently walked along beside me, the two of us navigating the rocky riverbank as we followed the noise. The stallion was on alert, his nostrils flaring as he took in the smells on the wind. It didn’t take us long to stumble across the snarling creature and when we did, I froze, feeling as if I had been punched in the chest. A large grey wolf was trapped in a snare, desperately trying to free itself, its agitation and frustration evident as it snapped at the cord with its gleaming white fangs. But I knew as I stared at the creature that this was no ordinary wolf. 

I should have turned and walked away. I should have left him there. After all, he had left me. But I couldn’t, my gaze locked on the wolf as it turned from an animal into a man. The transformation itself didn’t startle me, not with as many times as I’d seen it, but seeing Bran as a man once more left my chest aching. 

He didn’t appear to have noticed me and, now in his human form, he pulled his foot free of the snare. Once released, he scrambled to his feet, only to half fall to one knee when his right ankle didn’t support him. He cursed loudly before taking a few more halting steps. My throat constricted, my heart pounding as my shock morphed into anger. How easily he had left me and betrayed me. How easily he had thrown the love I’d felt for him back in my face. I should leave him here to suffer. If I had any sense, I’d swing back up onto Ceol and ride off in the opposite direction, but as I watched him half stumble across the rocks in obvious pain, I found that I couldn’t. I let out my own muttered oath. Damn that man and making me care for him. 

“Found yourself in a bit of trouble, have you?” I called. 

He started, spinning around and managing to barely keep himself from falling over in the process. 

“Seren.” My name fell from his lips as little more than a gasp and he stared at me, wide-eyed. He leaned against a nearby boulder for balance. 

Despite the quiver in my stomach, I instructed Ceol to stand and closed the distance between Bran and me. My thoughts raced as Bran stared intently at me, his brown eyes never leaving me. I’d envisioned this moment so many times these last few months. What I would say to him, how I would defend myself against whatever pathetic excuses he gave. I’d always thought my anger would be all-consuming and while I did feel a burning anger rushing through me, it wasn’t the only emotion. Hurt, too, welled up inside, leaving my throat tight and my knuckles white where I gripped the bow. 

Bran winced slightly when I reached him. “Seren, I—”

I slapped him hard across the face before he could finish, three months’ of anger apparently impossible to contain when faced when the one person who’d hurt me more deeply than anyone else ever had. “That’s for leaving me.” 

He rubbed his cheek, working his jaw and dropping his gaze. “I suppose I deserved that.” 

“I should leave you here after what you did,” I said, hating how my voice wavered as I stalked back over to Ceol, tying Rhonwen’s bow to my saddle for safekeeping. I would have expected Bran to have been more aggressive, but Fianna was a cunning master and the last thing we needed was for the bow to fall into its hands. “But you have things to answer for. At Castle Clogwyn.” 

I strode back over before he could flee, grabbing him by the arms and fighting to wrench his hands around in front of him so that I could tie his wrists. He was considered a traitor now— at the very least, untrustworthy. Lewella would expect him to be brought back to the castle for questioning. This was the moment we’d been waiting for, for months now. This was the key to defeating Fianna’s hold in this realm—and still, treating my husband like a prisoner left my throat thick, my chest tight, and my hands shaking. 

“Seren, wait! What are you doing?” Bran said, making a seemingly strange effort not to hurt me as he fought to get away from me. “I understand you might be upset but I—”

I let out a bitter laugh, his injured ankle making it possible for me to get the upper hand on him and pin his arms. “You think I might be upset? After you ran off in the dead of night leaving behind nothing but your handfasting bracelet and a poorly worded note?” 

“I didn’t mean to hurt you,” he said, grunting as he tried to wrench his wrists free of my grip, but I was already winding a piece of rope around them. “That wasn’t my intent.”

