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Dedication


To every woman who has been told she couldn’t. 
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The Island Out of the Sea





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

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

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

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

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

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

Gifted to the five clans to honor and care for.

But three Spirits remained, their offerings denied by the rest of those who  

resided in the Greater Spirit Realm,

Cigfran, the Raven Spirit, wished to bring death, 

Fianna, the Stag Spirit, wished to allow decay, 

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

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

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

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

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








  
  

Chapter one
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One Night





Failure had followed him for months, but tonight his destiny was going to change. Nothing, not even his brother, would stop him. Bleddyn slipped through the crowds that filled the Great Hall of Castle Cryf, numerous revelers looking his way as he wandered among them. Members of every clan on the island of Pern Coen had gathered inside the Clan of Arth’s stronghold for the yearly Sovereignty Feast, the week-long event that celebrated the end to the war between the island and the mainland empire of Kelnore over thirty years ago. 

Many who filled the hall were simply there to enjoy the food, drink, and company while others, like himself, had ulterior purposes. Over the years, the Sovereignty Feast had become not only a time for celebration, but a time for those who led the clans of Pern Coen to strike deals with one another. Tonight, he counted himself among the latter. As he wandered among the throngs of people, many of the attendants from the clans of Arth, Seabhac, Blaidd, Ceffyl, and Tyll looked at him with envy, largely in part because of his title as Ri of Seabhac. But there were still others who looked at him with a pity that made his blood heat. 

Clenching his jaw, he continued on. Soon, the mess of the past few months would be behind him and all who called the island home would look to him as a man to commend and admire—even his father. A few women whispered behind their mugs of ale when he passed them, one of them even going so far as to shoot him an inviting look. Not so long ago, he would have taken them up on their advances. Tonight, however, there was only one woman who would be receiving his romantic attention. The woman who, somehow, in the past four years had gone from a scrawny girl to a tempting beauty. The woman who, after tonight, he would make his wife: Ciara of Arth. 

And Niall finally isn’t here to distract her. His brother was too busy hiding away in his own castle in the southern clan of Blaidd, not even bothering to attend the feast in spite of the slight that his absence gave to Arth’s standing Ri, Nuala. Bleddyn had been trying for months to uncover the real reason behind Niall’s sudden withdrawal from the world in the wake of their mother’s passing, but thus far he’d had little success. He suspected that his younger brother was overwhelmed by his new responsibilities as Ri. Niall had always been one to run from trouble instead of facing it. His absence at the feast was yet more proof that their father never should have named Niall as Ri of Blaidd. 

Bleddyn’s gaze fell on Nuala a few feet away from him and he pushed the dark thoughts of his brother aside. He needed to seek out Ciara, but first, he had a bargain to strike with her cousin. The bulk of Nuala’s admirers from earlier in the evening had left her side and luckily for Bleddyn, her parents were nowhere in sight. While Nuala was now Ri, her mother, Blodwen, still made her presence known in Castle Cryf and neither Blodwen nor her husband, Declan, had ever much cared for him. Like everyone else on the island, they had been too busy showering his perfect younger brother with their favoritism. 

Focus, he told himself, his breath coming fast and his stomach hardening at the thoughts of Niall. Nuala first, then Ciara. Squaring his shoulders, he strode up to Nuala. 

“You’re looking lovely this evening, Nuala,” he said. 

Turning to face him, she arched a brow as she took a sip of her ale. She’d inherited her father’s red hair but her mother’s tall, willowy figure and when she fixed him with a scrutinizing gaze, he was reminded that she had also inherited Blodwen’s sharp mind. 

“Always the flatterer,” she replied, not looking the least impressed by his compliment. 

“It isn’t flattery if it’s true.” 

She let out a quiet snort. “Don’t tell me you’re here to try and convince me to join in on this latest business venture of yours with the mainlanders. The answer is still no.” 

