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Dedication 

To Brandon,

My very own Bran of Blaidd who has spent a decade standing with me through every hard and beautiful moment.
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Character List







Aengus: healer, village healer in Beag

Alannah: shapeshifter, servant of Fianna

Arwel: advisor to Cadfael

Awyr (OW-air): Seren’s wolf

Blaidd (BLY-th): Wolf Spirit

Bran: shapeshifter, Seren’s lover

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

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

Cryfder (CRUV-dair): Seren’s wolf

Dara: mercenary leader

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

Drystan: warrior chief of Blaidd

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

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

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

Fflur: sister of Alannah

Fianna: Stag Spirit, Dark Spirit of Pern Coen

Fionn: brother of Cadfael

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

Ithel: advisor to Cadfael

Laoise (LEE-sha): advisor to Cadfael

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

Lorcan (LOR-kan): mind-speaker, servant of Fianna

Mair: healer at Castle Clogwyn, friend of Seren

Muireann: Ri of Seabhac

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

Seren (SEH-rehn): seer, daughter of Cadfael and Esyllt, Bran’s lover

Sioned (SHO-nehd): sister of Esyllt, mother of Cian
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The Island Out of the Sea







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

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

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

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

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

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

Gifted to the five clans to honor and care for.

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

Cigfran, the Raven Spirit, wished to bring death, 

Fianna, the Stag Spirit, wished to allow decay, 

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

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

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

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

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


Bran





Every day, I was reminded that I did not belong at Castle Clogwyn. I was only here because the Ri of Blaidd had decided I was worth more to him alive than dead. I was not welcome within the walls of the imposing granite keep, and the inhabitants of the castle made sure I knew it. Leaving, however, wasn’t an option. Not only would Ri Cadfael have me hunted down and killed, leaving Clogwyn would mean leaving Seren. It would mean breaking my promise to help her rid the clan of the Stag Spirit, Fianna. It would mean letting Fianna and its servant, Lorcan, bring the land I called home to ruin. Seren needed me, the clan needed me, and that was why I stayed despite the continual injustices that I was forced to live with. 

Sweat trickled down my back, rivulets of it running between my shoulder blades as the sun beat down on me. I made small, calculated movements, my gaze locked on Seachnall, the warrior in front of me. My fists were raised in front of my face in order to defend myself from his blows and the other man looked at me with a gleam in his eyes that left an uncomfortable feeling in the pit of my stomach. Like the rest of the war band, he was never pleased when he was ordered to train with me, and I had no doubt he would make sure I knew it before the end of our sparring. 

A few feet away from us, the clan’s warrior chief, Drystan, watched us with his arms crossed and a scowl twisting his face. Drystan hadn’t liked me from the start. He’d made it clear that he didn’t care for having a shifter in his war band, but as much as the warrior chief hated me, he wasn’t going to defy his Ri. 

Seachnall swung his fist at me and I barely blocked him, silently cursing myself for getting distracted. We danced around one another, getting in jabs here and there as the sun continued to beat down on us. The two of us had been sparring for almost an hour now, first with wooden swords and then with our fists. In the roughly two weeks since I’d started my training with Drystan, I’d spent almost every day like this, being thrust out onto the training grounds and matched with warrior after warrior, each of whom was more than willing to make me miserable any way they could. Drystan called it training. All I saw was the man who hated me making sure I knew my place. 

I fought the urge to wipe the sweat off my brow as Seachnall lunged at me again, instead dodging away to keep his fist from connecting with my face. I swung back at him and he twisted away from me, but not before I landed a glancing blow to his shoulder. He narrowed his eyes and let out a growl, throwing his fist wildly at me. I managed to block him and jump out of reach, but that only angered him further. He deflected my next punch, but I didn’t manage to fully stop his returning blow. His strikes were becoming harder and faster as his anger grew. He and the others hated when I bested them, and on more than one occasion, I’d experienced warriors going out of their way to make sure I always lost.  

Drystan shouted something, his tone one of warning, but I was too busy trying to fend off Seachnall’s rapidly increasing blows to pay attention. We were supposed to only be practicing our fighting skills, not pummeling each other, but it was clear that the latter was what Seachnall intended. I certainly wasn’t going to sit there and take it without defending myself. 

As the bout continued to devolve into a flat-out fistfight, I could feel the temptation to shift into my wolf form. Seachnall wouldn’t stand a chance against me then, but doing so would only land me a trip to the dungeons. I’d been forbidden from shifting, unless Cadfael or Drystan specifically allowed it. It was just another one of the invisible chains the two men had wrapped me in since I’d bargained with my life. 

The longer I fought to keep Seachnall at bay, the more I tired. I only dropped my defenses for a moment, my breathing hard and fast, and Seachnall took advantage. He kicked out with his right leg, catching me in the ankle. It was a low move and one he shouldn’t have been using per the parameters Drystan had set around our fight, but that didn’t stop him. I stumbled, losing my balance, and Seachnall took a swing at my face, catching the side of my jaw. My head snapped back and I went down to my knees, tasting blood. 

My ears rang and I tried to lurch back up, but before I could get to my feet, Seachnall was behind me. He grabbed my left arm, wrenching it behind my back with enough force that I heard it pop. An excruciating pain erupted from my shoulder as the other man kneed me in the back, sending me face-first into the dirt. 

“That’s enough!” 

Drystan’s shout rang out across the open expanse of the training yard. Seachnall released his hold on me and I let out a gasp of pain, my arm now hanging at an awkward angle. Drystan stalked over to us, Seachnall stepping back out of his way. When Drystan reached us, Seachnall was quick to school his expression, but not before I caught a glimpse of his smirk. I gritted my teeth. Seachnall had dislocated my shoulder on purpose. I was sure of it.  

“Get up,” Drystan snapped, looming over me. 

My jaw was clenched so tight, it was aching as I stumbled to my feet. The pain in my shoulder was almost unbearable. 

“Seachnall,” Drystan called, “go fetch someone to see the shifter to the infirmary.” 

“Yes, Pennathe Drystan.” Seachnall gave the warrior chief a respectful incline of his head, the picture of an obedient warrior, before jogging off across the training yard toward the door that led into the armory. 

“You’re going to have to do better than that if you don’t want to be killed the first time you’re sent out on a scouting mission,” Drystan said, not even bothering to hide the disgust in his voice as he glanced back over at me. 

“That was hardly a fair fight,” I retorted, my breathing shallow as pain continued to radiate through my body.

Resentment coursed through me at Drystan’s words. As if I hadn’t spent years acting as a scout for Lorcan. As if I couldn’t kill someone faster than he could imagine if I were only able to use my gift. His ridiculous training was a waste. There was no one else in his war band more capable of hunting down Lorcan and killing him than me. 