Why was it an apology from him hurt worst of all? I shook my head, snugging the rope in place. This wasn’t time to be fooled by his pretty words. I would leave it to Lewella to determine the truth once and for all, but right now, the odds were not in his favor. A few months ago, I would have believed I could discern such a truth. But not anymore. My visions had been clouded, likely by what little bit of power Fianna could wield in the Spirit Realm, and with the way the Stag Spirit’s power had been increasing, I didn’t trust myself not to be missing something vital. 

“Whether or not hurting me was your intent, that’s exactly what you did,” I said, keeping a firm hold of him as I pushed him toward Ceol. There was still the issue of getting him on the stallion, but I would figure that out, one way or another.  

He was breathing heavily, his ankle clearly paining him with each halting step he took. Yet he still had the strength to dig his heels in and jerk to a stop when we reached my horse. 

“Seren, please,” he said. “I need to speak with you. You need to listen to me. Alannah is alive. I’ve seen her with my own eyes.” 

“Alannah?” I scoffed. “That’s the excuse you’re going to go with?” 

“It’s not an excuse,” he retorted, his set jaw showing the first hints of his anger. “I didn’t mean to be gone as long as I was. It wasn’t by choice. Alannah is alive and she’s as tied to Fianna now as she ever was. Its shadow creatures still roam Blaidd, and they answer to her. They’re the reason I was delayed.” 

I swallowed hard, torn between my duty to protect my people and wanting to believe his wild story. It would be convenient for him to blame his fellow shifter, a woman who by all accounts had died four months ago. And yet as I stood there, the both of us breathing hard with emotion as we stared one another down, I was uncomfortably aware that the man in front of me was not the same one who had left Castle Clogwyn three months ago. 

He was leaner, a bit paler, with heavy bags under his eyes, as if perhaps he hadn’t been well for some time. There was a scar, one that hadn’t been there before, above his right brow, thin but jagged. I could see the glimpse of another peeking out from the top of his shirt near his right shoulder. Was it possible that he could be telling the truth? Or he could be lying, I told myself. Again. 

“Save your story for Lewella,” I finally told him, “and mount up.” 

“You don’t believe me?” 

The hurt in his tone made my chest start aching all over again but I steeled myself to it, squaring my jaw. 

“What reason have you given me to believe you, Bran?” I snapped. “You ran off in the dead of night, not telling anyone where you were going or why. Knowing that there were doubts and concerns over what loyalty you had to Blaidd and its Ri. Then you show up again in the middle of the forest, accusing a woman who by all accounts is dead.” 

“We never found her body. You know that as well as I do. And I told you, I left because I was trying to help you.” 

“Trying to help me?” I jerked my head back, my tone incredulous. “Trying to help me by casting more doubt on yourself and painting yourself in the worst possible light?” 

“My plan was to handle things on my own and then return. I didn’t plan to be gone for months,” he said, his shoulders bunched and his jaw ticking. “There were the fires again. The people were afraid and angry. I knew someone had framed me, I knew someone was causing trouble in Blaidd again, and I knew I wouldn’t be of any use or help to you until I cleared my name. I just ran into more trouble than I expected.” 

“You should have discussed it with me. You should have told me.” My voice cracked and moisture stung my eyes, as if I were feeling the hurt of his abandonment all over again. “We were supposed to do this together. How am I supposed to trust you and believe you when it’s clear that you don’t trust me?” 

“I never said I don’t trust you.” His nostrils flared, but I saw the flicker of pain that flashed in his brown eyes. 

“You didn’t have to.” I looked away from him, unable to meet his gaze as my voice grew harsher. “You are returning with me to Castle Clogwyn, whether you wish to or not. Mount up before you force me to do something I don’t wish to.” 

A tense silence fell between us and I could feel the intensity of Bran’s gaze even as I continued to look away, staring hard at Ceol’s tawny shoulder. Finally, Bran gave a grunt and shuffled closer to the horse. With his hands bound, I was forced to help steady him, but between the two us and with the help of a large boulder, we got him up in the saddle. I hated being forced to be so close to him, forced to deal with the feelings and memories that came from touching him, but I had little choice in the matter. 