His muscles tensed and he forced himself to keep the smile on his face. No matter the progress he’d made in recent months, his disastrous dealings with his now former father-in-law seemed destined to haunt him. 

“No talk of business,” he said, holding up a hand. “Just polite conversation.” 

She cast him a sidelong glance, muttering something under her breath, but before he could continue their conversation, he saw her. Ciara swept into the hall with an older woman he recognized as her mother, Aideen. He only caught a glimpse of her before she was swallowed up by the crowd, but it had been enough. The sight of her, in her flattering dark red gown, made his pulse race and his mouth go dry. For the hundredth time, he marveled at how the plain, sickly looking girl from his youth had grown into a striking woman. 

“My cousin has caught your attention more than once these past few months, hasn’t she?” Nuala said, taking another sip of her drink. 

“She has,” he answered. “Not quite the same girl from our childhood.” 

“No.” Nuala gave a slow nod. “She’s not.” 

“I’ve heard rumors that she intends to join the war band.” 

He carefully watched Nuala’s expression, pleased to see the wrinkle in her brow and the way she slightly pursed her lips. He had been counting on her disapproval. When he’d first heard the rumors upon arriving for the feast, he’d been less than thrilled. He wanted a bride, not a warrior. If Ciara were to get pulled away by the war band, she might not give him a second thought. 

“She does,” Nuala finally replied, her disdain apparent in each word. 

“You sound less than thrilled.” 

“She’s hardly fit. Not with her condition.” She made a frustrated motion with her free hand. “The war band has long been the pride of Arth. It cannot afford a weak link. I just can’t seem to convince my parents of that.” 

“You know, I had hoped to make her my wife one day.” 

She cocked her head. “Have you now? I would have imagined that declaration would have been coming from your brother, not you.” 

He gritted his teeth. As if he needed another reminder of Niall’s long-held infatuation with Ciara. “My brother no longer seems interested in the world outside of Castle Clogwyn, including her.” 

“No, that he doesn’t.” Nuala snorted again. “You want something. I’m not a fool; spit it out.” 

“We both want something. You want Ciara out of the war band and I want to offer her a life as my Banrion in Seabhac.” 

“I’ve already agreed to allow her into the training.” 

“And at the end of it?” 

She angled herself toward him, the furrow in her brow deepening. “This is Pern Coen, not Kelnore. I can’t make the girl marry you.” 

“I wasn’t suggesting that. I’m not stupid.” He lifted his chin. “I was merely expressing to you that she could have a future outside of the war band—with me. All you would have to do is deem her unfit. That’s well within your right as Ri.” 

She studied him for a moment, pinching her lips. “And you would take it upon yourself to ease my potentially guilty conscience by proposing to her?” 

“Precisely.” 

“And if I deny her at the end of four months for your sake, what do I get out of this? And don’t say your business dealings. I’m not interested.” 

“I wouldn’t dream of it. But I would be willing to make a deal with you separate from the one I’ve made with Kelnore. I know how important your fighting force is to you and I know you’ve heard of the new superior blades the smiths in Seabhac have been producing.” 

She drained the last of her drink. “A one-time deal? And all I have to do is send her on her way at the end of her training?” 

“Simple enough, isn’t it?” 

She was silent for a long moment and he resisted the urge to press her. Much like her mother, Nuala had never cared for being backed into a corner. He’d made that mistake more than once when he’d first become Ri, and he wouldn’t repeat it. 

Finally, she gave a slow nod. “Consider it done.” 

He flashed her a smile, the tension in his shoulders easing. “A pleasure doing business with you, as always.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Leave the flattery to your brother. Draw up a deal and have it delivered to me before you leave, but don’t be so foolish as to let my parents catch wind of this.”

“Of course,” he replied, giving her the low nod deserving of her station as Ri before wishing her well and slipping back into the crowd. 