“Real fights won’t be fair,” Drystan said, his gaze hard. “I would think someone with your… history would know that.” 

I took a deep breath, fighting for calm. I knew about unfairness far better than he did. I was, after all, the one who had spent two years of my life being hunted by his warriors simply because of the gift that had been granted to me by the Spirits. Not to mention all the unfairness I’d suffered since returning to these walls.  

“What happened?” The sharp call broke through my bitter thoughts and some of the tightness in my chest eased as I looked up to see Drystan’s second-in-command, Lewella, approaching us. 

She was dressed in the black pants and dark blue shirt, embroidered with the wolf’s head seal of Blaidd, that all the warriors wore. She kept her dark hair short and her brow was furrowed as she came to a stop beside Drystan, her gaze locked on me. 

“You are supposed to be overseeing the archers right now,” Drystan said, his scowl returning. 

“No one else is currently willing to see the shifter to the infirmary. I don’t believe he’s of much use to Ri Cadfael if he’s injured,” she replied, raising her brows as she met Drystan’s gaze. 

He muttered something under his breath before motioning at me. “Take him then. But I want you back on the archery field once you’ve handed him off to Cian.” He paused, turning to me. “I expect you back here for more sword work this evening, shifter. You obviously have some work to do.” 

I glowered at him and it took everything in me not to spew a string of curses. His continual insults were even more unbearable with the way he used the word shifter, as if I didn’t have a damn name. 

“Let’s get you to Cian,” Lewella said, motioning for me to follow her. 

I squared my shoulders and limped off behind her, though I only made it a few steps before my ankle gave way and I ended up down on one knee. I cursed under my breath and squeezed my eyes shut against the pain. I could only imagine the taunting I was going to receive from the other warriors after this. Seachnall and I had been far from alone in the sparring area and there were plenty of others who would have witnessed my humiliation. 

“Here,” Lewella said, bending down to help me. 

“Thank you,” I mumbled as she slipped an arm around my good shoulder to support my weight. 

“Seachnall didn’t exactly play fair, did he?” she asked, her disapproval evident in her tone as we slowly made our way toward the castle. 

“Hardly,” I muttered, letting out a low hiss when I stumbled over a rock and twisted the same ankle. 

“I’ll be having a discussion with him later,” she replied. “Even if Drystan won’t.” 

“Thank you.” 

Silence fell between us as we continued on and for not the first time, I wished Lewella was warrior chief instead of Drystan. She was certainly far more fair than he was. She was also one of the few at Clogwyn who had treated me decently and while I expected it probably had something to do with the close relationship of her fiancé, Emer, with Seren, I appreciated it all the same. 

When we reached the door to the armory, Lewella ushered me through first. I waited for her just inside the door, trying to ignore the dark looks and hushed conversation of a handful of warriors who were polishing their blades a few feet away. None of them trusted me and most of them feared me, waiting for me to turn on them and slaughter them in their sleep. 

Cadfael had done a thorough job of convincing the people of Clogwyn that shapeshifters were weak-minded monsters who would give their souls over to the Dark Spirits at a moment’s notice, turning themselves into mindless killers. It wasn’t true, but that hadn’t stopped Cadfael from spreading such lies and people were all too willing to believe him instead of looking at the proof right in front of them. 

Lewella came up and supported my good shoulder again, the two of us continuing on across the armory. My injured shoulder felt like it was on fire, but I forced myself to keep moving. As we stepped out of the armory and into one of the long castle hallways, I repeated the same words I had been telling myself for days now. Kill Lorcan and destroy Fianna. That was my purpose here. That was why I would endure the likes of Drystan and Seachnall. The moment Cadfael set me loose, no matter how hard it was, I would hunt down Lorcan and I would end him. That was the ultimate way I could aid Seren in stopping Fianna from turning the Clan of Blaidd into an uninhabitable wasteland, and I would see it through. No matter what. 
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The Ri’s Daughter


Seren





It was difficult not to feel like the entire morning had been a waste. I’d spent two hours in the village of Gefell, talking to the village elder, Tesni, but it had been for nothing. She had not agreed to join me in pushing my father to do more to defeat Fianna. Tesni was content with my father’s actions of sending small groups of warriors north to fight the band of rebels Fianna was using to carry out its attacks and deadly fires. But the forces Father was sending weren’t enough. He’d been using the same tactics for months now and he was no closer to victory. He had built a significant war band in his years as Ri and yet most of his fighting forces remained at the castle. The warriors he had sent out paled in comparison to what he had at his disposal. 

A sigh escaped my lips as my dun stallion, Ceol, followed the dirt path that led from the village to the castle. The bright sunshine and beautiful spring day felt at odds with the frustration and worry that swirled inside me. While the sky was clear and blue here, I knew the sky in the northern part of the clan was most likely covered in smoke and ash. The more recent reports had not been good. Lorcan and Fianna were growing bolder, attacking more villages and farms with their unnatural fires. The people were suffering and all the while, Father continued to sit in his hall and pretend that victory was near at hand. 

“There are other villages,” Domhnall said. He rode beside me on his own stallion, Gwynt. “Tesni is far from the only elder in Blaidd.” 

I glanced over at him and gave him a half-smile, which he returned. He’d been more supportive of me and my cause over the last few weeks than I had ever anticipated. Already he had enlisted the aid of one of his fellow advisory council members, Laoise, and the two of them were as committed as I was to seeing Fianna gone from this land. 

“It would be harder for the two of you to go yourselves, but perhaps it would be wise to seek the aid of some of the elders in the north.” The remark came from the rider on my other side, my close friend and warrior of Blaidd, Emer. 

She had ridden with Domhnall and me down to Gefell, not only as protection for the two of us, but with the hopes of further convincing Tesni as well. Emer was a distant cousin to Tesni, but the family tie hadn’t gone as far as we’d hoped. 

“They haven’t seen the same destruction here that they have in the north,” Emer continued. “Not even during the Purge. Not to mention that it makes them feel safer, having most of the warriors remaining at Clogwyn and in the south. They’re protected, insulated.” 

I nodded, knowing she was right. During the Purge, the last time Fianna had wreaked havoc across the land, much of the southern part of the clan had been spared, especially in comparison to the north. The fires themselves had never reached Castle Clogwyn, something Father had long boasted about. Clogwyn and the villages closest to it had always been the safest places in the clan.  

“I still think it wise to exhaust our closer options first,” Domhnall said. 

“We’ll discuss it with Laoise this evening,” I replied. 

I still wasn’t sure if I had complete trust in Laoise, having known her for most of my life and seeing how crafty and cunning she could be, but at the same time, if someone were to outsmart Father, it would be her. I’d gleaned that much over the last few weeks of secretive meetings and discussions, ones we had gone out of our way to keep hidden. Despite my misgivings regarding Laoise, I needed her, just like I needed Domhnall. The two of them wielded considerable influence at Clogwyn with their places on the advisory council. Far more influence than I did, despite being the Ri’s daughter. 

