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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, 

Psygod, 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 ban 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 one
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Vengeance





She had killed too many and now she would pay the price for her foolishness. Wynne sagged against the stake, her eyelids feeling heavy. She was spent from trying to free herself, and her wrists chafed from the ropes that bound her to the stake in the center of the tent. Time had blurred, but from what she could tell, she had been tied in the same place for almost two days. As the hours had dragged on, she had only grown weaker. The life force of others had become a necessity. Without it, she would die. 

The few soldiers who had been brave enough to come in and taunt her had been of no use. Her hands had been expertly bound to deny her any chance to touch the skin of another. Without the flesh-to-flesh contact, she could not steal what she so desperately needed. Her breath quickened, her throat becoming drier and scratchier as she thought of the man who had forced her into such a fate. Captain Aileanus, the man who saw her as his own personal prize. 

The Kelnorian captain had entered the tent not long ago, informing her that she would die a traitor’s death. As if I ever had a choice in any of this, she thought, her pulse pounding in her ears. The binding of her hands had only furthered her rage. She only needed to be able to touch him to end his life, once and for all. Aileanus was why she was here and why his men were dead; he was the one who had tried to bend her to his will. 

Her stomach turned as the memories flooded her. She could still smell the smoke, remember the heat of the flames as she watched her family’s home burn. She should have been inside with them, but her walk down to the river to fetch water for her mother had spared her life. 

She had fled upon the burning of the village. The Clan of Blaidd had fallen and with it, the man she had loved. Wandering the war-torn island, she had lost track of the days, the world she had once known now brought to ruin at the hands of Emperor Stelios and his army. 

Her gift of healing was what had brought Aileanus’ attention, and the memory of her capture left her with a bitter taste in her mouth. His men had hunted her down as if she were an animal. When she was brought before the captain, Aelianus informed her that she would heal his wounded soldiers or she would die. In her brokenness, she had conceded, but as the months passed, her resentment toward the Kelnorians only deepened. 

She had almost taken her own life when the Raven Spirit, Cigfran, had come to her in her dreams. Wynne had drawn strength from Cigfran’s words, the Spirit encouraging her to have her vengeance on those who had brought her life to ruin. For every man Wynne had saved, she had begun to take the life of others in return. She had started slowly at first, making certain that only a few died here and there, but her greed had finally caught up to her. 

Aileanus’ suspicions had been aroused, and the captain demanded she pay for her treachery. Soldiers had been sent to her tent in the dead of night to subdue her, many of whom had died. For a moment, she had thought she would be able to kill them all before they could carry her off, but one of them had outsmarted her. A blow to her head had rendered her unconscious and she had woken up tied to the stake.

Her back ached from her cramped position and she hung her head, closing her eyes. She hated them, every last one of them. Kelnore had brought the island of Pern Coen to ruin. There was no hope left anymore; one would be blind not to see it. Her home was gone and her heart had died along with Conor and her family.

The tent flap opened but she did not bother to look up. She had no desire to listen to the taunts of her captors. 

“Wynne.” 

The quiet voice was not what she expected and she opened her eyes. Gaius stood before her, his lips pressed tightly together as he knelt in front of her, holding a small cup. He was a soldier and she longed to hate him, but he had treated her better than most. Wynne suspected he cared for her, in his own way, but she could not look past the silver and red of his uniform. 

“What do you want?” she asked, pushing past the soreness in her throat. 

He lifted the cup of water to her lips and she eagerly drank it. “I’m getting you out of here.”

Wynne frowned as he took the cup away. “How?” 

“I relieved the guards outside; told them I would watch you for a while. We have to go now. Quickly.” 

She took a sharp intake of breath. She had resigned herself to death, but she would not turn away from a chance of escape. She held still as Gaius set the cup down and unsheathed his dagger. He worked swiftly, cutting the ropes that bound her to the stake before freeing her hands. She flexed her fingers, feeling the blood flow return to them. Gaius pulled her to her feet and she stumbled after him, stiff from days spent sitting on the ground. 

They stepped into the dark encampment, the tents around them barely illuminated by the glow of a nearby fire. Wynne felt her chest tighten. She had learned to fear the soldiers of Kelnore, and the human shadows by the fire put her on edge.

Gaius kept a firm hold on her wrist, pulling her away from the tents and to the edge of the forest. A horse was tied to the trunk of a nearby tree, the beast more closely resembling the mountain ponies of the island than the army’s finely bred warhorses. Gaius untied the chestnut mare, glancing worriedly over his shoulder. 

“There’s food, a dagger, and a few healing supplies in the saddlebags,” he told her as he passed her the reins. “I’m sorry I couldn’t find more for you.” 

