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GLOSSARY


Aberffynnon (ah-ber-FIN-nuhn)—a port city on the southern coast of Gwydden

Aenghus (AYN-gus)—Lady Macha’s husband

Ailís (AY-leesh)—Aine’s mother, lady of Forrais and wife of Alsandair Mac Tamhais, now deceased

Aine Nic Tamhais (ON-yuh nik TAV-ish)—the “lady healer of Lisdara,” married to Conor Mac Nir

Alsandair Mac Tamhais—Aine’s father, lord of Forrais and chief of Clan Tamhais, now deceased

Amanta (ah-MAN-ta)—the island upon which Aron and Gwydden are located

Amantine Sea (ah-MAN-teen)—narrow sea separating Seare and Amanta

Ard Dhaimhin (ard DAV-in)—former high city of Seare, home of the Fíréin brotherhood

Arkiel (ar-KEEL)—Companion who instigated the rebellion against Comdiu

Aron (ah-RUN)—Aine’s birthplace, across the Amantine Sea from Seare

Askr (as-KER)—Norin warrior god

Bain (bwen)—Forrais guard

Balian (BAH-lee-an)—the faith of those who follow Balus; a follower of Balus

Ballaghbán (bal-luh-BAHN)—port city in northern Faolán

Balus (BAH-lus)—son of Comdiu, savior of mankind

Beagan (BOG-awn)—Fíréin tracker

Bearrach (BEAR-uhk)—healer at Lisdara; Aine’s instructor

Breann (BREE-ahn)—novice of the Fíréin brotherhood

Bress (bress)—King of Aron

Briallu (bree-AHL-lu)—Talfryn’s daughter

Brightwater—nickname for Ionbhar Dealrach

brithem (BRITH-ev)—traveling judge in Aron who presides over serious crimes

Caerfaddyn (care-FAD-duhn)—a Gwynn castle, seat of Prince Dewyn

Calhoun Mac Cuillinn (cal-HOON mok CUL-in)—former King of Faolán, assumed deceased; Aine’s half brother

carnyx (car-nix)—war horn

Carraigmór (CAIR-ig-mor)—fortress of the High King and the Fíréin brotherhood

Cass Mac Onaghan (kass mok ON-ah-han)—captain of the Beacon

Cé (keh)—Forrais guard

céad (ked)—a company of men; literally, one hundred

Ceannaire (KAN-na-ahr)—leader of the Fíréin brotherhood

Cill Rhí (kill ree)—Balian monastery

Cira/Ciraen (seer-AH) (seer-AY-ahn)—largest empire in history, now reduced to a small portion of the continent

Clogheen (cloh-EEN)—a market town in central Faolán

Comdiu (COM-dyoo)—God

Companions—the spirit warriors of Comdiu; angels

Conclave—the ruling body of the Fíréin brotherhood

Conor Mac Nir (CON-ner mok NEER)—Timhaigh warrior and musician, former Fíréin apprentice

Criofan (CRIH-fahn)– former Fíréin brother

Cwmmaen (coom-MINE)—a former Ciraen fortress in Gwydden, seat of Prince Talfryn

Daigh (dy)—senior member of the Fíréin brotherhood

Daimhin (DAV-in)– the first High King of Seare

Dal (DAHL)—senior member of the Fíréin brotherhood

Dewyn (DEW-ayn)—prince of Gwydden, Talfryn’s brother

Diarmuid (DEER-muhd)—druid; formerly Ceannaire Niall

Diocail (dyuh-KEL)—master of Forrais’s house guard

Dún Caomaugh (doon KOW-mah)—southern Aronan port city

Dyllan (DIL-lahn)—Gwynn prisoner in the Sofarende settlement

Eilean Buidhe (AY-luhn BOO-yah)—a southern island located between Aron and Seare

Eluf (ell-LOOF)—Norin warrior

Eoghan (OH-in)—Fíréin apprentice; Conor’s best friend

Faolán/Faolanaigh (FEY-lahn) (FEY-lahn-aye)—northeastern kingdom in Seare, formerly ruled by Clan Cuillinn/their language and people

Fechin (feh-KEEN)—senior member of the Fíréin brotherhood

Fergus Mac Nir (FAYR-gus mok NEER)—former king of Tigh; Conor’s uncle

Fermaigh (fuhr-MY)—southern Aronan port city

Fionnuala (fin-NOO-la)—Eoghan’s mother; clan Fearghail (husband’s clan unknown)

Fíréin (FEER-een) brotherhood—ancient brotherhood dedicated to the reinstatement of the High King

Forrais (FOR-rahs)—Aine’s birthplace in the Aronan Highlands

Gabhran (GAH-ruhn)—Lord Riagain’s enforcer

Gainor Mac Cuillinn (GAY-nor mok CUL-in)—tanist to King Calhoun; Calhoun’s brother, assumed deceased

Galbraith Mac Nir (GOL-breth mok NEER)—king of Tigh; Conor’s stepfather, now deceased

Gillian (JILL-yuhn)—elderly Fíréin brother

Glenmallaig (glen-MAL-ag)—seat of the king of Tigh; Conor’s birthplace

Glyn (glin)—bard

Gradaigh (GRAH-duh)—senior member of the Fíréin brotherhood

Guaire (GUHR-yeh)—Forrais’s steward

Gwingardd (GWIN-gard)—a Gwynn castle, seat of Prince Neryn

Gwydden/Gwynn (GWIH-duhn) (gwin)—a country across the Amantine Sea/their people

Haldor (HAL-dohr)—captain of the Sofarende settlement near Cwmmaen; also known as Haldor the Brave

Hall of Prophecies—magically concealed chamber in Carraigmór that contains the Fíréin brotherhood’s ancient writings

Hyledd (HY-led)—Talfryn’s wife

Ial (yahl)—captain of Cwmmaen’s guard

Iomhar (EE-ver)—young Fíréin brother

Ionbhar Dealrach (ee-ON-var DAL-rok)—one of the largest clan holdings in Aron; controlled by Lord Riagain

Keondric Mac Eirhinin (KEN-drick mok AYR-nin)—Lord of Rathmor; battle captain

Klasjvic (KLAH-yah-vik)—Norin capitol

Lachaidh (LAH-chee)—Forrais guardsman

Lelle (LEL-leh)—Norin god known as the “dying god”