We rode the rest of the way in silence and before long, the imposing granite walls of Castle Clogwyn came into view. We were let through the castle gate without question and as soon as our horses trotted into the courtyard, we brought them to a halt and dismounted. A few warriors milled about, along with the occasional servant, but from the calm inside the castle, one would not know that a Dark Spirit was ravaging our land. It disturbed me. Father’s lack of urgency was an insult to those who had already lost their homes and their lives.

I rubbed Ceol’s neck as I pulled the reins over his head, noting that the warmth of the day on the ride back had caused my stallion to break into a slight sweat. The days were slowly growing warmer and soon, spring would fade on the island, making way for summer. Emer led the way to the stables, Domhnall and I falling in behind her, but we didn’t make it far before I heard someone shouting my name. I stopped and allowed a castle runner to race toward me. He was young, like many of the messengers, barely sixteen from the looks of it, and by the time he reached me, he was slightly out of breath. 

“Cian has need of you in the infirmary,” the runner said.  

My stomach clenched at the news, but I nodded. “I’ll be on my way at once.” 

The runner dashed off and I tried to ignore the heaviness that was growing in the pit of my stomach. My cousin, Cian, was the castle healer and if he needed me in the infirmary, I doubted it was for anything good. He’d been working long hours over the last week with the return of a handful of warriors from the north. They’d all been sent back to the castle because of the extent of their injuries, many of them tainted with the poison of the Dark Spirits from Fianna’s deadly shadow creatures. Father had done everything in his power to downplay the severity of the injuries, but Cian had requested my help more than once the last few days and I’d seen the truth for myself.

“Here,” Domhnall said, holding out a hand. “I’ll have a stablehand see to Ceol.” 

“Thank you,” I told him, passing him the stallion’s reins. 

Once I had handed off my horse, I took off, drawing a few looks from warriors and servants as I rushed by them. Once I’d scaled the steps of the castle, I hurried through the front doors, into the large entryway. With my sole focus on getting to the infirmary, I didn’t even pause to admire the beautiful wolf carvings that had been etched into the stone walls or the massive wrought iron chandelier above me. Instead, I hurried down the long, winding hallways to the castle’s east wing. 

The infirmary was on the far end of the east wing and I was more familiar with it than I would have liked to have been, having spent many long hours helping Cian tend to the wounded during the Purge. I let myself into the entry chamber, the smaller room where patients were first looked at by one of Cian’s assistants and then separated out in order of need. The entry chamber at least didn’t look particularly busy today; only a few servants were seated in the chairs along the wall, most of them looking as if they only had minor ailments. Still, I knew what lay inside the main chamber, despite Father’s demands that the wounded warriors be hidden away. 

As I closed the door behind me, I caught the attention of the assistant who was going from one patient to the next, talking quietly to them and making notes on a piece of parchment. I recognized her and though I didn’t know her well, I at least knew her name, Aerona. She was considerably older than me, in her mid-fifties, and her mouth turned down as she looked over at me. Like most in the castle, she didn’t much care for me, especially after the events of the Purge, when I had aided shifters in fleeing Blaidd. 

“Cian sent for me?” I said, walking over to her. 

“He did,” Aerona replied, her tone flat. “I’ll let someone know you’re here.” 

She motioned for me to take a seat and I did so, trying to ignore the stares of the others in the room. Father had labeled me a traitor when he had learned of my actions aiding shifters after the Purge, and there were many inside Clogwyn who still held to such beliefs, even years later. My current relationship with Bran, not to mention how vocal I had been in expressing my displeasure over how Father was handling the situation with Fianna, hadn’t helped matters. There were many who saw me as a troublemaker and my affections for a shifter an act of betrayal to our people. 

They wrongly believed my father’s lies that unlike the rest of the gifted, shapeshifters were weak and easily turned by the Dark Spirits. I was determined to change a great many things the day I became Ri of Blaidd, and making the clan a safe place for shifters was one of them. 

The door to the main chamber of the infirmary opened and I couldn’t hold back my quiet sigh of relief as Aerona returned with a healer trailing behind her. The healer, Mair, was twenty, the same age as me, and though she had come to Clogwyn a few months ago, I’d taken an immediate liking to her. Not only was she knowledgeable and skilled in the healing arts, she hadn’t treated me with the same distrust that many others in the castle held. 

I got to my feet as Mair strode over to me, Aerona wandering off to resume speaking to the patients waiting to see healers. A closer look at Mair revealed blood staining the sleeves of her shirt and her expression was weary. 

“Cian is waiting for you in one of the private rooms,” Mair said, motioning for me to follow her. 

I did so, coming to walk side by side with her as we stepped into the main chamber. The dried blood splattering her clothes only made the knot in my belly grow. I hoped one of the warriors hidden away in the private rooms hadn’t taken a turn for the worse. 

“Bran arrived a short while ago,” she said as we walked, “and Cian is going to need help seeing to his dislocation. I would do it myself, but I have a broken leg I have to set. And… I’m afraid no one else was willing to assist him.”

My stomach clenched at the news of Bran and at the same time, an anger rushed through me with Mair’s last statement. I hated the fear and vitriol that had been directed at Bran since he had come to Clogwyn. He had done nothing to deserve the ire of those around him. 

Mair led me to one of the private rooms located along the far wall of the main chamber, usually reserved for the most severe of cases or people in the castle with high standing. Mair went to leave when we reached the door, but I placed a hand on her arm to stop her. 

“Thank you,” I told her, holding her gaze. “For being willing to help him.” 

“No one deserves to suffer,” she said. 

As she turned and left, I could feel a lump settle in the back of my throat. If only more people felt that way. If only my own father did. Shaking my head, I tried to clear my thoughts as I pushed open the door and stepped into the small room. Cian would need me to be focused. Even with his healing gift, fixing a dislocation wasn’t the easiest of tasks. 

Bran was seated on the small bed at the center of the room, hanging his head while Cian inspected his shoulder. I couldn’t help but wince when I caught sight of the awkward angle of his arm. Both men looked over at me when they heard me enter, relief passing over their features. 

“Spirits, Bran,” I said as I came over to the bed. “What happened?” 

There were streaks of dirt on his clothes and while it looked like Cian had cleaned up his face, he had the beginnings of a bruise along his jaw and a bit of dried blood at the corner of his mouth. 

“I got a little too well acquainted with Seachnall’s fists,” Bran replied. He tried for a smile, but it was half-hearted and I could hear the bitterness in his voice. 

“By accident?” I asked, raising my brows and trying to calm my own rising anger. 