She took the horse and Gaius put a hand on her waist, as if to offer to help her mount. She studied his face, barely visible by the light of the moon. Her pulse was sluggish and she could feel the slight tremble in her knees. I need life and I cannot risk him telling anyone of my escape. She knew what she must do.

She took his hand, holding tightly to it. “Thank you.” 

It took only moments to connect his life force to hers. Gaius’ smile was brief before his eyes widened and his face paled. Wynne could feel the warmth leaving his body, surging through hers instead. It was a quick death, the kind that gave her a euphoric rush of strength that she knew would not last. But she could not afford to kill him slowly. It will sustain me for now. Wynne released her hold on Gaius and he fell to the ground cold, pale, and lifeless. 

Wynne swung onto the horse, the ache in her muscles now gone. Her new mount snorted at Gaius’ body before she quickly turned the mare away from it. Even as the tantalizing strength rushed through her, a sliver of fear gnawed at her, leaving her stomach feeling hard. It was against the laws of the land, and against the most ancient laws of the Spirits, to take the gift that had been given to her and use it to take life instead of return it. 

But the world has changed, she thought, gripping the reins tightly. She would survive however she could. She urged the mare into a canter, knowing she needed to put distance between herself and the camp. The night air was cold, leaving her shivering in her thin dress, and a light blanket of snow covered the ground. She needed to find a village and barter for warmer clothing. 

The mare was sure-footed as they traversed the rocky mountainside. Once Wynne felt she was far enough away, she slowed her mount to a trot. She knew she was in Tyll, near the border of Arth. Aelianus had been called to aid in the siege against Ri Blodwen months ago, removing himself from his post at Castle Gwynt and bringing her along with him. 

There was a break in the trees and Wynne brought the mare to a halt. She looked up at the sky, studying the stars. She did not know the land of Tyll well—Blaidd had been her home—but her parents had taught her to orient herself with the aid of the sky. 

After a few moments, Wynne turned the mare to the right, satisfied that she was now heading south. She would make her way to Seabhac and find supplies. From there she would come up with the means to get herself to the mainland, away from the war. She would survive by whatever means necessary. 








  
  

Chapter two
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Longing 





Rhiannon scurried down the rocks, calling after the large black wolf. The creature paid her little heed, its golden eyes focused on the water of the Niwl Channel below, the waves lapping at the shoreline. The wolf, Dai, eagerly leapt down to a small piece of beach below them. Rhiannon followed, the rocks beginning to mix with coarse sand as she drew closer to the water. Dai stopped just at the edge of the shore so close that the foam from the waves rushed over his paws. The wolf looked back at her expectantly. 

“Dai,” she said as she paused a few feet away, “I am not going in with you.” 

The wolf stared at her for a moment before he bounded down the shoreline, sea spray flying up behind him. Rhiannon climbed on top of  a large, flat boulder, watching Dai enjoy his romp. 

The sun bathed her in warmth and Rhiannon basked in its rays. Dai was hardly bothered by the cold as he played in the water, though Rhiannon noted the wolf did not fully submerge himself. Two months ago, the sight of Dai and his littermate, Ceri, would have terrified her. Now, the two wolves had become beloved companions and Rhiannon understood the respect and adoration the people of Blaidd held for the animals. 

Rhiannon peered through the mist that had settled over the water, the outline of the mainland of Darnic barely visible. The dark blur was a reminder of the world she had left behind three months ago. War between Pern Coen and the southern empire of Kelnore had brought her to the rugged island. 

Before winding up on the island’s shore, Rhiannon had gone by the title bestowed on her by her mother’s kin, the Duchess of Solis, but that had changed the night that Idris of Seabhac risked his life to reveal her true parentage to her. Duke Haris of Solis had not been her father by blood. Her mother had fallen in love with Idris twenty-six years ago and Rhiannon had been the result of their brief relationship. Idris, and his actions, had forever tied Rhiannon to the island and to her father’s people. 

The attempt on her life that had followed Idris’ revelation had solidified her fate. Her uncle, Emperor Stelios of Kelnore, had wanted her dead and had almost succeeded. A band of island natives had found her half dead along Pern Coen’s rocky shores and took her in, treating her as if she were one of their own. The longer she stayed among them in the mountains of the Clan of Blaidd, the more she grew attached to those she now lived with. She was beginning to understand their view of the world, the injustice that had been wrought on them by the empire, and how her mother had fallen in love with a stranger from Pern Coen so many years ago. 

Dai emerged from the water, Rhiannon pulling herself away from her thoughts as the wolf came over to her. She slid down from the rocks just in time for the wolf to shake his body, sending splatters of cold water all over her clothing. 

She let out a soft laugh. “Dai, you’re as bad as he is at times.” 