We were far enough away from the fork in the river that I also had no choice but to ride with him. I fought to ignore the familiar sensations that coursed through me as I mounted, reaching around him to take up the stallion’s reins. By hunching slightly, Bran made it easier for me to see around him, but the movement also brought us in closer contact with one another, filling me with more reminders of what we’d once been. Friends and lovers, husband and wife… until he’d shattered it all. I cleared my throat and urged Ceol into a trot. I couldn’t afford to let myself think of such things right now.

“Are you traveling on your own?” Bran asked as I guided Ceol along the banks of the river again. 

My stomach clenched. I didn’t want to have these conversations with him. I wanted to hand him off to Emer and be done with it. Whatever had been between us might have been a game for him all along, but for me it had been real, and every moment in his presence made every aching hurt I’d felt over the last three months return with a vengeance. 

“I do not owe you answers,” I answered, working to keep my voice detached and cold. “You forfeited that three months ago.” 

He stiffened, his muscles tightening, but fell silent. I focused solely on directing my horse, refusing to allow room for anything else in my thoughts. I would get Bran to the others and let Emer assume responsibility for him. Once we returned to the castle, I’d have my answers and perhaps I could move on from him for good. If I had indeed just captured Fianna’s last remaining servant, I could end my people’s suffering and Blaidd could finally be free. 








  
  

Chapter 5
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The Trouble of Good Intentions


Bran





I’d spent the last three months envisioning my reunion with Seren. It was those dreams that had gotten me through the excruciating weeks of not knowing whether I would live or die. The reality, however, was nothing like I had hoped. I could still feel the sting of Seren’s slap and even now I couldn’t forget the cold fury in her green eyes. 

At first, I’d been angry at her reaction, but when I’d seen the hurt in her features and heard it in her voice, I’d been left with the uncomfortable realization that maybe some of the anger she held toward me was deserved. I hadn’t left in the best of ways, despite my belief that the decision to do so had been for her.

We’d ridden in silence for the last few miles. I’d given up trying to draw Seren into conversation. She’d have none of it. There was something distinctly different about my wife after my time away. An icy bitterness in the way she spoke. A hardness to her expression and the way she carried herself. Things that I couldn’t recall seeing before that reminded me too much of her father. What all had I missed these last few months? And worst of all, had I perhaps played a part in it? 

Nearby shouts drew me out of my thoughts as we reached the split in the river. A handful of horses and riders stood by the water’s edge, some of the animals drinking out of the cool waters of the Weindio while others stood quietly, waiting for their riders’ next command. I spied Emer, along with a few other warriors I knew from my brief time in the war band. Cian was among the party as well, but it was the sight of the man riding up with Emer who made me stiffen. I didn’t trust Domhnall. I never had and judging by the loathsome expression he fixed me with, I had no reason to start. 

“What in the blazes happened?” Emer asked, she and Domhnall bringing their horses to a halt. 

“I found him,” Seren replied, “by the river. Caught in a snare. He’s injured; Cian will need to see to it.” 

“So the traitor returns.” Domhnall gave me a cold smirk as his stallion shifted underneath him and I clenched my jaw. Just how many lies and half-truths had he been telling Seren in my absence? 

“Owen, Enid,” Domhnall called. “Come get the shifter. We can’t risk having him so close to Ri Seren.” 

“I believe,” Emer said, her tone curt as she fixed Domhnall with a stony expression, “that the last I checked, I am the one in charge of the warriors here.” 

Domhnall at least had the decency to flush, flipping the end of his stallion’s reins in agitation. “I don’t think it wise to delay having him in the custody of warriors. It’s a miracle he hasn’t killed Ri Seren already.” 

“He came willingly,” Seren said, showing the first hint of softness I’d seen since she’d found me. “Though I think it best if there are warriors watching him for now.” 