Lia (LEE-uh)—Aine’s lady’s maid

Liam Mac Cuillinn (LEE-um mok CUL-in)—Ceannaire, leader of the Fíréin brotherhood; Aine’s half brother

Lisdara (lis-DAR-ah)—seat of the king of Faolán

Llantawe (hlan-TAW)—a Gwynn castle, seat of King Llewellyn

Llewellyn (HLEW-ell-en)—King of Gwydden

Loch Ceo (lok kyo)—lake within Ard Dhaimhin

Lorcan (LUR-cawn)—leader of Aine’s guard, presumed deceased

Macha (mah-HUH)—chieftain of Clan Tamhais, lady of Forrais

Manog (mah-NOGH)—senior member of the Fíréin brotherhood

Meallachán (MOL-luck-on)—bard

Merov/Merovian (mehr-AHV) (mehr-OHV-ee-an)—country within the Ciraen empire/their language and people

Miach (ME-ahk)—first mate of the Beacon

Neryn (NEHR-ehn)—prince of Gwydden, Talfryn’s brother

Niall (NEE-ahl)—former Ceannaire of the Fíréin brotherhood, now Keondric

Niamh Nic Cuillinn (NEE-uv nik CUL-in)—King Calhoun’s sister, assumed deceased; Aine’s half sister

Norin (NOR-in)—the common name of the Northern Isles; origin of the Sofarende

Odran (OH-rawn)—Fíréin tracker

Oisean (oh-SHEEN)—Forrais guard

Pepin (pep-EEN)—Merovian mercenary

Rathmór (RATH-mohr)—seat of Clan Eirhinin, a minor royal line of Faolán

Riagain Mac Comain (REE-gan mok KO-myn)—lord of Ionbhar Dealrach (Brightwater), Aine’s distant cousin

Riordan Mac Nir (REER-uh-dawn mok NEER)—Conor’s father, senior member of the Fíréin brotherhood

Roidh (roy)—Forrais guard

Róscomain (ros-COM-muhn)—old forest bordering Tigh and Sliebhan

Ruarc (ROO-ark)—Aine’s bodyguard, now deceased

Seanrós (SHAWN-ross)—old forest bordering Faolán

Seare/Seareann (SHAR-uh)(SHAR-uhn)—island housing the four kingdoms/its language and people

Semias (SHAY-mus)—former King of Siomar

sidhe (shee)—the evil spirits of the underworld; demons

Sigurd (SEE-gyurd)– Norin mercenary

Siomar/Siomaigh (SHO-mar) (SHO-my)—Southeastern kingdom in Seare/their language and people

Sliebhan/Sliebhanaigh (SLEEV-ahn) (SLEEV-ahn-eye)—Southwestern kingdom in Seare/their language and people

Sofarende (soeh-FUR-end-uh)—seafarers from the Northern Isles (Norin)

Talfryn (TAL-frin)—prince of Gwydden, lord of Cwmmaen

tanist—chosen successor of a Seareann king, elected by the kingdom’s council of lords

Taran Mac Maolain (TAH-ruhn mok MAL-lin)—mercenary, once a Midland lord

Tigh/Timhaigh (ty) (TIH-vy)—northwestern kingdom in Seare, ruled by Clan Nir/their language and people

Uallas (WAL-luhs)—lord of Eilean Buidhe

Ulaf (OO-lahf)—Sofarende warrior
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CHAPTER ONE


Conor Mac Nir leaned against the railing of the Resolute in the dark, watching the choppy seas splash along the cog’s wooden hull. Overhead, storm clouds roiled, threatening to unleash their fury on the small ship. Squalls on the Amantine Sea were hardly unusual, but this one had hovered for nearly two days, circling like a bird of prey. No natural storm behaved this way, which left only the other, more unsettling explanation.

The druid is dead. I saw him fall. No one could have survived a wound like that.

Yet, after all they had been through, the memory held little reassurance. He’d seen the extent of the druid’s powers before they fled Seare. Diarmuid commanded his warriors with sorcery and compelled the creatures of the mist to do his bidding. Conor’s uncle may have begun the bloody war that laid waste to the island, but the druid controlled it. Conor could not deny the possibility that the sorcerer had once more cheated death.

Conor cast a glance back to the passenger cabin beneath the bulkhead, where his new wife, Aine, still slept peacefully. Taking her back to her birthplace would keep her safe for only so long. Her visions implied that the druid had a far larger plan than the mere conquest of their tiny island. It was only a matter of time before war touched Aron as well.

Unless I stop it.

A sudden gust whipped his blond hair from his braid, and the first drops of rain spattered down on him. He should go inside before the storm worsened, hold his wife, and enjoy their last few days together, but Aine was far too perceptive. She would look into his eyes and know what troubled him. He rested his forehead on the cool, damp railing and let out a sigh.

“I think it’s watching us.”

He jerked his head up again. Aine stood beside him on the deck, her honey-colored hair blowing loosely around her shoulders. His breath stilled for a moment. Even in the ill-fitting dress she had scavenged in their flight, her eyes shadowed by exhaustion and anxiety, she was breathtaking.

Perhaps all men felt that way about their wives. Or perhaps it was just the knowledge of the even greater obstacles awaiting him that made him want to remember every moment of their short reunion.

“Do you sense something?” he asked, looking back out onto the choppy sea.

Aine ducked beneath his arm and lifted her face to the sky. “It feels wrong. But that could just be my own worry.”

Not likely. They both possessed gifts of Balus. While his gift allowed him to transform the language of music into magic, hers gave her, among other things, an awareness of the power that surrounded them, light or dark. Her sense of the storm’s wrongness only confirmed his suspicion about the source.

The smattering of raindrops increased to a steady rain, and Conor squinted at the sky, wondering if the storm could possibly know their thoughts.

“Come inside before we both get soaked.” Aine laced her fingers through his and tugged him back toward the cabin.

He followed her, ducking beneath the low frame, and shut the door firmly behind them. Dim lamplight illuminated the tiny berth: wood-paneled walls, a narrow bunk, a single stool affixed to the floor. He’d begun to think of the ship’s cabin as a haven, isolated from the worries outside. Here they were ordinary newlyweds, beginning their life together, not storing up memories for a separation that might become permanent.