Dai, unconcerned with her discomfort, merely took off back up the rocks with Rhiannon following after him. Her morning with the wolf had done little to abate the loneliness that had plagued her for the past few days. The time with Dai only reminded her of the one man who could truly call the wolf his own. Conor of Blaidd, the man known to the people of Pern Coen as the Hunter. A man she would have never imagined herself missing in her life as a duchess. 

Rhiannon climbed back up the cliffside behind Dai, making her way to her grey mare, Sneatcha, who was tied to the trunk of a large white pine. She untied the mare, calling Dai to her as she swung onto the horse’s back. The trio stepped back under the boughs of the thick trees that surrounded the shoreline. The air was colder under the array of pine, fir, poplar, beech, and oak. The dark green of the evergreens blended in with the empty branches that had lost their leaves with the arrival of winter. 

Sneatcha picked her way along a narrow trail as Dai led the way back into the mountains. The craggy peaks into which they rode were referred to as Ioliare, a mountain range left largely wild by the people of Blaidd. The tract of land was uninhabited, save for the large hunting lodge called Cerrig that had been built by Conor’s father many years ago. It was to Cerrig that Conor, the rightful Ri of Blaidd, and his small band of outlaws had fled in their exile. Hundreds of acres of untouched land and the remote location of the lodge protected them from the Kelnorian army.

Five days ago, Conor had departed for the neighboring Clan of Seabhac to fetch information regarding the Kelnorian captain who sat in the ancestral home of the Ri of Blaidd, Castle Clogwyn. The captain, a man by the name of Otho, had been appointed by Stelios to rule over both Blaidd and Seabhac until the war came to an end. As far as anyone knew, the island had not yet completely fallen to Stelios’ rule, as the fight against Ri Blodwen in the northern clan of Arth was still believed to be raging on. 

The forest was quiet as Sneatcha continued along the narrow trail. Rhiannon saw signs of a fox and caught a glimpse of a hawk flying among the trees. As they climbed higher, heavier patches of snow covered the trail. Cerrig was nestled near the top of the tallest peak of Ioliare, well hidden from those who did not know how to find it. 

At the sight of a patch of ice, Rhiannon slowed Sneatcha’s pace. The mare ambled on and the trail slowly widened. The trees around them thinned as first the walls of Cerrig came into view and then the wolf’s head carving covering the double front doors. Rhiannon’s gaze lingered on the carving as she rode past the entrance. The image that had once frightened her only brought a pang of longing; it was another reminder of Conor. 

Rhiannon guided Sneatcha around to the stables on the back side of the building, Dai trotting along beside the grey mare. The small herd of horses was out in one of the cleared pastures, a few of them lifting their heads at Sneatcha’s return. Rhiannon reined the mare to a halt, dismounting and leading her into the stable to untack her. Once Sneatcha was turned back out with her herd, Rhiannon and Dai made their way through the snow to the lodge’s back entrance. She climbed the flight of granite steps and as soon as she opened the thick doors, Dai trotted off ahead of her.

The wolf wandered off down the corridor and Rhiannon shed her dark green cloak. She began to walk to her room but was stopped by the call of Conor’s sister, Brynn. Rhiannon smiled as Brynn strode down the hallway toward her. They had become close friends during Rhiannon’s time at Cerrig. 

“Dai looks more content,” Brynn said. 

“He seemed happy to get out,” Rhiannon replied. “Especially when we rode down to the channel.” 

Brynn’s green eyes grew mischievous. “He misses Conor… and I don’t think he’s the only one.” 

Rhiannon groaned, feeling her face flush. “Brynn, I don’t even know what Conor and I are to one another.” 

“He kissed you before he left.”

“One kiss.”  

“Still counts.” 

Rhiannon rolled her eyes, unable to suppress her smile at Brynn’s good-natured teasing. 

“I love my brother, but he’s not always the best at expressing how he feels,” Brynn said as the two began to walk down the hallway together. “Sometimes he needs a little shove in the right direction.” 

Rhiannon shook her head, barely able to stifle a laugh. The two siblings were complete opposites of one another. Where Brynn was full of laughter and mischief, Conor was far quieter and more reserved. But he is a good leader and he has his own inner strength. Her thoughts shifted to the brief kiss they had shared before Conor had departed, but at Brynn’s knowing look, Rhiannon swiftly shoved the memory aside, clearing her throat. 

“Have Macsen and Leif returned from Beag?” she asked. 

“Yes, thankfully,” Brynn said with a sigh of relief. “Not a scratch on them, and they managed to get their hands on a few much-needed supplies. Oh, Leif also mentioned he heard you being referred to as ‘the Huntress’ by a few of the villagers.”