His chest felt lighter as he began to search the room for Ciara. The darkness of the past few months was starting to lift. He had almost completely earned back the coin that he had lost at the hands of his former father-in-law, Dougal, salvaging the mess that the other man had made of Seabhac’s previous dealings with Kelnore. He never should have trusted the man, just like he never should have married his daughter, Enfys. 

Bleddyn had been the one to come up with the technique to create superior weapons and sell them to those on the mainland, and he was the one with connections to the Imperial House. But, like a fool, he had trusted Dougal and his daughter, only to have the other man squander his money and Enfys betray him. In the end, Enfys hadn’t waited to see if he could pull them out of the mess that they had found themselves in. Instead, she chose to leave him and return to her family. 

But Ciara won’t be like that, he reminded himself as he walked toward the far end of the hall that had been cleared for dancing. When her world comes crashing down, I will be the one who is there for her. Her father was gone, having passed a few weeks prior, and everyone knew of both Lochlainn of Arth’s less than faithful wife and the poor relationship between mother and daughter. Ciara would need him in a way that Enfys never had. He would prove his father wrong, show Pern Coen that he wasn’t a failure and that his mother hadn’t been misguided in naming him Ri before her death. The tide was changing and soon, all of the island would see the greatness that he was capable of. 


      [image: ]Ciara shouldn’t have been as happy as she was that she and her mother had parted ways shortly after arriving at Castle Cryf for the evening. But if things between them had been strained before her father’s death, they were shattered in the wake of it. The past month had felt like a year. On top of dealing with the loss of the one parent whose love she had never doubted, she’d had to deal with the devolving relationship between herself and her mother. At least in the last week, Aideen had let up disparaging her about joining the war band. She supposed that was something. 

Shaking her head, she pushed the thoughts of her mother aside and grabbed another mug of ale from one of the long tables at the far end of the hall. In the end, Aideen had no real reason to complain. Ciara was two weeks shy of her twenty-second birthday, and the only reason that she had continued to remain in her parents’ home after she turned seventeen was to care for her ailing father. And that had been largely because she knew that her mother wouldn’t have done so. As always, Aideen had been too busy wasting their coin and looking for another, younger lover. 

When Ciara took a sip of her drink, she noticed a bitter taste in her mouth, one that she didn’t think was entirely from the ale. Squaring her shoulders, she made her way through the crowd. She wouldn’t allow her mother to ruin her night. Tonight was a night for celebration and she was going to enjoy it; her father would have wanted her to. 

She was only a few feet away from the dance floor when a familiar voice called her name. Grinning, she turned around to see two of her closest friends, Eira and Sorcha, striding toward her.

“You wore it,” Eira said with a satisfied smirk, motioning to Ciara’s dress after the three of them exchanged hugs. 

“I told you I would, didn’t I?” Ciara replied. 

Sorcha cocked her head, fighting a smile. “What did your mother say?” 

Ciara rolled her eyes. “That I’m the spitting image of Aunt Blodwen and I’ll be lucky if even one man dares to approach me tonight.” 

They all laughed and Ciara glanced down at her gown. She’d worn it, along with the matching leather bracelet, for her father. The dress, along with the bear head bracelet, had been a gift from him before he passed. The cut of the gown was flattering, as far as Ciara was concerned, but the embroidery work along the long, billowy sleeves and the scooped-neck bodice made it stand out from the rest of the dresses in the room. While the other gowns displayed intricate beadwork and embroidered flowers, fashions that had come up from the south in recent years, Ciara’s was embroidered with fierce-looking bears that harkened back to the stories of the mythical Spirits that had created the island. She didn’t know how much she really believed in the old tales, but her father, much like her aunt and uncle, had always been devoted to them. 

“Well,” Eira said, slipping an arm through Ciara’s, “I, for one, approve, and I have no doubt that my parents will too.” 

“And mine,” Sorcha chimed in as the three of them walked over to a less-populated corner of the hall. 