“You’re wet.” Aine gestured for him to hold up his arms and pulled the damp tunic off over his head. Her hands lingered on his shoulders and then softly slid down his chest.

“You’re trying to distract me.”

“I’m assessing your injuries,” she said sternly, but her lips quivered against a smile. Then she sucked in her breath, and her playful manner slipped. “I don’t believe it.”

Conor looked down at himself, startled. Two days ago, his body had been mottled with blue and purple bruises left from almost constant travel and combat. Yesterday they had already faded to the yellow and green that indicated healing.

Today they were gone, as if they had never existed.

Aine lifted her gaze in surprise and then turned him to examine the gash on his arm, the one he’d gotten when fighting their way free of his uncle’s fortress. The stitches were still in place, but where the wound had been now lay only a weal of healed skin.

“How is this possible?”

Conor shook his head. It shouldn’t be. He’d never shown any particular inclination toward fast healing. Then again, during his time with the Fíréin brotherhood, he’d discovered a number of things about himself that shouldn’t be possible.

“What do we do now that it’s healed around the stitches?” he asked.

“The gut will dissolve on the inside. I can try to cut the bits on the surface, but it will hurt if I have only a dagger.”

“It can wait until we make landfall.” The idea of cutting tiny stitches with a sharp blade on a pitching ship didn’t sound appealing. Conor grinned at her. “Besides, I can think of better ways to use our time.”

Aine blushed, but she lifted her face to accept his kiss. He spun her around and pulled her onto his lap on the narrow berth, his arms tightening around her.

She stilled and looked into his eyes. “You’re going back, aren’t you?”

His heart lurched. Right now, the last thing he wanted to think about was leaving her. He forced his muscles to relax. “If I can find the harp and rebuild the wards, it will cripple their forces. It’s my responsibility.”

“I know. Whatever happens, just remember I love you.”

“And you are my world, Aine. Never forget that.”

He kissed her again, and his resolve slipped. It wasn’t right. He’d given her up once with the intention of doing his duty to Seare, and where had that led? They’d been betrayed, Conor nearly killed and Aine kidnapped. They’d barely eluded Diarmuid’s grasp, and for all Conor’s trouble, he was no closer to finding Meallachán’s harp, the object of power he needed to rebuild the wards. If he’d only kept her close, men wouldn’t have died trying to protect her.

Aine was his wife now. That made her his responsibility, didn’t it? What kind of man was he if he abandoned her?

The ship jerked sharply, and Conor thrust out an arm against the bulkhead to keep them in the berth. The movement was followed by a drop in the other direction. Overhead, the tap of raindrops turned into a deafening roar.

“I should see if they need an extra set of hands.” Conor eased her onto the bunk beside him and reached for his tunic. He shrugged it on and then leaned over and dropped a light kiss on her lips. “I’ll be back.”

The situation on deck was worse than Conor had expected. He slipped and slid across the wood as sheets of rain poured down on him. A jagged fork of lightning split the sky, followed by a crash of thunder that nearly vibrated him off his feet. The deck tilted at an odd angle, and he went down on one knee. When the ship righted itself, he struggled to his feet and made his way toward the stern.

Captain Ui Brollacháin braced himself on the starboard side, feet spread, attempting to hold the rudder steady amidst the chaos.

“What can I do?” Conor shouted.

The captain gestured to where crewmen fought the wind’s pull on the ungainly square sail. Conor started toward them as a huge wave crashed over the port rail. Water swirled around his calves and nearly swept his feet out from under him, but still he slogged forward.

Foreboding prickled the back of his neck. He glanced over his shoulder, and his blood turned to ice. Aine clung to the cabin’s open door, her hair and clothes plastered to her by the driving rain, water rushing around her feet. Her lips moved, but her shout was lost on the wind.

“Stay there!” he yelled as he made his way back to her. “Go back inside!”

Conor was nearly within arm’s reach when a huge wave abruptly turned the ship sideways. He hit the deck hard and skidded toward the railing, grabbing a coil of rope to slow his slide. Aine scrabbled for a handhold, but her fingers just scraped over the slick decking. A scream ripped from her as the flow of water carried her over the rail.

The ship shifted back to level. Conor scrambled to the side in time to see Aine surface between the massive swells, surrounded by jetsam and pieces of splintered wood.

She can’t swim.

The terrified thought crystallized in his mind, blotting out all else. Without stopping to consider the wisdom of his action, he clambered over the rail and dove cleanly away from the ship.

The impact of the water momentarily stunned him. Instantly, the cold curled through his extremities as the churning waves bore him downward. It took him several moments to figure out which direction was up. He broke the surface with a gasp and threw a panicked glance around him.

There. She was still above water, but the terrified look on her face said she wouldn’t last long.

Conor swam against the pull of the water with powerful overhand strokes until she was within arm’s reach. But each time he came near enough to grasp her hand, the swell carried him backward again. When her head dipped below the water, it took longer for her to resurface.

Then, finally, the water gathered beneath him, promising to carry him that last inch to her side.

“Grab my hand!” he shouted.

His fingers slid over her wet skin and then held. But before he could pull her to him, a wave crashed over him with the force of a war hammer, breaking his grip. Aine slipped from his grasp, taking with her his hope and his last shred of consciousness, everything but the roiling blackness of the sea.
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CHAPTER TWO


Eoghan sensed the changes in the land surrounding Ard Dhaimhin as soon as he crossed into the old forest. He’d never been able to identify the protective wards that allowed the trackers and sentries to monitor the passage of travelers through the dim, dense woods, but somehow he felt their absence all the same. Since the druid had broken the wards, the Fíréin were as good as blind in their own forest.

He told himself it was that knowledge that sent a shiver of foreboding through him, but that wasn’t the whole truth. He had disobeyed Master Liam—or rather, broken the laws of the brotherhood, which was the same thing—and he wasn’t entirely sure what awaited him upon his return. Physical punishment? Banishment? Execution?

Eoghan sensed movement in the trees to his right, and his hand moved to the dagger on his belt. Then he relaxed. “Odran.”