Bran shrugged his good shoulder, not meeting my gaze. I glanced over at Cian, his pressed-together lips and disapproving expression telling me everything I needed to know. Drystan needed to get better control of his warriors. There had been far too many training accidents lately that had ended in Bran getting injured. 

“I’ve tended to his jaw and his ankle, but healing his shoulder will go more smoothly, and hopefully less painfully, with an extra set of hands,” Cian said. 

He walked over to a nearby table and grabbed a bottle of spirits that I knew was mixed with a few herbs that would give a sedative effect. He filled an empty mug. 

“You’re going to want this,” he said, walking back over to Bran and handing him the mug. 

Bran raised his brows as he took it with his good hand. “That bad, huh?” 

“Better than if I had to force it back in with nothing but brute strength, but it’s still going to hurt,” Cian replied. 

Bran let out a quiet sigh before throwing the drink back in three large gulps. Cian refilled the mug once more, getting Bran to down a bit more before instructing him to lie back on the bed. He then motioned me to join him next to Bran’s awkwardly hanging arm. 

“The spirits should knock him out enough,” Cian said quietly. “What I’m going to need you to do is guide and support the arm as I push the bone back into place. It will go quickly, but the smoother it is, the less pain for him.” 

I nodded, the two of us waiting for the spirits to lull Bran into a state of semiconsciousness. At Cian’s instructions, I placed my hands under Bran’s arm, supporting the limb while Cian gently placed his hands on Bran’s shoulder. It was an odd sight, watching as Bran’s arm moved back into place simply under Cian’s touch. As Bran’s shoulder joint popped back into place, he let out a sigh of relief. 

“Done,” Cian said, releasing his hold on Bran before taking a step back. “Move it for me, just to be sure.” 

I too stepped back and Bran carefully rotated his arm, the pained expression leaving his face as he did so. 

“Good as new,” Bran said, his words slightly slurred. 

“Good,” Cian replied. “I still recommend you take the rest of the day to rest. You’ll be back in the training yard tomorrow.” 

“Drystan wants me back tonight.” Bran swayed slightly as he half sat up. 

Cian frowned and steadied him. “I’ll have a talk with Drystan.” 

“Okay,” Bran said, rolling his shoulders. “Feels better but hurt like the blazes.” 

“Imagine if you hadn’t had something to take the edge off,” I told him wryly. 

“I’m going to have you stay here for a bit, probably an hour or so, to let those spirits wear off,” Cian said. “Mair and I will be in to check on you.” 

Bran nodded, getting comfortable on the bed once more. Cian walked back over to the table, cleaning up his work space, and I came around in front of Bran. 

“I have to help with the wolves this afternoon,” I said, taking one of his hands in mine and giving it a gentle squeeze. “But I’ll come check on you as soon as I’m done.” 

“‘Kay,” he replied. “Love you.” 

“I love you,” I murmured, brushing my lips across his forehead. 

Though part of me was loathe to leave him, I knew he was in good hands with Cian and Mair. With Bran laid out on the bed, I helped Cian finish cleaning up before the two of us departed the room. 

“We’ll keep an eye on him,” Cian said as I closed the door behind us. “And I’ll send word to Drystan that he won’t be going back to the training yard tonight, on my orders.”

“Thank you,” I replied, unable to hide a disgusted scoff as I shook my head. “If Drystan is so keen to use Bran as a weapon, it’s beyond me why he continually allows him to get injured.” 

“Drystan has a tendency to let his personal feelings get the better of him. Much like Uncle Cadfael.” Cian grimaced.

Which is why this clan is in the state it’s in, I thought, a bitter taste filling my mouth as I thought of the roles Drystan and Father had played in the last few dark and deadly years. Cian bid me farewell, heading off to tend to other patients, and I saw myself out of the infirmary. Helping to care for my family’s wolf pack this afternoon would at least offer me some distraction from worrying about Bran and my failure in Gefell. 

I hoped that when Domhnall and I met with Laoise later tonight, she would have a better idea of what to do next. Enlisting the aid of the village elders and getting them to push back against Father’s lack of action had seemed like a worthwhile idea, but it would do us no good if none of them were willing to speak out. 

And we don’t have time to wait for them to get bold enough to do so, I thought, my chest tight as I strode down the hallway, heading for the south tower. Each day that passed, Fianna’s fires destroyed more land and the Dark Spirit became even further entrenched in Blaidd. What our people needed was urgency and Spirits be damned, I would get my father to understand that if it was the last thing I did. 








  
  

Chapter 3
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An Unquenchable Flame


Seren





“You did make beautiful children,” I told the handsome male wolf, Taranau, as I brushed his sleek grey coat. 

He flicked his ears back when he heard my voice, but otherwise, his gaze remained on the group of pups wrestling and yipping at one another a few feet away while their dam, Gylfym, napped in a sunbeam. The litter had been the most recent born this spring, the latest in the Ris of Blaidd’s long line of cherished wolves. My family had raised wolves as both companions and hunting animals for generations. Most of the pack lived in the west tower that had been transformed into a large den centuries ago, though they were allowed to roam the castle at times, and some people, like myself, had cherished pack members we tended to keep close to us. 

Seventeen wolves filled the den this afternoon and I’d spent the last few hours helping see to their needs with Nia, the Nead Maithair, or den mother. Nia had been in the well-respected position for as long as I could remember, and she took her care of the wolves seriously. Though I couldn’t fault her on her care of the pack, she had never much cared for me when I was a child and her opinion of me hadn’t improved over the years. 

She cast wary glances at me as I continued to brush Taranau, as if she expected me to do something underhanded to the wolf at any moment. Her distrust had made for a trying afternoon and I continually had to remind myself I was doing this for the wolves, not Nia. Brushing Taranau was my last task for the day and once I was finished, I called my two wolves, Awyr and Cryfder, over to me before gathering my things. Nia watched me with continued skepticism. 

“I’m heading out,” I said when I walked over to her, Awyr and Cryfder at my heels. “Taranau has been taken care of and there’s fresh water in the basins. I was wondering if I could take one of the pups with me to give them a bit more interaction.” 

“And where exactly would you be taking them?” Nia asked, narrowing her eyes at me. 

“Not out of the castle,” I replied. “Just to visit a friend.”

“Make sure the pup is back before dinner.” She let out a huff before grumbling under her breath, “Asking me things as I if can deny the Ri’s daughter.” 

I forced myself to ignore the cutting remark and instead walked over to some of the older pups who were playing with a few deer antlers. It wasn’t difficult to choose which pup to bring with me. Eofn was a troublemaker, just like my Cryfder, but the little pup was one of Bran’s favorites. 

I scooped him up, and we left the den behind. I cradled the pup in my arms as we walked down the hallway toward the warrior’s quarters, noticing that he was looking more and more grey as he lost his puppy coat. Cryfder watched the young pup with interest as we walked, no doubt wishing to play with him. 