Ciara shook her head, laughing softly. Like her, her friends had been raised on stories of the Spirits. Sorcha was the youngest sister of the Ri of Ceffyl, Hywel, and while they weren’t related by blood, Sorcha had always been close with Hywel and the rest of her older siblings. Her mother, Briallen, was the last on the island who had any sort of gifting—special powers that supposedly came from the Spirits themselves. Briallen was a healer, but she was the last of her kind. No one had been born with a gifting in decades and most on the island believed the giftings, along with the Spirits, to be long gone. 

Eira was the youngest daughter of Ciara’s aunt and uncle, Blodwen and Declan of Arth, and the two of them had been fast friends since childhood. When he had been alive, Lochlainn had been close with his sister and her family, and Ciara had spent ample time with her cousins. From their quiet corner, Ciara, Sorcha, and Eira surveyed the dancers in front of them. Music blended with laughter and for a few moments, Ciara felt like she could let go of both the grief she carried over her father’s death and the ever-widening rift with her mother. 

“Have you heard anything?” Sorcha asked after a few moments. “From Niall?” 

Ciara bit her lip, her throat tightening as she dropped her gaze. “No. Not for almost two months now.” 

“He’s going to have to contact you at some point,” Eira said, shaking her head, her tone matter-of-fact as always. “Though he might have a good reason for not doing so before now. Nuala said he sent a letter claiming that illness is what kept him from attending this week.” 

Ciara nodded and Sorcha sent her a sympathetic glance. 

“Besides,” Eira continued, “he kissed you last time he was here, for Spirits’ sake. He can’t just pretend that never happened.”  

Ciara could feel her cheeks flush at the memory of Niall’s kiss. The night that he had stolen her away to a secluded corner of the castle, something had felt as if it had shifted between them. The feel of his lips on hers had been intoxicating, to say the least, but there had been a glimmer of something more between them that night, more than just the simple friendship they had shared for most of their lives. But apparently, she thought, swallowing hard as her stomach hardened. I was wrong. It didn’t mean anything to him at all. 

“He did just lose his mother not that long ago,” Sorcha said, gently placing a hand on Ciara’s arm. “And now he’s Ri. Maybe he’s just overwhelmed.” 

“Maybe.” Ciara shrugged. It was as good of an appeasement as any. 

She had hoped the same, but as time had passed with no letters or news from Blaidd, she had been left to accept that whatever she had felt that night had been one-sided. Letting out a sigh, she rubbed her thumb along the outside of her mug. Perhaps it will be for the best. She would start warrior training with Eira in another week and she wouldn’t have time for much else once that began. 

“Huh,” Eira said, her voice drawing Ciara out of her melancholy musings. “So much for your mother’s premonition that you won’t attract a single man tonight. Look who’s headed our way.” 

Ciara followed her cousin’s gaze across the room, seeing what had caught her attention. The Ri of Seabhac, Niall’s older brother, Bleddyn, was walking toward them with his intense gaze fixed on Ciara. 

“I know your parents don’t care for him,” Sorcha said to Eira, keeping her voice low. “But you can’t deny that he is one of the most handsome men on the island.” 

The assessment certainly wasn’t a false one. Just over six feet and well-muscled, along with always being impeccably dressed in the latest fashions from the south, there was no denying the perfection of Bleddyn’s looks. Ciara had always been more drawn to his less striking, light-hearted younger brother, finding Bleddyn a bit too serious and ambitious for her taste, but she expected that half the island was in love with the new Ri of Seabhac. 

“He’s a man, just like any other,” Eira muttered under her breath as Bleddyn drew near, but she pasted on a smile when he reached them. 

“Ladies,” Bleddyn said, his gaze lingering on Ciara. “You all look lovely this evening.” 

Sorcha blushed and Ciara could feel herself do the same. Eira, as always, was the most unaffected, meeting his gaze head on. She had never been one for flattery. 

“Ri Bleddyn,” Ciara gave the respectful nod fitting of his title, Eira and Sorcha following suit. “It’s good to see you again.” 