The tracker emerged from the forest, his footsteps silent. “You came back. Everyone assumed you’d be on your way to Aron by now.”

So news had traveled fast. He shouldn’t be surprised. With or without the wards, the brotherhood knew everything that went on in the kingdoms. “Master Liam?”

“The Ceannaire would like to see you.”

“In bonds?”

Odran shook his head. “He knew you’d return.”

Eoghan exhaled, though he’d guessed as much already. The fact that Liam had reared him like his own son would not have kept the Ceannaire from issuing the death order had he truly doubted Eoghan’s loyalty. In that case, he’d already be trussed on the forest floor like a boar. Eoghan could beat Odran in a fair fight, but no one could match the tracker in an ambush.

“How did you find me without the wards?”

“The usual way. Master Liam has tripled the border watch. No one escapes notice for long.”

“Any incursions yet?”

The tracker shook his head.

“Good. Perhaps the druid’s death will cool the Mac Nir’s enthusiasm for the High City.”

“The druid’s not dead. Beagan can still feel a sorcerer at Glenmallaig.”

Eoghan paused, taken aback. “Conor saw him fall.”

Odran just shrugged.

Eoghan switched topics. “You going my way?”

“No. I just thought you’d want to know what awaited you at the city.”

Eoghan nodded his thanks, and the tracker faded back into the foliage with no more sound than the wind. Eoghan continued toward Ard Dhaimhin, his tread light but his mind heavy.

The brotherhood was not yet safe. If the druid was still alive, it was only a matter of time before the Mac Nir attempted to seize the city. If he could convince . . .

Eoghan cut off that line of thinking immediately. Once, perhaps, he’d had some influence with the Conclave, as successor to the brotherhood’s leadership.

Now he would be fortunate to survive the day.
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Full night had fallen by the time Eoghan reached the switchback that led down to the moonlit city. The usually bustling village lay silent, the brothers already retired for the night in the squat clochans and cottages that served as barracks. It was the very reason he’d tarried so long in the forest, as news of his disobedience and desertion had surely spread through the city. Too many brothers knew him to allow for a quiet return.

He traversed the path down the hill, the trill of nightingales preceding him—sentries, sending word that an authorized traveler had arrived. By the time he reached the fortress, the Ceannaire would surely know his prodigal apprentice had returned.

Finally, Eoghan turned onto the lakeshore road, concentrating on the rhythm of his steps to calm his heartbeat. He had done what was required. He had known the consequences of his actions before he left. Whether those consequences involved his death was now out of his hands.

Your death does not serve My plans, came a voice in his head, the words as clear as if they had been spoken aloud. But you shall still suffer the consequences of your disobedience.

Eoghan sagged in relief, not just at the reassurance he would not die today but at the return of the voice that had been a constant companion throughout his life. It had been silent for too long, and he’d been afraid to wonder what that might mean.

Aye. I chose to break the law. I will take my punishment.

He could probably avoid that punishment if he just told Master Liam the truth, but that was impossible. For one thing, he would have to admit he had hidden his unusual gift from the Fíréin his entire life. For another, he wasn’t sure the Ceannaire wouldn’t think him insane as the parents who’d abandoned him had. Most Balians believed their Creator guided their steps, but there were precious few to whom Comdiu spoke directly.

Eoghan climbed the hundreds of stairs automatically, his footing sure on their slick surface. The traditional tales of Carraigmór, the home of the first and only Seareann High King, spoke of a keep on a cliff. In reality, the dwelling had been carved from the cliff, its chambers burrowed deep underground with only the glass windows and narrow terraces on the sheer face hinting at what lay beneath.

When he reached the top and entered the balcony, a glint of surprise crossed the guard’s face. “Brother Eoghan. The Ceannaire wishes to see you.”

No doubt the guard was one of those who supposed he’d fled with Conor. Eoghan simply nodded and let himself through the heavy, iron-bound door into the fortress.

The great hall was more of a cavern than a room, a dome-shaped space lit with torches and candles and lined with the high-backed chairs used by the Conclave. Beyond them stood the Rune Throne, an ancient tangle of polished roots cradling an etched marble seat. Eoghan turned down a corridor and followed the tunnel to where it ended in a door atop a short flight of steps. He rapped and then entered.

Master Liam sat at a large table, making notations on a sheet of birch-bark paper beside a pile of wax tablets. He didn’t look up. “Are they away from Seare?”

Of course Liam already knew. What information his sight didn’t provide, his vast network of sentries and informants did. “Aye, sir. They’re safely aboard a ship to Aron. I submit myself to your judgment.”

“You could have gone with them.”

“I could have.” Eoghan’s palms prickled with sweat. “But I took an oath, and even if I hadn’t, the others who helped me would be punished.”

“You know I am within my rights to order your execution.”

“Aye, sir.”

Liam sighed and rubbed his eyes wearily. “Yet I cannot bring myself to destroy my own apprentice, my successor, for following his conscience. Tell me, why didn’t you give me the courtesy of a request?”

“I couldn’t be sure you would agree, sir. If I left without permission, I broke only the brotherhood’s laws. If I left after you forbade it, I would have disobeyed a direct order.”

“Aine is my mother’s daughter, and Conor is one of us, even if he chose to leave the brotherhood. I might have looked sympathetically on your task, had you seen fit to ask.”

Eoghan studied the wall behind Liam’s head. Given the Ceannaire’s refusal to become involved in the kingdoms’ wars, he’d been so certain Liam would withold aid. “I’m sorry, sir. I did what I thought best.”

“I understand that. But you broke both our laws and your oath. I cannot ignore that, even for my own successor. I must sentence you to twenty-five lashes before the brotherhood, to be carried out at dawn tomorrow.”

Eoghan jerked his head up. “What?”

“Do you disagree with my punishment? Would you prefer death?”

“No, sir. I accept your judgment.”

“Good. You may go.” Liam waited until Eoghan reached the door before calling out, “Eoghan, one question. How did you know Conor needed your help when the first report reached Ard Dhaimhin only the day after you left?”

“I wish I were able to give you a reasonable explanation,” Eoghan said, avoiding Liam’s eyes. Then, despite the fact that he was already in enough trouble, he let himself out before the Ceannaire could ask any more questions.