Emer nodded, calling one of the warriors, Owen, forward before instructing him to remove me from Ceol and take me on his mount. No one made any comment or showed any inclination to unbind my hands as Owen forced me off Seren’s stallion. It seemed I was still to be treated like a prisoner. Never mind that by all rights I was Seren’s husband, the Tiarna of Blaidd. 

“Seren,” I said as Owen shoved me toward his horse. “There’s been a mistake. You’re a seer; you should know that I haven’t—”

“I am not all knowing. I do not know where you have been or who you have been with,” she said, her voice gone cold again. “I have a clan to consider here, one that cannot afford for me to make impulsive or unwise decisions. When we reach Castle Clogwyn, Pennathe Lewella will hear whatever tale you wish to tell. Until then, there are risks I cannot afford to take.” 

I was roughly forced onto Owen’s horse, hating every moment of it. This wasn’t how this was supposed to go. I was supposed to return to the castle, show my wife just how fiercely I’d missed her the last three months, and use what I’d learned to help her defeat Fianna for good. I wasn’t a traitor. I would never betray her thus, and it hurt that she believed such a thing. 

At Emer’s call, the small band moved out. The horses picked up a quick trot, moving away from the river in order to begin following the main road south. I couldn’t tear my gaze away from Seren, even as she rode to the head of the column with Domhnall at her side. Whatever in the blazes had happened at Clogwyn in my absence, I wasn’t going to sit back and allow myself to be branded a traitor. 

We rode hard over the next few hours, until dusk began to settle and the decision was made to make camp in a large meadow just off the main road. I lost track of Seren as the camp began to take shape, Owen and his fellow warriors hauling me off his horse while Emer strode over to us. 

“Ri Seren wants Cian to see to his injuries,” she said. “I will see him there. Owen, you will join me.”

A small sliver of hope filled me. Emer had been a friend, her and Lewella both. Surely, they couldn’t treat me entirely unfairly. Of course, you would have also said the same for your wife three months ago. The niggling voice of doubt that drifted through my thoughts left my chest tight as Owen shoved me forward, the two of us following Emer into the half-constructed camp. All around us, tents were going up with speed and efficiency, horses were being picketed for the night, and fires were being built. I looked for Seren again but didn’t catch any sign of her before being pushed into one of the canvas tents. 

Cian awaited me inside, pulling all manner of healing supplies out of leather bags. He turned when we entered. I offered a hopeful smile but he didn’t return it, his mouth pulled down and his eyes slightly narrowed. 

“Ri Seren wishes his injuries addressed,” Emer said, motioning to me. 

“I will see to him,” Cian replied. “The two of you may wait outside.” 

Emer pursed her lips, casting me a sidelong glance before looking back at Cian. “You’re sure?” 

“I can handle him,” Cian said, inclining his head at the foot I was doing my best not to put weight on. “He’s not in any condition to cause trouble.”

“We’ll be right outside.” Emer gave a slow nod, slipping out of the tent with Owen following behind her. 

I let out a quiet sight of relief when the tent flap swung shut behind them. Finally, perhaps someone would believe me instead of treating me like a traitor. 

“I’m only doing this for her,” Cian said, his tone flat as he jerkily pulled a few more things out of his bags. 

Then again, maybe not. I wasn’t able to stop a scowl from crossing my face, my frustration and anger mounting. “I would never hurt her. You know that.” 

Cian let out a short, bitter laugh. “You’ve already hurt her. If it wasn’t your intention to do so, maybe you should have thought about that before you ran off in the night and abandoned her.”

“I didn’t abandon her.” My muscles tightened as my temper rose. 

“I’m not here to listen to your excuses.” Cian turned back around, holding up a hand. “I’m only here to make sure you get back to Castle Clogwyn in one piece. Sit down.” 

I wanted to argue with him, but I didn’t think he would listen right now. Muttering under my breath, I sank down onto a pile of furs, the movement only made more awkward by my still bound hands. 