“Easy, little one,” I told Eofn as he wiggled in my arms. “Believe me: You don’t want me dropping you on this stone floor.” 

I readjusted the pup, taking a firmer hold of him. The hallways were largely empty, but I passed the occasional servant, though they paid me little heed, going about their business for the day. When I reached Bran’s room, I knocked and was pleased to see him looking a bit less haggard when he answered. 

“I brought a few friends,” I said. “I thought you might enjoy their company.” 

He grinned as he took in Eofn, Awyr, and Cryfder and ushered us in. I set Eofn down on the floor as Bran closed the door. Cryfder immediately swooped over to engage with the young pup, the two of them pawing at one another, while Awyr hung back and watched. Not only was she older than the other two wolves, she had always been more reserved and aloof by nature. 

I glanced around Bran’s small room while he got down on the floor with Cryfder and Eofn. It had a few more personal touches than the last time I had been in it a few days ago. And though it was one of the smallest rooms in the warrior’s quarters, something I was sure had been intentional on Drystan’s part, it at least had one small window that let in a little bit of light and looked out onto the distant Dail mountains. 

“Thank you for bringing them,” Bran said, coming up behind me and resting his hands on my shoulders. 

His breath brushed the back of my neck as he spoke and I couldn’t suppress a shiver of pleasure, my chest fluttering. The feelings he stirred up in me had been more thrilling than I had ever imagined. 

“You’re welcome,” I replied. 

He glanced back over at the wolves. “They’re having so much fun, I’m almost tempted to join them.”

I let out a soft laugh. “I don’t think they would complain.” 

“Probably not,” he said, gently spinning me around and letting one of his hands fall to my waist while the other cupped my face. “But then I wouldn’t be able to do this.” 

He captured my lips in a kiss that left me breathless. I wrapped my arms around his neck, giving in to his touch. I could feel my blood heat, a warmth settling in my middle as he pulled me closer. I couldn’t fathom how something that felt so right could be wrong. He had my heart and soul and I longed for him in ways that left me aching inside. 

“You’re supposed to be resting,” I told him as we eased apart from one another. 

“Mmm,” he replied, resting his forehead against mine. “True, but this is making me feel much better.” 

I laughed before he pressed another kiss to my lips. 

“Cian will have my head if I’m the reason you don’t follow his instructions,” I said when we parted once more. “And you need rest.” 

He released a long sigh before leaning back. 

“Always the sensible one,” he said, a teasing glint in his rich brown eyes. 

“One of us has to be.” I smiled, then made myself step away from him. 

He did need to rest after his injuries today. Cian’s gift had the power to speed up the healing process, but it still taxed the body. Cryfder, it seemed, had given up on his game with Eofn and wandered over to lie down near Bran’s hearth with Awyr, though Eofn quite obviously wasn’t done playing. He crawled over Cryfder, nibbling at his ears and causing Cryfder to let out a low grumble. Bran and I both chuckled before he called Eofn over to him. The pup trotted to him and as I watched Bran pick him up and cradle him in his arms, I swore my heart skipped a beat. How the rest of the castle couldn’t see Bran’s inherent gentleness and kindness was beyond me. 

Bran walked over to his bed, grabbing an old-looking leather belt off a rickety table before flopping down onto the well-worn mattress. He set Eofn next to him, letting the pup gnaw on the gnarled old leather. 

“Join us?” Bran asked, looking over at me. “Then you can report back to Cian that I did as I was told. Mostly.” 

I smiled, joining him on the bed. I stretched out beside him while Eofn curled up between the two of us, the pup fully occupied with biting the old leather belt. It was a tight fit on Bran’s narrow bed, but we made it work. After a moment, Bran rolled over to face me, resting a hand under his head. 

“We live in the same castle and yet I feel as if I never see enough of you,” he said softly, taking my hand in his own and caressing the back of my palm with his thumb. 

I briefly closed my eyes, reveling in the tingle of awareness his touch ignited in me. 

“I know,” I said with a quiet sigh. 

“How did it go in Gefell?” 

I grimaced. “Not as well as I’d hoped. Tesni believes Father is wise in not wanting to cause a panic. I think Emer is right. Tesni and those like her aren’t in the north. They aren’t seeing what’s happening and Father is doing everything in his power to hide the evidence of how bad things truly are.” 

“You’ll convince them,” Bran said, giving my hand a squeeze. “I know you will. You’ve already convinced Laoise, and I can’t say that’s something I ever saw coming.” 

I leaned over and kissed him, careful not to squish Eofn between us. He had always shown me such support and I would forever be grateful for it. 

“Careful,” he teased when I eased away. “You might start something and then where will we be?” 

I rolled my eyes at him, playfully shoving his arm, and he grinned before turning over onto his back and putting his uninjured arm behind his head. He tried to stifle a yawn, but he wasn’t successful. 

“Rest,” I told him. “You’ve had quite the day.” 

“If you insist,” he said, another yawn overtaking him. 

“I do.” 

It didn’t take long for his eyes to flutter shut and his breathing to deepen. Eofn soon tired as well and before long, the pup was also fast asleep. I felt a twinge in my chest as I watched the two of them. How I dreamed of a life full of peaceful moments like this one. And yet at the same time, I couldn’t forget the looming threat of Fianna or the vow I had made to the Wolf Spirit. If I wanted the future I longed for, it was clear to me that I would have to fight for it. But it will be worth it, I reminded myself. I would bring about a new age in Blaidd, one of peace and acceptance. I wouldn’t let Fianna and its darkness win. 








  
  

Chapter 4
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Whispers of Smoke


Alannah





Flying was one of the few times in my life that I felt truly free. The mountains beneath me grew taller as I soared through the air, the forest below becoming thicker the deeper I traveled into Ioliare. If I didn’t want my charge to get lost in the maze of trees, I would need to change my altitude. I dove down, slipping between the branches of oak, poplar, and beech, slowing my speed now that I was forced to fly among the trees instead of soaring above them. 

A lone horse and rider made their way through the forest, the rider shrouded in a cloak of dark green. With the light drizzle, he had his hood pulled over his head, obscuring his features, but I could easily imagine his narrowed eyes and the tight set of his jaw. Aengus hadn’t wanted to drop everything to tend to Lorcan’s injured fighters, but Lorcan had left him little choice and Aengus knew full well what the price was for defying him. 

I let out a screech, letting Aengus know I was near and he turned his head toward me, guiding his horse so that he was following my lead. I continued on, dodging any low branches that sought to impede me. It had been my job to fetch him and bring him to our encampment, and it would be my job to lead him back to Beag when he was finished. Normally I would have griped about being forced to play the role of messenger, but I’d found such things didn’t bother me as much when Aengus was involved. The healer intrigued me, despite his reluctance to be involved with Lorcan’s band. 