[image: * * *]

Word spread quickly after the morning horns, and the assembled brotherhood moved en masse to the amphitheater used for devotions. Eoghan didn’t need to ask about the procedure for his punishment. In his lifetime at Ard Dhaimhin, he had seen a handful of floggings, and the memories were enough to twist his stomach into knots.

When he arrived, two massive posts had been set into deep holes, ropes hanging from rings set into their tops. Eoghan slowly descended the stairs to where Master Liam and the nine Conclave members awaited him, glad he had skipped the morning meal. Surely even battle could not be as nerve-wracking as the realization he would soon be completely at another’s mercy. When he approached, the men stepped back into a line before him, and the hum of voices in the amphitheater hushed.

Master Liam moved forward. “Brother Eoghan, you have admitted to breaking the laws of the Fíréin brotherhood by leaving the city without permission. You have been sentenced to twenty-five lashes with the whip. Do you wish to say anything in your defense?”

“No, sir.”

“Very well, then.” Master Liam withdrew a handful of straws and leveled them in his fist. “The Conclave will draw to determine who will carry out the sentence.”

One by one, the nine members drew straws. When Brother Daigh, the oldest of the Conclave, drew the shortest one, Eoghan’s heart sank. Daigh was not the strongest of the men, but he was the sternest. He would not let pity stay his hand.

Liam glanced at the lanky, blond-haired warrior beside him. “Brother Riordan, restrain Brother Eoghan.”

Regret crossed the man’s face. After Liam, this brother had played the biggest role in Eoghan’s upbringing. He also happened to be Conor’s father, a fact of which few knew and even fewer spoke.

“Remove your shirt,” Riordan said.

Eoghan pulled off the linen tunic and tossed it aside, keeping his expression blank.

Riordan buckled leather straps around Eoghan’s wrists and then threaded the ropes through the ring on each.

“I tried to speak with Master Liam,” he murmured.

“I knew what I was doing. Your son is safe. And by now, I would think you have a daughter as well.”

Relief and pleasure mingled with pain in the older man’s face. He placed a green willow rod between Eoghan’s teeth. “Comdiu protect you.”

The ropes pulled through the rings, stretching Eoghan’s arms out in a vee above his head, rendering him powerless, vulnerable. A frisson of fear scurried through him as Brother Daigh approached with a five-tailed cord whip in hand. At least it wasn’t leather like those they used on brothers who purposely harmed one another. This whip was meant to inflict pain, not to maim.

Eoghan steeled himself for the first lash, but even so, it stole his breath. Fiery pain seared across his back and rippled through his nerve endings. He clenched the willow rod between his teeth.

It was worse than he had imagined. But he would be silent. He would not show weakness. He braced himself for the second lash while the moments ticked by, each one an agony of anticipation. Only when the sting had faded to a manageable level did the whip crack again and pain seared him once more.

It took Daigh nearly twenty minutes to deliver the requisite twenty-five strokes, pausing between each to let the pain abate before he started again. Eoghan’s determination to remain silent disintegrated somewhere around number six, when he could no longer stifle his cries. By the end, his body was slicked with sweat or blood, and he sagged in his restraints until his arms felt as though they would be pulled from their sockets.

At last, two brothers lowered the ropes. Eoghan lay facedown on the ground, his muscles cramped and his throat raw, while calloused hands unbuckled the straps around his wrists.

“On behalf of my son,” Riordan’s voice whispered, “thank you.”

Eoghan managed to lift his head. “It is my privilege to serve Comdiu.” Then he collapsed on the hard ground.
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CHAPTER THREE


Thirst, powerful and insistent, broke through the haze of Conor’s unconsciousness, followed by an ache that seemed to come from everywhere at once. A distant roar sent his head into a furious hammering that squelched all thoughts of movement. He lay still and gritted his teeth against the pain until it passed.

Slowly, he opened his eyes to the source of the roaring, which was actually just the lap of low tide. He was sprawled on a beach, sand in every last crevice: eyes, nose, mouth. It hurt to move or even blink, and it took every last bit of strength to push himself to a sitting position.

A level swath of shoreline stretched in either direction, long grasses marking dunes along the gentle slope. Not Seare. Amanta perhaps. But how had he gotten here?

Memories flooded back. The storm that stalked them from Seare, biding its time like a living thing. The massive waves. Aine struggling in the churning sea.

His heart nearly burst from his chest with its sudden pounding. He scrambled to his feet and scanned the beach. He’d almost had her. Their fingers had touched just before something had knocked him unconscious.

But Aine couldn’t swim. The chances she had survived . . .

“Aine!” The shout cracked his salt-parched throat. “Aine, can you hear me?”

He stumbled up the beach, straining his eyes in the filtered light that shone through the clouds overhead.

She was dead. She couldn’t have survived that storm, not when she couldn’t swim.

No. Conor shut his eyes to clear those dark thoughts. He hadn’t been able to swim when he was unconscious. If he had washed up on the beach, perhaps she had as well.

He trudged along the shoreline, hope battling logic in his foggy brain. The southern coast of Amanta was sparsely settled. He might walk for miles without seeing another living soul. But even as he called Aine’s name, he knew it was futile. If she had survived, she could be anywhere. The chances against both of them surviving and then washing up together on the shore were astronomical.

She’s dead, Conor.

I thought that before.

That was a dream; this is real.

But she can’t be dead.

That’s only your own wishful thinking.

Movement in the grasses caught his eye, so fleeting that he thought it was just his imagination tormenting him. But, no, there it was again. Hope swelled. Could she have wandered inland and, now that she heard him calling, come back to find him? He took a step toward the grassy dune.

Then the heads of three men crested the rise, followed by bulky, muscular bodies. Bleached hair fell around the shoulders of their brightly dyed cloaks, beneath which were knee-length tunics and close-fitting trousers. Their movements as much as their weapons marked them as warriors, but he knew immediately that they weren’t Gwynn or Aronan. In Amanta, that left only one other possibility.

A sharp, humorless laugh slipped from him. He had escaped certain death in Seare, only to be captured by the Sofarende who plagued Gwydden’s southern coast.

Conor’s amusement was fleeting. A fighting man caught on foreign shores was too dangerous to keep as a captive and useless as a hostage. That left only one probable alternative.