It’s spreading, then, Rhiannon thought, fiddling with the silver feather pendant around her neck. Brynn had been the one to come up with the name to hide Rhiannon’s true identity. For weeks now, word had spread that Idris’ kin, the rightful Ri of Seabhac, still lived. The more the news carried, the more it seemed that those in Seabhac, in particular, latched onto the idea that their rightful Ri would rise up and free them from their Kelnorian invaders. The stories that were starting to spread and the hopes of the islanders were ones Rhiannon was not entirely certain she would ever be able to live up to. 

“It bothers you, doesn’t it? The name?” Brynn asked, tilting her head as she looked over at Rhiannon, who bit the inside of her cheek. 

“I feel as if I have done very little to earn it.” 

“You give the people hope,” Brynn said, placing a gentle hand on Rhiannon’s arm. “That is something they have not had much of.” 

Rhiannon dropped her head, looking down at the pendant. It should have been Idris they look to, not me. The hawk feather with its shimmering green gemstone was a gift from Idris. It was the mark of his clan, and it had passed from each Ri to their successor. Idris had died a miserable death, locked away in her uncle’s dungeons on the mainland. The pendant was her last link to him. 

Another set of footsteps reached her ears and Rhiannon looked up to see one of the lodge’s other inhabitants, Finn, approaching them. 

“Brynn,” Finn called, “Leif is looking for you.” 

“I’ll be right there,” Brynn answered. 

Finn’s gaze lingered on Rhiannon, the burning resentment in his eyes visible even in the low light. Rhiannon let out a quiet sigh as the younger man stalked off in the direction of the Great Hall. Finn had been one of the first to befriend her when she had arrived at Cerrig, but he had witnessed the kiss she and Conor had shared. Since then, Finn had grown cold and distant, unwilling to even discuss the situation with her. 

“I’ll keep trying to talk sense into him,” Brynn said, giving Rhiannon’s arm a gentle squeeze. 

“Thank you,” Rhiannon replied. 

“He’ll come around eventually.” 

Brynn departed down the hallway and Rhiannon continued on to her chambers. As she opened the door, she was pleased to see that while the fire had burned low, it had not burned out completely. She crouched next to the fireplace, adding more wood before stoking the flames. The skill was one she would have never known how to accomplish a few months ago. Pleased with her efforts, she kicked off her boots and slumped down on the small bed. She gazed out the window on the far side of the room, beams of late afternoon sun dancing across the stone floor as they filtered in through the glass. 

Rhiannon’s thoughts drifted to the one thing in Kelnore she did miss: her cousin, Alekos. She had no idea if he had been involved in Stelios’ plot against her, but the two had been close after they had both lost their mothers. In many ways, Alekos was more of a brother than a cousin. Her heart grieved at the thought of him somehow involved with the atrocities she had witnessed during her brief time on the island. 

Would he even recognize me now? she wondered. The dark-hued shirts and pants she wore were a stark contrast to the shimmering satin dresses that had adorned her wardrobe during her life in Kelnore. Her hands were no longer smooth; instead they were now calloused from hard work. Days ago, Brynn had helped her cut her waist-length hair to just below her shoulders, making it easier to braid and keep out of her way when she ventured into the mountains. Her speech was even beginning to change, her southern accent fading as she slowly adopted the names and pronunciations of the islanders she now lived with. She was a duchess of Kelnore no longer. 




      [image: ]It took Wynne a full week to reach the village of Dubh Gabhar in the heart of Seabhac. She had not taken many visits to the land bordering Blaidd, but she remembered enough to know that the village was nothing like it was before the war. Many of the islanders appeared half starved and food was scarce. With the arrival of winter, new inhabitants had crowded into the small village from outlying farms. Their homes had been destroyed and their livestock consumed by the Kelnorian army, leaving the new arrivals looking for food and shelter to weather the long winter. The tales Wynne heard from the people of Dubh Gabhar were the same ones that had been repeated over and over again since the start of the war. There was nothing left of the Pern Coen of her youth. 

The soldiers in the village—under the command of a captain named Otho, from what she had gathered—were at least in short supply. The lack of their presence had inclined Wynne to stay in Dubh Gabhar for the present, in spite of the filth and desperation that filled it. 

Her gifting had given her something to barter with and she had found lodging at a local tavern, offering her services to the villagers. Wynne was still forced to kill, for if she did not, she would die. She had done her best to be discreet, but it was difficult to balance the deaths she needed in order to live while not raising suspicions among the villagers and handful of soldiers. She could not linger too long in one place, but she hoped to make much of the coin she needed for passage to the mainland before she departed. 

As she strode down the muddy street, a few precious silver coins jingled in her pocket. She had made an early morning call to tend to an elderly man who was slipping away from consumption. Though his life force was weak, he had been ideal to create a connection to. The disease would eventually take him, one way or another, and his family would be none the wiser as Wynne slowly depleted him of what life he had left. His would be a miserable death and she would merely bring a merciful end. 