As we continued through the forest, I was forced to slow my speed even more as the ground became rockier and Aengus’ mount began to struggle. Despite my frustration with the slower pace, it did give me time to admire the fine specimen of a man below me. Though the drizzle hadn’t stopped, Aengus had pushed off the hood of his cloak, giving me a better view of his handsome face, golden blond hair, and forest green eyes. He was a prize of a man, that was for certain. 

My current lover, Dara, was nowhere near as striking as Aengus, but at least he offered his own sort of comfort in the dead of night. He hadn’t been my first choice for a lover, but my options were limited, and being with Dara was far better than the loneliness I’d spent so long trying to escape. 

Especially now that Bran is gone. The thought of my fellow shifter made my chest tighten. Like a fool, Bran had betrayed Lorcan and run off with the Ri’s daughter. There would be no coming back from what he had done. No one else could have told the war band of Blaidd exactly where our hideout in the caves of Ogof had been. If the Stag Spirit hadn’t warned Lorcan, we all would have been slaughtered when Cadfael’s warriors had come for us. We knew Bran was at Clogwyn; I’d seen him there myself, practically throwing himself at Cadfael’s daughter.

I shook my head again, pushing away all thoughts of the traitorous man I’d once foolishly welcomed to my bed and forcing myself to focus on the task at hand. Aengus and I climbed higher up the craggy peaks of Ioliare, eventually coming to a small clearing that was well hidden in the rugged mountainside. A few crude huts had been fashioned in a small semicircle and a string of horses, not the finest mounts but serviceable enough, stood tied to a long picket line. Mercenaries milled about, most of them congregating around the few fires spread out in the center of the huts. 

Aengus pulled his horse to a halt and I flew down beside him, changing into my human form as soon as my feet hit the ground. Aengus’ mare shied at my sudden transformation, but he kept a firm hold on her. Three mercenaries stood guard at the edge of the camp and when they saw us, one of them headed toward the largest hut, which belonged to Lorcan.

One glance at Aengus showed me that he was no happier now than he’d been when we’d left Beag, his gaze still hard and his jaw clenched. The longer I studied him, the more I found myself hating the thought that he might blame me for forcing his hand. Aengus had made it clear that while he would aid Lorcan with his wounded, he’d not be drawn into our conflict. He was different from the sort of men I’d found myself drawn to over and over again; far different from a man like Dara. At times, I wondered if it was weak of me to be drawn to a man who showed such little aggressive and possessive tendencies, but I was drawn to him all the same.

“I didn’t wish to force you here,” I told Aengus, softening my tone as I stepped closer to him. “But I have my duties. I hope you can understand that.” 

He released a quiet sigh, giving me a slight nod. When his gaze lingered, I worked hard to hide the thrill that coursed through me. Maybe he wasn’t as immune to me as I’d first believed. At twenty-three, I wasn’t unaware of my beauty and I knew full well that it was usually one of the only reasons men were drawn to me. My auburn hair, piercing blue eyes, and the soft curves of my body had been the one power I had always been able to wield, and something that had driven my sister mad with jealousy. 

The brief thoughts of Fflur made my stomach clench and I forced my memories away from my sister. She had betrayed me. She was the reason I’d been forced to survive in the wilderness. It was people like her that proved that Fianna and Lorcan were right. It was time for Blaidd to go through the fire so that a new era could rise. One day, when Lorcan was Ri, I would make Fflur pay for what she had done to me. Fflur and those like her would regret the day that they had supported Cadfael in his vengeful bloodshed. 

“I assume you’ll be the one seeing me back when I’m finished?” Aengus asked, pulling me from my dark thoughts. 

“As always,” I replied, allowing my arm to lightly brush against his. 

The reaction I got in return pleased me. A slight flush tinged his cheeks and he cleared his throat before putting space between us once more. I didn’t have much time to dwell on my pleasure, however, as commotion from the camp drew our attention. 

Lorcan and Dara strode over to us with two burly mercenaries flanking them. Dara’s gaze flitted between Aengus and me, a slight furrow marring his brow, but when I flashed him a smile, his expression smoothed. I forced myself to keep my smile on my face, resisting the urge to scowl instead. Dara had agreed to an open relationship, one with no strings attached. My attraction to Aengus was none of his business. 

“Good of you to join us, Aengus,” Lorcan said when he reached us, giving the healer a curt nod. “Never fear; you will be well compensated for your services.” 

I bit the inside of my cheek, part of me bristling at Lorcan’s arrogant tone. Aengus would be well compensated, with the coin that I, and others, had stolen. Lorcan had promised us all a lifetime of lavishness and luxury, but not until Cadfael was dead, and I would be lying if I said that scraping out a living in the wilds of Ioliare while knowing the amount of coin that was being funneled into Lorcan’s pockets wasn’t starting to grate on me. 

“If someone can show me to the wounded, I’ll get to work straight away,” Aengus said. “I have business awaiting me back in Beag.” 

“Of course.” Lorcan motioned for Dara to go with Aengus and the two men walked off, but Lorcan lingered, turning his attention to me. 

“After you see him back to Beag, you are to scout to the west, near Dearg and Isac. I want to know exactly how many warriors Drystan has clustered in that stretch of mountains.” 

“Understood,” I replied. 

“Good. Go get some rest. I’ll need you at your best.” 

I gave him a respectful nod before making my own way into the camp. When I took my hawk form using my gift of shapeshifting, it drained me. I would need to recuperate before going out again, something Lorcan was well aware of. 

Despite the growing tinges of frustration I felt toward him of late, I owed him. I’d been moments away from death when he had found me. My sister had turned me over to warriors of Blaidd who had planned my execution in the village square. To this day, I could still vividly remember how they had taunted and tormented me, calling me a monster simply for the power that flowed through my veins. But Lorcan had found me before they could hang me, freeing me from my captors with the help of Fianna. 

I’d been with him ever since, devoting myself to the future he envisioned for Blaidd. The one where the Wolf Spirit’s line of Ris was destroyed and a new line took its place; one that would be forged by Fianna itself. What Lorcan was doing was necessary. Cadfael had poisoned Blaidd and its people. He and his son had hunted my kind until we had almost ceased to exist. Fianna had to purge the land of Cadfael’s poison. When the era of the Stag Spirit came to Blaidd, shifters like me would finally be free. 

I skirted the small fires dotting the camp, along with the mercenaries gathered around them, heading for the hut I shared with Dara. Though we had to share the space, we at least each had our separate quarters, the benefits of Dara being the leader of the mercenaries and me being Lorcan’s prized shifter. The rest of the mercenaries weren’t so lucky, crammed into other huts practically piled on top of one another. 