If he were going to die, he would die on his own terms, not at the hands of some barbarian executioner. He reached over his shoulder for his sword and remembered he had left it hanging in the Resolute’s cabin.

He still had his dagger, though, secured on his belt. He would never get close enough to use it if he gave them any reason to see him as a threat. Deception was his only chance.

He waited for their approach, his hands open by his side, and put on a terrified expression. If he could just draw them in and convince them he wouldn’t fight, he might have a chance. When they were within speaking distance, Conor threw up his hands. “Please! I surrender! Don’t hurt me!”

The one in the middle said something, and the others laughed. He caught the word coward in Norin. Then the leader said clearly to him, “Turn around.”

Conor didn’t move. No need to show he understood their language. The man motioned impatiently to him, and Conor turned, his hands still by his ears.

One of the other men strode toward him with a length of rope, and Conor realized he was to be bound. The man in the middle, who seemed to be the leader, warned them that Conor might be an Aronan spy. A second man approached from the other side.

In a split second, Conor’s course of action flashed before him. He freed his dagger and plunged it into the side of the man next to him, a killing blow to the heart. Before the others could react, he swiveled and sliced across the second man’s thigh. The warrior fell to the ground with a howl of pain. His hand clamped the wound to no avail—he would bleed out in minutes. That left only the third man. Blood pulsed through Conor’s veins, fueling his exhausted body with a surge of energy. He yanked the sword free of the dead man’s sheath. But even as Conor lifted the weapon to block the last man’s sword, he knew he was too slow.

That single moment, that last breath, stretched into an eternity as he waited for the strike of the blade, that instant of pain followed by blackness. Faces, names, regrets all flashed through his mind.

Riordan. Eoghan. Liam. Aine. If he died, he failed them all.

Forgive me, Comdiu.

He sensed the breeze as the sword cleaved the air toward his neck, flinched before the bite of steel that would end it all. It never came. His eyes snapped open and looked straight into a pair of watery blue ones that appeared as shocked as he felt.

“Blessed Askr,” the warrior cried, looking down at the sword in his straining hands.

The moment stretched as they both stared at the Sofarende’s blade, fixed in place as if the air had turned to mortar. Before Conor could regain his wits enough to strike, the warrior knocked the sword from his numb fingers. A booted foot crashed first into his chest and then into his head. Conor struggled to hang on to consciousness while blood poured into his eyes, but the light was like the slipping of the tide, receding by inches until only dark remained.
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“You should have killed him.”

“We can’t kill him. Haldor will want to question him.”

“He killed two of our own. Do you want to tell Haldor why we let him live after that?”

The sharp argument just at the edge of Conor’s hearing was the first indication that he wasn’t dead, though at the moment, he very much wished to be. If he had thought he felt bad waking up on the shore, it was nothing compared with how he felt now. He lay still, waiting for the pain and nausea to pass, and then pried his eyes open. Blurry images shifted and overlapped, angling over each other like the facets of a prism.

“Enough. He’s awake. Get him up.”

It took Conor a few moments to recognize the addition of a third voice, even longer to comprehend they were speaking Norin. If he still understood another language, he couldn’t be too badly injured, could he?

Hands pulled him up from where he lay on the hard ground and sat him on something even harder, a bench perhaps. He could smell burning pitch, the close odor of sweat, and the metallic tang of his own blood. No air currents. He must be indoors. He wrenched his eyes open again and made out the blurry shapes of men around him. Just that small action taxed him so much that his eyes drooped closed again and his head lolled forward on his chest.

A fist yanked his head up by the hair, and a hand slapped him hard across the face. The low throb in Conor’s skull escalated to the pounding of skin drums.

“Ask him his name,” the commanding speaker said.

An accented voice asked in the common tongue, “What’s your name?”

Conor opened his swollen eyes long enough to take in the new speaker’s rough-spun tunic and clean-shaven head. A slave. Through his split, swollen lips, he rasped, “Conor.”

“Your clan name?”

Conor considered, his thoughts coming slowly through the pain. “I have none.”

“He’s lying,” the Sofarende murmured in his own language. “He’s no commoner. Prompt him.”

A fist collided with Conor’s cheekbone, bringing another explosion of pain. Something told him he shouldn’t identify himself as a Mac Nir. He gasped out his answer. “No clan name. Fíréin.”

Silence settled over the room. Quietly, the slave said, “The Brotherhood of the Faithful. Warrior priests. Like your Wolfskins, just better educated.”

“Who sent him?” the Sofarende asked.

Fading in and out of consciousness, Conor mumbled an answer before the question could be translated. “No one sent me. Shipwrecked.”

The slave interpreted his answer, and snorts of derision rang out around him.

Conor sensed someone bend down, his face right in front of his. The Sofarende’s tone was low and dangerous. “You speak our language?”

“Aye,” Conor whispered.

“Who sent you? Olaf? Ingvarr?”

He gurgled a laugh, pain and despair making him reckless. “If you think I’m a spy, reports of your intelligence are greatly overrated.”

The blow did not come in the form of a fist to his face this time but rather some sort of object to his ribs. A cry sprang from his lips, and he panted through the waves of agony. He reached for the trick he’d learned long ago to distance his mind from his body until the pain slackened its grip. When he had himself mostly under control, he forced open his heavy eyelids.

The warrior leaned close to him. “You stopped my blade. How did you do that?”

Conor’s pulse sped, setting off another round of throbbing in his head. He licked his cracked lips. The answer to this question would determine whether he lived or died. What had happened? One moment, he’d realized he’d never be able to stop the arc of the sword in time. The next, he was staring into the eyes of his enemy, who looked at him as if he were a spirit—or a god.

“I don’t know,” he said finally. “Perhaps the favor of Comdiu was upon me.”

Silence fell over the gathering, only the quiet rustle of clothing betraying movement. The air around him grew thick with consideration.

“Kill him,” the warrior said finally. “In the square.”

They fell on him, tearing clothes from his body. When they’d stripped him naked, they wrenched him to his feet. He stumbled forward, determined to stay upright on his wobbly legs. Should he fall with his hands bound behind his back, he would be kissing the dirt.