She slid a hand into her pocket, fiddling with the four coins as she stepped off the road into an alleyway. The narrow alley led to the back of the Snow Hawk Tavern. The building had seen better days, the roof in need of patching and a few of the floorboards rotting, but it had fared better than most of the buildings in the village. The owner, Glynis, had been wise in catering to the Kelnorian soldiers since the invasion, profiting from their coin when they desired food or drink. Wynne had earned Glynis’ favor by healing a condition that affected the older woman’s vision. 

Wynne’s stomach growled as she climbed the tavern’s back steps. She’d skipped breakfast in her haste to get to the dying man’s home, and the small stash of dried meat she had tucked away in her room was almost gone. Glynis had offered free lodging, but the old woman refused to include free meals as well. 

Wynne made it to the top of the steps, chewing her lower lip. She had more money stashed away in her room, which was fortunate, as her growing pangs of hunger were growing difficult to ignore. One small meal from Glynis’ kitchen shouldn’t put too deep of a dent in my earnings. 

Before Wynne could grasp the handle, the back door abruptly opened. A man slammed into her and she stumbled backward, barely catching herself on the railing behind her. 

“Forgive me,” the man mumbled, not even looking her way. 

Wynne remained frozen where she stood, leaning against the steps, unable to take her gaze off him. His barely discernible words had her bewitched. The stranger’s back was to her as he dashed down the steps, but Wynne knew his blond hair, his tall, lithe build, and she had gotten a glimpse of his all-too-familiar blue eyes. It can’t be, she thought as the man pulled the hood of his cloak far over his head. The scar she had seen on the side of his face gave her doubt, but she knew of the attack on Castle Clogwyn. If Conor had somehow cheated death, it was possible his appearance could now be altered. 

“Wait!” she called as she ran down the stairs after him. 

 ”Stop!“ a booming male voice shouted behind her. 

Wynne’s chest tightened as the stranger quickened his pace, darting around the corner of the building. A soldier shoved her out of the way, throwing her into the side of the building as he took off after the stranger. She gave chase, her hunger forgotten and Conor’s name lodged in her throat. She burst into the alleyway behind them, but the soldier and the stranger were far faster than she, rushing into the busy street. 

Her heart pounded as she scanned the crowd, tears pricking her eyes. For months, she had grieved the loss of the man she loved, believing him to be dead along with his family. It may not even be him, she thought, hugging her arms around herself as she stepped deeper back into the alleyway. It could have simply been someone who looked like him. But her traitorous heart longed to believe that the man she had seen was indeed Conor of Blaidd. His words had been faint, but she had known his voice. She would know it anywhere. 

Wynne stood in the alleyway for a few moments longer, hopefully searching the street for any sign of where he may have run off to, but she finally came to her senses. She needed to stay alive, and to do that, she needed to get to the mainland. She could not take off on a wild search after a man who may or may not be Conor, no matter how much a part of her longed to. 

She trudged back to the tavern, her shoulders slumped. She climbed the steps again, slipping through the back door. The small hallway leading to the main room was empty and she drew little attention as she wandered among the small gathering of villagers. Wynne silently added up the amount of coin in her pockets as she walked over to the bar. Satisfied she would have enough to purchase a meal and not completely deplete her earnings, she called for Glynis. She settled in a rickety chair, waiting for the tavern owner to pull herself away from a man and woman seated a few feet away.

“What’ll it be?” Glynis asked as she strode over.

“Ale,” Wynne answered, “and a little bread and cheese.” 

Glynis snatched up the coin, fetching Wynne a mug of ale before disappearing off into the kitchen. As Wynne sipped on her drink, she listened to the man and woman’s conversation. They were not bothering to keep their voices down, both appearing as if they’d perhaps had a bit too much ale. 

“I’ve heard he’s the one that killed all those soldiers on the road not too long ago when Captain Otho came through Beag with the crown prince,” the woman said. “Him and those monstrous wolves of his.” 

Wynne was intrigued by the story. She scooted over in her chair, wincing some as it creaked, hoping to be able to better hear the conversation. 

The man scoffed. “You don’t truly believe those stories about his wolves, do you?” 

“Maybe that’s what she is,“ the woman replied. “Maybe she’s a shifter.” 

“Oh, come on now, Bodelia. There hasn’t been a shapeshifter on this island in decades.” 

“Forgive my intrusion,” Wynne said, unable to keep quiet any longer, “but who is it you’re speaking of?” 

The woman, Bodelia, looked over at her, cocking her head. “The Hunter and the Huntress, of course.” 