“My family and I were sorry to hear of your mother’s passing,” Sorcha said. 

“Thank you,” Bleddyn replied, his expression growing pained for a moment before he schooled it again. “It’s been a… difficult past few months.” 

Ciara gave him a sympathetic look, her heart going out to him. He and Niall had always been close to their mother and she knew all too well the gaping hole the loss of a parent could leave. On top of that, she had heard that his wife had left him not long ago, in a way that had sounded all too similar to the way she had seen her mother treat her father over the years. Aideen had never actually left Lochlainn, but she might as well have. 

“I don’t suppose there’s any way that I could convince a beautiful woman such as yourself to dance with me?” Bleddyn focused his attention on Ciara, offering her his arm.

She hesitated, but Sorcha discreetly elbowed her. 

“Go with him,” she whispered. “Enjoy yourself for once.” 

Ciara took a deep breath, smiling back at Bleddyn and handing her drink to Sorcha before taking his arm. “I would be happy to.” 

He ushered her out among the dancers and soon his arms settled around her as he twirled her about the floor. She expected the serious, competitive boy she recalled from their youth, the one who had spent all of his time in the practice yard challenging warriors and anyone else who would dare take him on, but Bleddyn proved oddly charming. It had been too long since she had laughed and smiled. Her father’s illness and slow decline had taken their toll. 

One dance turned into three, but eventually she could feel her chest starting to tighten and she had to beg Bleddyn for a break. He guided her over to a table for a drink of water, keeping a hand on the small of her back while she worked to fight her embarrassment at being out of breath. The weakness in her lungs that she had struggled with since birth would, of course, have chosen tonight of all nights to rear its ugly head. After getting her a drink, Bleddyn guided them over to a secluded corner near a window overlooking the tall, majestic peaks of the Balla mountains. 

“Thank you,” she told him, taking a sip of her drink and working to calm her breathing. “I haven’t had that much fun in years.” 

“A pity,” he replied, frowning slightly as he stepped closer to her. “Are you alright? I remember the issues with your lungs when we were children.” 

She shook her head. “I’m fine. I’m not that fragile, I assure you.” 

“Of course not,” he said, brushing back a strand of her hair that had come loose from her braids during the dancing. 

It was an intimate gesture—and a forward one. She averted her gaze when he dropped his hand, trying to piece together the sudden twist the night had taken. She had never been the focus of Bleddyn’s attention before, but then again, she had always been too busy chasing after Niall to notice him. 

“Have you heard anything from your brother lately?” she asked after a brief moment of silence. 

His expression hardened, but then the tension was gone almost as suddenly as it had appeared. “No. I’m afraid I haven’t heard from him in some time now. He took Mother’s passing particularly hard.” 

“He was always close to her.” There was a twinge in Ciara’s chest and she swirled the ale in her cup. “And I imagine he’s busy, now that he’s Ri.” 

“I don’t think it’s his new responsibilities as Ri alone that are keeping him busy. It seems he’s taken a lover. His warrior chief, Maura.” 

The twinge in Ciara’s chest turned into a sharp ache. She swallowed hard, unable to keep her eyes from widening. Their kiss had apparently meant just what she thought it had: nothing. 

“Oh,” she said. “I… hadn’t heard.” 

“Maura has had her eyes on him for a while now and she has been a great comfort to him after Mother’s death. Most at Castle Clogwyn thought it was only a matter of time.” He shrugged, casting her a sidelong glance. “Though I’m sure you yourself have no shortage of men paying you attention. A man would have to be a fool to be blind to your beauty.” 

She pressed her lips together, unable to keep her shoulders from slumping. He had no idea how far away from the truth he was. 

“No, actually,” she replied, “I’ve spent most of the past few years taking care of my father.” 

“I heard about his passing.” Bleddyn took her hand, giving it a squeeze. “The loss of a parent can be difficult.” 