Another round of inappropriate laughter welled up. They were taking him to be executed, and he was worried about stumbling.

The warriors propelled him from what he now recognized as a timber hut into glaring day. He squeezed his eyes shut against the sunlight, focusing instead on the breeze that cooled his battered face. His bare feet thudded on wood planking, but his head throbbed too fiercely to come up with a reasonable explanation.

He wrenched his eyes open when the first piece of rotten produce hit him. It exploded in a wet, putrid mess on his chest before sliding down his skin. He closed his nose against the smell and turned to the child he assumed had thrown it. Whatever his gaze may have held, the boy stepped behind his mother. Conor only got the impression of apron, skirt, and a steely glare. The boy might fear him, but the woman did not.

And indeed, why would anyone fear him in this state? He was naked, bound, covered in dirt and blood, and barely able to walk under his own power.

They think you have magic.

He tried to hold on to the thought. It was important somehow. But it slipped away in the spinning of his brain. Norin words flowed around him, no longer making any sense, just lulling him into the peaceful arms of the dark.

And then he was being forced to his knees. A moment of clarity came back at the touch of a blade to his neck.

I don’t want to die.

He focused on those words to keep the darkness at bay. If he died, there would be no one to help Aine. If he died, Seare would suffer beneath the druid’s rule without anyone to deliver them.

They think you have magic.

He raised his head and forced defiance into his tone. “What makes you think you can kill me now? You failed before. Do you want to fail again before your people?”

“We shall see, shan’t we?” The blade lifted from his neck as his executioner prepared for the killing blow. Conor tensed, fear flooding the space his feigned courage had left behind.

“What’s the meaning of this?”

Conor jerked at the new voice, heavy with command.

“He’s a spy. He should be executed as such.”

A hand grasped Conor’s hair and yanked his head back. “Where are you from, boy?”

Conor found himself staring into a pair of sea-green eyes. Was it his imagination, or did they seem curious? He forced enough moisture into his mouth to answer. “Seare.”

“And what interest does Seare have in us?”

“I cannot speak for Seare, but I have no interest in you other than convincing you not to kill me.”

The man’s brow furrowed, but before Conor could determine what that might mean, another voice cut in. “He killed Rún and Bjarne. He possesses magic.”

The commander’s expression darkened. He released Conor abruptly and stepped back. Conor tried to focus, but he could make out only bulk and pale hair. “Restrain him in the goat shed. If he survives his injuries, I’ll question him myself.”

Once more, hands lifted him to his feet, but he could barely coordinate the movement of his legs through his rush of relief. He would not die—at least not today.

His captor shoved him into a shed smelling of hay, animal, and manure. He sprawled on the hard earth.

“You won’t survive your injuries,” the man muttered.

Only then did Conor notice the three men who trailed the first.

Fear vanished into agony as blows rained down on his entire body, delivered by foot and fist and spear haft. He curled into a ball, trying to evade the punishment even as he wished for a killing strike. He had wanted a clean death, a warrior’s death, not to be bludgeoned on the ground like vermin. And then, at last, the final blow came, bringing with it the blessed relief of oblivion.
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CHAPTER FOUR


The Aronan galley Beacon pulled in its oars as the first breath of wind filled its sails. Its crew had been on duty for almost six months, patrolling the Aronan coast not only for Sofarende invaders but also for Seareann attacks. With the defeat of Faolán a recent memory, King Bress of Aron would not assume that the new monarch’s avarice would end with his conquest of Seare.

Cass Mac Onaghan, captain of the Beacon, had seen enough wars to know how quickly they could boil over into neighboring nations, so he, like the others, kept his eyes peeled on the horizon. Still, he didn’t expect danger today, and his mind was more fixed on the uncomfortable flare of gout that troubled his feet. He was already fifty in a land where most men would not achieve another decade, and the longer he spent at sea, the more his dream of comfortable retirement looked unlikely.

A shout went up on the opposite side of the ship, and Cass hurried larboard. His first mate, Miach, pointed at a speck on the water in the distance. Cass squinted.

“Probably a seal,” he said. “Too small to be of note.”

But as the Beacon drew nearer, Cass could see a splash of white in the dark ocean, floating atop the water. Not a seal but a woman, snagged on a piece of wood that might once have been a barrel or a crate.

“Lower the dinghy,” he ordered. “She’s probably a victim of the storms.”

Miach called for three men, and within minutes, the dinghy cut through the water toward the victim. Cass watched as the men retrieved the corpse and hauled the waterlogged woman into the boat. They rowed back quickly—too quickly—and when the boat neared, Miach shouted, “She’s alive!”

Cass snapped his fingers at the cabin boy. “Prepare my quarters. Plenty of blankets.”

Crewmen lowered a sling to haul up the woman, and then more men helped lay her gently on the deck. The way they immediately stepped back to give her room prompted Cass to take a closer look. She was young, her skin pale and translucent, her lips tinged blue from exposure. With her hair splayed out in a wet tangle on the deck and her tattered dress clinging to her body, Cass could nearly believe she was a selkie in her human form.

But that was ridiculous. A human woman she was and, by the barely perceptible rise and fall of her chest, alive by only the thinnest of threads.

“Take her to my cabin.” Cass looked at Miach, who wore the same stunned expression. “It looks like we’re back into port after all.”

Miach dragged his eyes away from the girl and then called for the oars again. As the galley crawled toward shore, Cass followed the man who carried her back to his cabin. He was not given to flights of fancy, but even he had the feeling there was more to this than a mere shipwrecked survivor.
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Aine was cold—bone-deep, shivering, nauseatingly cold. The water relinquished its grip, bringing with it the weight of gravity as she was lifted from the buoyant swells of the sea. But her eyes would not open and allow her to see what had plucked her from the waves.

Then something warm and dry wrapped around her, and someone rubbed her hands and feet. They stung as feeling returned to them. She wanted to cry out, but her mind and voice were still buried beneath half-consciousness. She had no choice but to endure the torment, shuddering as warmth returned to her chilled body. Then the sensations finally subsided and she slept.

Aine’s next conscious sensation was the gentle sway of a ship, comforting like the rocking of a cradle. Had she just dreamed it all? Were the storm and her near-drowning and the piercing cold merely figments of her imagination?