“I just arrived from Tyll. I haven’t heard such stories there,” Wynne replied. 

“They’re the rightful Ris of Blaidd and Seabhac,” the man said. “They’re fighting together now, going to free us from these Kelnorian bastards.” 

Wynne’s heart raced and hope rose within her; it was a feeling she had almost forgotten. The rightful Ri of Blaidd. It could have been Conor she had seen; he could still be alive. A loud slam drew her out of her thoughts as Glynis set a plate in front of her. 

Wynne’s companions went back to their conversation and she looked down at the plate, hardly caring about how meager the offerings were. It was the most substantial food she’d had in days. Wynne ripped off the charred corner of the bread while savoring a small piece of goat cheese. 

If I can find Conor, we can escape to the mainland together, she thought as she took a bite of the bread. Start a new life together, get away from this accursed land. As Wynne washed down the bread with a swig of ale, a plan began to form in her mind, one that involved Conor and not lingering in Dubh Gabhar for much longer. 








  
  

Chapter three
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Worth the Risk





Deatach trotted slowly over the partially frozen ground, the grey stallion crossing the clearing behind Cerrig. Conor felt his tension ease at the familiar sight of the lodge; a week had been far too long. His visit to the village of Dubh Gabhar to meet with one of Idris’ only surviving warriors, Alastar, had granted him more information on how their northern neighbors fared. As profitable as the trip had been, it had not been without its risks. 

Conor grimaced at the memory of his almost capture by Otho’s men during his stay. That’s not something the others need to know, he thought as he reined Deatach to a halt just outside the stables. They have enough to worry about as it is. The wounds he had received on his right arm and leg had almost healed. They were small enough now not to cause Brynn much worry when she looked at them. Conor rubbed his chin as he led the stallion into the stable, relishing the thought of a bath, a shave, and a good dinner after days on the road. 

And to see Rhiannon again. The thought sent his pulse racing, and his thoughts drifted to the kiss they had shared before he had left. The tales he had heard the villagers spin of her during his time in Seabhac had done little to put her out of his thoughts. The stories of the Huntress were spreading, just as Conor had hoped. The will to fight was still in the people of Pern Coen, and as long as there were those willing to challenge Otho, there was still hope in their ability to drive the Kelnorians back across the channel. 

The stable was empty save for Aeron and Finn, who were re-bedding the stalls while the small herd of horses was turned out in the large pasture. The older of the two, Aeron, looked up as Conor walked Deatach down the aisle and called a greeting. 

“Trip was worth it, I hope?” Aeron asked as Conor led Deatach into his stall and began removing the stallion’s tack. 

“It was,” Conor answered, setting the saddle on the stall door Aeron was leaning against. “As far as Alastar last heard, Blodwen’s defenses still hold and the Kelnorians are stuck in the Balla mountains.”

“And Otho?” 

“Working closely with the crown prince, from what Alastar has gathered, but the people grow restless. There is still fight left in Seabhac, as there is in Blaidd.” 

Aeron’s shoulders straightened, his posture growing stronger. “Perhaps by the end of winter, we will be free of these Kelnorian usurpers.” 

“One can hope,” Conor sighed as Aeron passed him a stiff-bristled brush to work the sweat out of Deatach’s coat. “Have you seen Brynn or Rhiannon?” 

Aeron scowled. “In the lodge with Macsen last I knew.” 

Conor nodded, focusing on Deatach as the stallion ate a pile of hay in the far corner of the stall. 

“Why is she still here?” Aeron asked. 

Conor looked sharply at him, the other man’s expression hard and his stance stiff. “Who?” 

“Rhiannon.” 

“She chooses to stay here.” 

“You let her stay.” 

“As Ri, I believe that is my decision.” 

“She could turn on us at any moment. You think she truly has loyalty to Pern Coen? To us? To you?” 

“She has loyalty to Idris and to his people. She has expressed no desire to return to Kelnore.” 

“Loyalty to Idris? May I remind you that Idris rotted away in some dungeon in Darnic because of her.” 

“That is enough,” Conor snapped, raising his chin. “Rhiannon is here to stay of her own volition. I advise you get used to it.” 

Aeron narrowed his eyes. “She’s only still here because you care for her. We all know it. At some point, she’s going to turn on you.” 

“I have been lenient with you, but I suggest you start learning to hold that tongue of yours.” 

Aeron’s expression grew dark as he stepped away from the stall door. The other man stalked back to the empty stall he had been bedding as Conor set the brush back on the stall door. Conor briefly rubbed his temple, letting out a heavy sigh. Aeron’s dislike of Rhiannon had not faded with time, as he had hoped. But she’s staying and he’s simply going to have to accept it. 