Once I reached the hut, I ducked through the hide flap that created the front door. The shared space in the front of the hut was small and narrow, boasting only one crudely put together chair and a small hearth for cooking, but it was more than what the others had. The doors that led into the two separate sleeping rooms were nothing more than flimsy pieces of canvas, stolen from a tentmaker a few weeks ago. Still, they were better than nothing. 

I ducked through the canvas flap that led into my room and shed my boots before lying down on my sleeping pallet. Once I’d settled into the blankets, I rolled over onto my back to stare up at the ceiling, a wave of exhaustion washing over me. I’d just let my eyes flutter shut when I felt another presence enter the room, one that carried with it a familiar darkness. 

The smell of smoke filled my nostrils and my eyes flew open. I sat up on my elbows, my heart beating rapidly as I looked toward the door and saw a shadow creature standing just inside my room. The grotesque being stared back at me with flickering ember eyes. Its body was made of smoke and ash, its form similar to that of a small deer, but that was where any similarities ended. Sharp claws grew from its legs instead of hooves and long fangs protruded from its mouth. Smoke drifted from its nostrils as it breathed, and the presence of Fianna filled my room. 

The creature belonged to the Stag Spirit, though it and four others had been granted to Lorcan to help him defeat Cadfael. The shadow creatures were how we started Fianna’s fires, though they were fickle, difficult beings. With my gifting, I was able to exert some control over them, and Lorcan would often put me in charge of one of the creatures during our attacks, but I’d never had one seek me out. As far as I knew, the beings only truly answered to Fianna and Lorcan. A tingling in my wrist caused me to look down at it. A quiver settled in my stomach as I noticed the small burn mark on the side of my wrist, the one that had formed when I had sworn my blood bond to Lorcan, had taken on an odd, fiery glow. 

“What do you want?” I asked the shadow creature, slightly unnerved by the fact that it continued to stand and stare at me, filling my room with smoke as it breathed. 

The creature gave a low sound that was something akin to a snort, a few glowing embers leaping from its mouth before dying out after they hit the dirt floor. 

Lorcan is losing focus. He cannot get me what I seek, nor is he proving himself capable of destroying the threats to my future line. 

The voice that infiltrated my thoughts made me tense. Fianna had been speaking to me with far too much regularity of late. I still wasn’t entirely certain what to make of its sudden interest in me. 

What do you want from me? I asked, swallowing hard. 

Your loyalty. 

You already have it. I have no loyalty to the Wolf Spirit and its line. What is it you really want?

I heard something that sounded like a wheezing laugh in return and the shadow creature’s eyes blazed. 

Always so to the point, Fianna said. I like that in a mortal. It isn’t so much what I want from you; it is what I need. There are threats in Castle Clogwyn and there is a mortal who carries blood that has the power to destroy the Wolf Spirit’s claim on the Clan of Blaidd. 

And what do I have to do with this? 

Lorcan has shown me over and over again that he will not deal with the threats at Clogwyn and he has continually failed to ensnare the mortal I need. But you… 

I shook my head, letting out a shuddering breath. I wasn’t foolish enough to go behind Lorcan’s back. Not even for Fianna. He would have me killed if he even caught a hint of such treachery. I would do my part to bring about Blaidd’s new era, but I wasn’t going to slit my own throat. 

You have the wrong person, I said. 

So certain are you? Tell me, how long will you believe your sister’s lies? You could be so much more than what you are. 

I took in a sharp breath, hating how the quiver in my stomach grew. Memories came back to me: memories of my parents dying, of Fflur’s taunts and the way she would always make sure I knew my place in her home. I had been only fourteen when our parents had died and Fflur, newly married and living in Blaidd, had taken me in. At first, I’d thought my tragic story might have a happy ending, but Fflur had made my life misery from the moment I’d stepped through her door. 

None of her hatred for me had waned in the years we’d been apart and she used her aid of me to make herself a martyr to those around her. And then the Purge had come. Fflur had sold me to Cadfael’s warriors to save her own skin, her last words to me ones that had told me that I was nothing. But how had Fianna known of that old, unhealed wound? It was Lorcan I had sworn myself to in blood and given the power to infiltrate my thoughts, not the Stag Spirit itself. 

Oh, you will find that I know a great many things, little mortal, it said, its rasping laugh once more ringing in my ears. 

You would be better served with someone else, I replied, averting my gaze from the creature. 

I will keep my own counsel on how I will be best served. There was a hard edge to the Spirit’s tone and the shadow creature’s eyes blazed once more. But there is time yet. I have waited over a thousand years to claim the land of Blaidd. I can be patient. 

The dark presence faded and the shadow creature turned into a ball of smoke, materializing through the canvas flap and taking with it the smoky haze that had filled the room. I slumped back down on my pallet, squeezing my eyes shut as a shiver coursed down my spine. I was committed to a new Blaidd, to seeing the end of Cadfael and all who shared his blood, but bargaining with Fianna meant bargaining with my soul. And that was a bargain I was not certain I was ready to make. 








  
  

Chapter 5
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The Blood of Blaidd


Seren





Water cascaded down the falls in front of me, the moonlight reflecting off the rushing river below. I stood alone on the rocky riverbank. The Spirits had guided me to this place, leading me over the grassy green hills and through the starlit forest. There had been an urgency to their call, an urgency I could still feel even now. 

I smelled the smoke before I felt the suffocating darkness fill the air. When I turned, I saw that Fianna stood behind me. A human figure was beside it, hooded and cloaked, but neither the stranger, nor the Stag Spirit, seemed to pay me any heed. Their focus was on the distant wood line. 

The shrill cry of a hawk broke through the still night air. Above me, I saw the creature’s shadowy form as it streaked across the sky. It dove down to the ground between Fianna and the stranger, but before its talons hit the grass, it transformed into a ball of smoke and then took the shape of another cloaked, shrouded figure. 

Fianna turned its attention to me, its antlers blazing. “Do you still wish for death, little Daughter of Blaidd? Or do you wish to join the others who see the wisdom of a new order?” 

I could only assume it spoke of its shadowy companions. They were obscured by the darkness, preventing me from making out their features. 

“I have made my vow,” I told Fianna, lifting my chin. “I will not side with you.” 

“Then you will learn what happens to those who are foolish enough to stand in my way,” Fianna snarled, sparks spraying from its mouth and antlers. “And you will see what power I can wield when I have the blood of the line of Blaidd at my disposal.”

I was thrust out of the vision, Fianna’s words still ringing in my ears. As my body shook, I forced myself to focus on the things I could hear, taste, and smell. I always struggled with my soul’s sudden return from the Spirit Realm. The pungent scent of the lavender and vervain, the herbs still burning strongly in the brazier, gave me something to focus on and I forced myself to take slow, even breaths. 

When I finally opened my eyes, I was no longer disoriented. Fianna was strong, but I had prepared the small room I used for my visions with herbs that would keep my soul grounded, even with an interaction with the Dark Spirit. After remaining sitting cross-legged on the floor for a few moments more, I got to my feet. 