She pried her eyes open and found herself staring at a wood-paneled ceiling. A wool blanket scratched her chin. She was in a bunk somewhere, but it was not the cabin on the Resolute.

“How are you feeling?” A man’s voice, soft but colored with a distinct Lowland accent.

She turned her head and tried to focus on the speaker’s face. Red hair, close-cropped beard, kind brown eyes. She remembered the question and whispered, “Thirsty.”

He filled a cup from a pitcher and pressed the rim to her lips. She drank until he took it back. “Not so quick. You’ll make yourself ill.”

“Where am I? Who are you? How did I get here?”

She tried to sit up, but he placed a hand on her shoulder and pushed her back against the pillow. “My name is Cass Mac Onaghan. You’re aboard my ship, the Beacon. We pulled you out of the water a few hours ago.”

“Who’s your lord?”

“Lord Riagain of Ionbhar Dealrach. He’s the chief of—”

“Clan Comain, I know.” The words came automatically. The captain’s expression changed.

“You know him?”

Aine didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. The coincidence was almost too much to bear. “He’s my cousin.”

“But that would make you—”

“Aine Nic Tamhais.”

Cass paled. “You’re supposed to be in Faolán. We’d assumed you were dead!”

“Nearly. My companion and I escaped. Did you . . . did you find anyone else among the wreckage?”

“No, my lady. Just you. And there was no wreckage.”

Perhaps the Resolute had survived after all. Perhaps they had pulled Conor back on board. He might still be alive. Hope bloomed in her chest, but Cass’s next words filled her with dread again.

“There are dozens of ships missing, my lady. We can inquire when we reach Dún Caomaugh.”

“Dún Caomaugh? We were sailing for Fermaigh!”

“I find that hard to believe, my lady. Fermaigh is far northwest of where we found you. Isn’t it likely you are mistaken?”

Aine fixed him with a cool stare. “We were sailing for Fermaigh. Perhaps we got blown off course.”

“Aye, of course, my lady. I meant no offense.”

Aine sighed. Alienating the man would not help. He might call her my lady, but he was still a Lowlander. “No offense taken, Captain, I assure you. What do we do now?”

“We put in at Dún Caomaugh and send word to Brightwater and Forrais.”

Unease crept into her gut at the mention of the two fortresses. Instinct, perhaps. Or was it Comdiu’s leading?

“Perhaps we should hold off on that. I’d rather no one know I’m alive until I arrive at Forrais.” She held Cass’s eyes for a long moment. “Can I trust you to assist me?”

“Of course, my lady.”

“Thank you. Do you suppose you could find me some clean clothes and a basin of water?”

Cass nodded and averted his eyes. Perhaps he was just now realizing that her clothes were in rags and hanging off of her. He stood, gave her an awkward little bow, and hurried out of the cabin.

Aine buried her face in her hands. She could barely sort through her battered emotions for words of prayer. Thank you for saving me, Lord. Once again I live when I should have died. There was no other way to explain her survival. But what about Conor? Could he still be alive? Perhaps the crew of the Resolute had been able to retrieve him, even if she had been washed away.

Cass returned with a basin of water and a folded set of clean clothing, probably borrowed from a cabin boy. His fingers brushed hers as he handed them over. He jerked his hand away. “There’s a comb in the drawer, my lady. When you’re ready, I’ll have some food brought to you.”

“Thank you, Captain,” she said. “Your kindness is appreciated.”

As soon as he left, Aine stripped off her salt-stiffened dress and shift. The man’s shirt, tunic, and trousers were worn but clean, and they fit her reasonably well. She found the comb where Cass had indicated and then fashioned her stiff, tangled hair into a queue. With any luck, she could pretend to be a boy once they reached Dún Caomaugh.

A knock at the cabin door startled her. A cabin boy poked his head through the door and nudged it open with his shoulder, holding a tray of food. He set it down on the small table.

“Thank you,” she said.

The boy met her eyes for a moment before dropping his attention back to the decking. “You’re welcome, my lady.” He paused uncomfortably for a moment and then turned on his heel and fled the room.

Aine forced herself to take a seat in front of the tray. The meal was just fish soup and bread, hearty and warming, but her stomach was suddenly too tight to eat. She bowed her head as tears rolled down her cheeks.

My husband, my heart . . . where are you? Are you even alive?

This couldn’t be happening. She and Conor had been separated for three years, reunited, separated again, finally married, and now after two days as husband and wife, she didn’t know if he lived or died. Her chest felt as though it were in a vice, but she still managed to choke out a sob.

Is this a test, Lord? How could You let this happen to us again? Is he even alive? Please, please, let him be alive.

Somewhere inside her, she knew that Comdiu never caused bad things to happen, nor did He allow anything to happen that she couldn’t handle with His help. Still, that knowledge did nothing to ease the ache. What more did she have to lose? Both her parents were dead. Ruarc, her faithful guard, had been killed protecting her, most likely Lorcan with him. Her siblings—Calhoun, Gainor, and Niamh—had undoubtedly been slaughtered after Lisdara’s fall. And now Conor had been taken from her by an unnatural storm.

She pushed away from the table, lay down on the narrow bunk, and sobbed.
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That night, Cass supped with Miach in the first mate’s small cabin. They had anchored just off the coast of Dún Caomaugh, within sight of the harbor lights, close enough that they should have docked and allowed the men to take their shore leave for the evening. But that would have meant finding an inn for his special passenger, and he wasn’t quite ready to relinquish her, nor answer questions about how she had come to be aboard his ship.

She could have no idea of the difficult position her arrival put him in. She was much too young to remember the conflict between Alsandair Mac Tamhais and his Lowlander cousin. It had already been fanned into a blood feud by the time Mac Tamhais rejected a suitable Lowland bride in favor of the Seareann queen, Lady Ailís. Ostensibly he had meant to build alliances across the Amantine, but most thought Mac Tamhais just refused to dilute Highland stock with Lowlander blood. And so the feud had festered for nearly thirty years.

The whole situation was not without irony. The only thing a Highlander hated more than the Lowland clans was magic, something Seare had in abundance. There had even been some rumors about Lady Ailís, considering her eldest son had been sent to Ard Dhaimhin in the old tradition.
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