Conor led Deatach back out to the pasture before re-entering the stable to put away the stallion’s tack. He greeted Finn but only received a muttered word of response.  

Some welcome home, Conor thought as he climbed the lodge’s back steps, tension once more returning to his body. He opened the back doors and closed them behind him, only to be almost knocked off his feet by Brynn as she tackled him in a hug. 

“You’re back!” she said, a grin on her face as she stepped back. 

Conor let out a low laugh at his sister’s enthusiasm. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d almost say you missed me.” 

“Almost.” Brynn shrugged, a teasing glint in her eyes. “But I do know of someone who missed you for certain.” 

“Oh?” Conor asked, following her down the hallway, feeling a flutter of warmth as part of him longed for his sister to speak Rhiannon’s name. 

“Yes, Dai.” 

“Ah,” Conor mumbled at the mention of the wolf, hoping the disappointment he felt wasn’t evident on his face. 

“And perhaps the person who has been taking Dai out for walks almost every day has missed you as well.” 

Conor looked over at Brynn’s smug expression. His sister was enjoying this. 

“So, where is Rhiannon?” he asked. 

“The Great Hall,” Brynn answered. “Macsen and I have been showing her how to make arrowheads the past few days. It’s been teaching Macsen patience.” 

Conor snorted at the mental image. Macsen was a good man, but long suffering was not a trait that necessarily came to mind when one thought of him. 

“What?” Brynn said. “It’s been good for him.” 

“I’m sure it has.” 

When Ceri and Dai caught sight of Conor and Brynn entering the Great Hall, the two wolves bounded over to greet them. Conor knelt down to affectionately rub their heads, the wolves licking his face. As he stood, his gaze was fixed on Rhiannon. She was seated at the circular bench around the firepit next to Macsen, half turned in her seat, staring at him over the back of the bench. Conor smiled at the sight of her. Her dark brown hair was loosely pulled back at the nape of her neck and her blue eyes shone with confidence. He had grown accustomed to her constant presence over the last few months and he had missed her deeply while he had been away.  

“Good trip?” Macsen asked as he got to his feet, the two men briefly embracing in their greeting. 

“Good enough,” Conor answered. 

“Macsen,” Brynn said as she inclined her head toward the kitchen, “we need to check on the stew for tonight.” 

Macsen frowned. “I already—”

“Macsen.” 

“Right, right,” Macsen said with a quick nod as Brynn ushered him across the hall and into the kitchen. 

Conor walked over to Rhiannon, taking a seat next to her as she finished tidying up the assortment of  arrowheads, deer antler tools, and hide spread across the bench. 

“My ever-meddlesome sister,” Conor said, shaking his head as the two wolves curled up in front of the fire at his feet. 

“She means well,” Rhiannon replied, a faint blush creeping across her cheeks as she fidgeted with a few pieces of deer hide. 

Conor took her hand in his, rubbing his thumb over the back of her palm as she looked up at him. “I missed you.”

She smiled, the nervousness in her features fading. “You were not the only one.” 

“Alastar wants to meet you.” 

“The man you went to see? The one who was a warrior for Idris?” 

“Yes.” 

She bit her lip, pushing a few loose strands of hair out of her face as she looked over at the fire. 

“You don’t have to answer me now,” Conor said. “Think on it.” 

She nodded and he let go of her hand. He watched as she worried her bottom lip, fidgeting with the sleeve of her shirt. She had become more sure of herself in recent weeks, but there were still times he could see the self-doubt come rushing back to her. But who could blame her? he thought. With the world she came from. 

He gently put an arm around her shoulders. “Come here, Rhian.” 

She leaned against him and he wrapped his arms around her, resting his chin on top of her head. She felt right in his arms. 

“Spirits, a week was too long to be away from you,” he murmured. 

He had spent a better part of the week away trying to convince himself that pursuing anything further than friendship with her was foolish in the midst of a war, but those arguments had fled the second he had laid eyes on her again. Her very life had crumbled around her and he had watched her rise from it with a courage that both surprised and captivated him. 

“I wasn’t entirely sure where we stood, before you left,” Rhiannon said, her head resting against his shoulder. “I didn’t know if you would… change your mind while you were away.” 

“I didn’t change my mind and I don’t intend to.” 

Conor heard the creak of the kitchen door, followed by a loud thump. Brynn’s scolding voice drifted out into the hall and the door quickly shut again. Conor chuckled and Rhiannon slightly lifted her head, peering over his shoulder to look toward the kitchen. 

“They’ll descend upon us soon enough,” Conor said, kissing the top of her head. “Let’s enjoy the quiet while we can.” 

Rhiannon lay her head back down and Conor gently ran his hand along the back of her arm. In a way, it felt selfish to pursue his desire to be with her in the midst of such tumult, but she had given every indication she wanted it as much as he did. The thought of isolating himself from her again felt too much of a burden to bear. 