There was a smoky haze in the air from the brazier, and a bit of daylight peeked around the edges of the closed curtains. The room was attached to my personal chambers and had once been used as a nursery many years ago, but my former mentor, Anwen, had helped me transform it into a sacred space where I could harness the power of my gift. 

I walked over to the table near the room’s one small window and put out the brazier. Next to the ceramic pot were a few vials of restorative tinctures that Cian always concocted for me to help lessen the fatigue that followed my visions. His mixtures did not completely take away the toll it took on my body to venture from one realm into the next, but they helped. I uncorked one of the vials and put a few drops of the liquid on my tongue, my thoughts returning to what I had seen in the Spirit Realm. 

Fianna was growing in power, of that much I was sure, and I knew the hawk I had seen. It had to be Lorcan’s other shifter, Alannah. Bran had known her during his time with Lorcan’s band, and she had hunted us after we fled Ogof. I knew she wasn’t to be underestimated, but it was the last words that Fianna had spoken to me that stayed with me and made my stomach churn. 

What had the Stag Spirit meant by the line of Blaidd? As far as I knew, I was the only one left who bore that blood. Eamon was dead, as were my uncle and his children. None of my cousins had survived the burning of their home, and all their bodies had been accounted for. So who had Fianna been referring to? 

I shook my head, letting out a deep breath before making my way to my common room. I might not understand Fianna’s warning, but it had been there all the same. It would be unwise to discount it. Once in my common room, I peeked into my bedchamber to check on Awyr and Cryfder. The two of them were sound asleep on my bed, taking a late afternoon nap. Earlier this morning, I had taken them on a ride with me, knowing I would be preoccupied for a better part of the afternoon, and the exercise appeared to have done its job of tuckering them out. 

Leaving my chambers, I made my way across the castle to Domhnall’s rooms. I was to meet with him and Laoise again this afternoon to discuss what our next course of action would be. And now I must tell them of what I’ve seen, I thought, pressing my lips together as I passed a few servants carrying loads of dirty linens. Laoise and Domhnall at least would listen to my words, unlike my father, who would discount whatever I said outright. 

When I reached Domhnall’s chambers, he answered the door and ushered me in. Laoise was already present, seated near the table that Domhnall used as a desk. I joined her in another chair, putting my back to the bright sun that shone in through the windows, while Domhnall settled across from us. Like the rest of the advisors, Domhnall had one of the more spacious chambers in the castle, and he’d made it his home after almost five years of living at Clogwyn. There was a shelf of leather-bound books, a beautifully woven rug that bore the scene of a lively hunt, and tapestries with hawks and mountains that spoke of his homeland of Seabhac. 

“I think,” Laoise said as I settled in my chair, “that it is time to express to others that Ri Cadfael intends to break the hymddeol. Cadfael knows the importance of such tradition. He knows he must step down. In all of Blaidd’s history, no Ri has ever defied it. I haven’t wanted to spread such rumors without more proof than just my word, but the elders need something to spur them to act. We can’t afford for them to waste time hemming and hawing over what to do.”

“What about traveling north?” I asked. “I believe Emer made a valid argument that those here in the south were somewhat insulated during the Purge and even now, they do not see what is happening outside of their own homes.” 

“Traveling means leaving the castle.” Domhnall shook his head. “It’s one thing to come up with excuses for why we might be gone for a day, another to make up believable excuses for a multiday journey.”

Laoise held up a hand. “Under other circumstances, I would be in agreement, but we have Ri Cadfael to contend with. The less of his notice we draw, the better, and I don’t see how venturing north could be done without drawing his attention. And I, for one, do not trust any messenger in this castle to deliver any sort of message that would be kept from Cadfael’s prying eyes.” 

“If only we could utilize Bran,” I said with a sigh. He was the ideal discreet messenger, with his shapeshifting abilities, but Father had kept him under lock and key ever since sparing his life. 

Domhnall tensed slightly at the mention of Bran, but the moment passed, and my attention once more returned to Laoise as she spoke again. 

“Cadfael’s intentions regarding the hymddeol should be more than enough,” she said. “Even the rumor of him planning to disregard it will be unthinkable to the elders.” She paused, focusing directly on me. “Have you seen anything more of late?” 

“I have,” I replied, worrying my lower lip. “I fear Fianna is only growing stronger, drawing others to its side, including quite possibly another shifter. A woman who is known to Bran and has aided Lorcan for some time now. And… there is another possible threat, one that I do not entirely yet understand.” 

Domhnall’s shoulders bunched and he leaned forward in his seat.

Laoise motioned for me to continue. “Let’s hear it.” 

“Fianna spoke of someone,” I said, “of having the blood of the line of Blaidd under its control.” 

Domhnall frowned, his brow furrowing. “A threat toward you, perhaps. Nothing more.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think it meant me. I have rebuffed it repeatedly, in this last vision and every interaction before it. I fear it referred to someone else.”

“There is no one else,” Laoise said, her tone firm. “Not any longer. Domhnall is right; it is most likely nothing more than a threat against you. A sinister one, yes, but one that has no basis so long as you resist it.” 

I wet my lips, rubbing my palm along my pant leg as I searched for my next words, hoping they wouldn’t sound entirely crazy. I had spoken very little of Aengus since I had returned to the castle, largely because there had been an odd, strong feeling in my gut that perhaps those at Clogwyn did not need to know of the healer who reminded me of my brother—a feeling that felt like it had come from the Spirits themselves. 

“There was a man,” I said. “In Beag. A healer. He aided Bran and me when we escaped Lorcan and… there was a resemblance between him and Eamon. At first I thought it was wishful thinking on my part, but Cian has confessed to me that he noticed it as well.” 

“A coincidence, nothing more.” Domhnall waved his hand. “I met this man as well and outside of hair a similar shade to Eamon’s, I saw little evidence to suggest any sort of blood relation.” 

“You didn’t grow up with Eamon in the same way that Cian and I did.” He hadn’t known Eamon half as well as Cian and even though my brother and I had never been close, we’d still spent our entire lives in the same home.

“We cannot go around making such weighty accusations and assumptions off of a resemblance,” Laoise said. “No matter how close. Unless there is some proof that this man is somehow kin to Ri Cadfael or Fionn, it is wisest to assume the Stag Spirit was making a threat against you, Seren.” 

I didn’t agree with them, but I didn’t have any sort of real proof to convince them otherwise. And, in all fairness, it was a bit far-fetched that Aengus could be any sort of blood kin. Father was a hard man, but I’d never heard even rumors of him being unfaithful to my mother, and Fionn had been devoted to his own wife. It still niggled at me, but I could see the wisdom in Laoise’s caution. 
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