Cian had to cut my leather boot to get it off, thanks to the swelling in my ankle, and while I understood the necessity, it still only added to my annoyance. As he pulled off my wool sock and began to poke and prod at me, I gritted my teeth, trying to distract myself from the pain. Was this how it was always going to be? Forever unfairly judged by the mark on my back? I had thought I had earned the trust of the likes of Cian and Emer. I thought I had earned Seren’s trust. Apparently, I had never been so wrong. 

When Cian gave a particularly painful tug at my ankle, I was forced to bite the inside of my cheek in order to hold back a grunt of pain. 

“Not broken,” Cian said, finally releasing his hold on me. “But a considerable sprain.”

He pulled out a long cloth bandage and I resisted the urge to rub my throbbing ankle in an attempt to get some relief. A sprain would be nothing for Cian to heal with his gift, at least. He crouched down in front of me again, taking a firm hold of my ankle once more. A brief pain flashed up my leg, but then it was followed by warm heat. Once he was finished, the swelling was almost completely gone and I was relieved to find that only a hint of discomfort remained. 

“You’ll need to stay off of it for a day or so,” Cian said as he began to wrap my ankle. “The bandage will support it, but you need to give the ankle time to fully heal. And someone is going to have to find you another pair of boots.” 

I grimaced at the ruined boot a few inches away. It had, of course, been one of my favorite pairs. 

“Thank you,” I said once he tied off the bandage. 

“As I said,” Cian replied, rocking back on his heels, “I did it for her.” 

“I love her.” I held his gaze, knowing my tone was on the edge of pleading but not entirely caring. I needed someone to listen to me. Alannah was out there, with Fianna and its creatures. There wasn’t time to spare. “It was never my intention to hurt her, but what I learned when I was away was… alarming. I have to speak with her. This cannot be ignored.”

“Whatever you have to say, you can save for Lewella.” Cian straightened, getting to his feet. “I assure you that she will be thoroughly questioning you once we reach the castle.” 

“There isn’t time for that. This threat is real, and it’s dangerous.” 

“Whatever you have to share can wait for the warrior chief of Blaidd. We’ll be at Castle Clogwyn by nightfall tomorrow. I think you’ve done enough damage as far as Seren is concerned.”

“Damn it, Cian! Why are you all acting like this?” 

“Three months, Bran. For three months, I watched her suffer.” Cian clenched one hand into a fist, his jaw tight as he glowered at me. “I watched them try and tear her down, thwart her at every turn, use the mess you made as reason to undermine her, all while she was grieving you. You left, with no warning and no promise of return, and everyone else was left to pick up the pieces.” 

“I did leave a promise of return. I left her my handfasting bracelet. She should have known I was going to come back.” 

“That was supposed to be your promise of return?” Cian raised his brows, his tone bordering on mocking. “Then let me tell you it was a poor one. I saw the ridiculous note you wrote her. Whether you meant to return, whether you intended to hurt her or not, is irrelevant. You abandoned her, Bran. You cut her out and made a decision, a huge one at that, without her. I don’t blame her for being angry and I don’t blame anyone for not trusting you.” 

My teeth were clenched so tightly, my jaw ached and I breathed out hard through my nose. I wanted to keep defending myself, but even though I hated to admit it, his words pierced me like arrows. I’d been so determined when I’d left, but in all fairness, I’d also been afraid. That was why I’d left in the dead of night. I’d been afraid that I wasn’t the man to be Tiarna of Blaidd, that my past and my gifting were costing Seren too much. So I’d set out to solve the problem on my own, to spare her any involvement. But perhaps, in my fear, I hadn’t made the wisest of decisions. 

“I admit my choices were poor, but that doesn’t mean I’ve aligned myself with Fianna again,” I said, practically willing Cian to believe me as I stared him down. “Seren’s a seer. She can travel into the Spirit Realm. She would know if I was tied to Fianna.” 

“Seren’s visions have been clouded. She is not seeing things as clearly as she once was.” 
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