      [image: ]Alekos slammed his fist down on the table, feeling a sharp sting as he made contact with the rough wood. The Kelnorian army’s attempt to push its way up the craggy mountainsides of Arth had failed once again, and the pain in his right leg was a constant reminder of the bloodshed that had been wrought. The physician had tended to his wound a few hours ago, assuring him it would heal in a matter of days, but he had lost thirteen soldiers while sixteen more were wounded. 

And he had seen her. Alekos gritted his teeth at the memory of the dark-haired woman who had led the rebels’ retreat back into the mountains. Blodwen. It had to have been her. 

He fixed his gaze on the rough drawing of the island laying on the table before him. If it was not the guerilla tactics of Ri Blodwen that defeated them, then it was the incessant snow and ice. He had lost almost a dozen men in a week due to illness caused by the cold. The war that should have ended months ago dragged on, the last clan of Pern Coen natives unwilling to yield to their conquerors from the south. 

Alekos gripped the table, his shoulders slumping as he hung his head. In the wake of his father’s illness, he had seized command of the army, promising the nobles in Talekos a swift end to the war in the north. Those he had swayed into his favor would expect results. Results that I do not have, he thought, feeling his stomach harden. 

The rustle of the tent flap as it opened drew him away from his anxious thoughts. A soldier ducked inside. “Captain Otho for you, Your Highness.” 

“Send him in,” Alekos replied, straightening his shoulders as the soldier stepped back out. 

The short, robust form of Otho entered, the captain’s expression and brisk stride showing the arrogant overconfidence that Alekos had begun to attribute to him. 

“I hope you bring me good news, Otho,” Alekos said. 

Otho lifted his chin as he clasped his hands behind his back. “My men have captured more of the rebels in Seabhac.” 

“And what of the Hunter?” 

“He… evaded our grasp, but I—”

“Evaded your grasp?” Alekos flexed his fingers, resisting the urge to slam his hand down on the table again. “How many times is he going to ‘evade’ you, Otho? You were placed in charge of Blaidd and Seabhac because of your success on the field in the invasion of Darnic and now you find it impossible to catch one worthless islander!”

“The natives my soldiers have taken captive are to be held at Ciall. I am certain they will be able to give us more information on both the Hunter and the Huntress.” 

“I cannot afford a full-scale rebellion in Blaidd and Seabhac while my army is still trying to lay claim to Arth.” 

“Your Highness, surely you do not think it will come to that? These are two lone savages we are speaking of. As if they could even dream to challenge the might of Kelnore.” 

“They create unrest, and unrest is not stability, Otho. Which, may I remind you, is why you were placed in charge of those territories in the first place.” 

“I simply need more time. I am certain that with the information we gather, my men will be able to track them down and be done with it.” 

“Your men will not be the ones tracking them down. I will be sending more of my own soldiers back with you to infiltrate that accursed mountain range.” 

“My soldiers—”

“Your soldiers have tried and they have failed. I want this contained!”

“Of course, Your Highness,” Otho said before delivering a curt bow. 

“I will be sending a company of men back with you to Blaidd in the morning. That is all, Captain.” 

Alekos waved and Otho backed out of the tent, his expression surly. Alekos cursed as he stared back down at the map. The clans of Seabhac and Blaidd were small in comparison to the three other clans of Pern Coen, but together they covered a formidable tract of land, as well as being home to a sizable number of island natives. 

The troubles had started months ago with the Hunter, Blaidd’s supposed guardian who made it his business to disrupt the empire at every turn. Attempts to discover the man’s identity had come up with nothing concrete but hinted that the outlaw might somehow be connected to the clan’s former Ri. 

And the problem has only escalated, Alekos thought as he rubbed his forehead. The people of Seabhac now laid claim to the supposed kin of their Ri, Idris, going as far as to grant her the title the Huntress. The natives of both clans had only grown bolder as the tales of the two barbaric outlaws had spread. 

Alekos gritted his teeth as he began to move the pewter pieces that represented both his soldiers and the suspected whereabouts of the enemy across the map. The war was his chance to show those in Talekos that it was he, not Stelios, who was suited to be emperor of Kelnore, but so far, he had nothing to show for his efforts but defeat and loss. Countless soldiers had died at the hands of the savage natives, including his loyal lieutenant Nikos Stavros. And Rhiannon, Alekos thought, feeling an ache in his chest at the memory of his cousin. Rhiannon had been kidnapped by Pernish natives, and Alekos dreaded to think of how she had met her end. He slammed one of the pewter pieces down on the table. The war needed to be won and the people of Pern Coen needed to be taught their proper place. 
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