Ciara looked up at him, meeting his gaze. He wasn’t Niall, but unlike his brother, he was actually here. Had she wasted the past few months wishing for something that would never come to pass? 

“Perhaps,” he said, holding her gaze, “I can give you a reason to smile again.” 

“I’ll be honest,” she replied, a half-smile tugging at her lips. “I’m not opposed to the idea, but I am going to be starting warrior training soon. I don’t know if I’ll have time for such things.” 

“Well, let me give you tonight at least. One last night of enjoyment before Nuala’s warriors work you to the bone.” 

It was easy to get caught up in his brilliant smile and she let him pull her back out onto the dance floor. He was soon back to his charming flattery as they circled among the dancers and when he pulled her a bit closer than necessary, she didn’t protest. It had been too long since she had enjoyed herself and besides, it was only one night. 








  
  

Chapter two
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Wisdom or Foolishness





FIVE MONTHS LATER… 

He walked through the Great Hall of Castle Ciall, his gaze falling on a mug sitting on the floor in the center of the room. He reached for the out of place object, but someone grabbed his arm and stopped him. Turning, his gaze fell on her… again. Her dark brown hair was loose, cascading down her back as she fixed him with penetrating brown eyes that he knew he could easily get lost in. She wore a simple dress of deep purple and her feet were bare. Wordlessly, she pulled him away from the mug, beckoning him into the shadows. 

He followed without hesitation. As soon as they stepped into the darkness, a great rush of wind entered the hall. The mug toppled over at the same moment that Ciara vanished. Blood spilled from the mug onto the stone floor and the caw of a raven caused him to look up. A great black bird swooped toward him, riding the strong wind—

Niall’s heart was pounding when he jolted awake. He threw the blankets aside and onto the white wolf sleeping at the foot of the bed. The wolf stirred, lifting her head to gaze at him through the darkness. 

“Go back to sleep,” he told her, rubbing a hand over his face. 

The wolf, Rhew, obeyed, grumbling as she nestled back among the blankets. Wearily, he swung his legs over the side of the bed. The visions had been with him for six months and he still wasn’t used to them. Most days, he wondered if he ever would be. Getting to his feet, he crossed the large chambers that had belonged to every Ri of Blaidd for generations. He still didn’t think of the room as his, even after six months of being Ri, but his mother had left far too soon and his father had made it clear he no longer held any desire to lead the clan, wishing to mourn his loss in solitude. 

Niall stopped in front of one of the tall windows on the far side of the room, pressing his forehead to the cool glass. He gazed out at the distant mountains beyond the walls of the castle, his thoughts returning to the vision. More specifically to her. His throat tightened and he could feel a knot forming in his belly. It had been almost a year since he had last seen Ciara and his memories of her still haunted him. The image of her from the vision came to him again, leaving his heart aching. A year ago, he would have imagined that he would have expressed his feelings for her by now. They might have even been married, but none of that was meant to be. His supposed gift had stolen that future from him. 

His chest tightened as the all too familiar resentment coursed through him. He had never wanted any of it. A sigh of frustration escaped his lips, his breath fogging the glass. The visions had started a week after the passing of his mother, Rhiannon, as if the loss of her hadn’t been enough of a burden to bear. At first, he had feared he was going mad until his father, Conor, had insisted that it wasn’t madness at all but a gift from the Spirits. Like his older brother, Niall had been raised with the stories and legends. His parents, his father in particular, had ardently believed in them, even when many on the island had grown to see them as nothing more than fanciful tales from another time. Even those who did still believe in the Spirits believed the giftings to be long gone. The last healer on the island, Briallen of Ceffyl, was nearing sixty, and the last seer, his grandfather’s advisor, Maeve, had died nearly twenty years ago. None with a gifting had been seen since. 

Until for some bizarre reason, the Spirits had chosen him. But what Conor called a gifting had proved to be more like a curse. Niall had chosen to hide it, especially in light of his father’s decision to name him Ri of Blaidd. There were many in the clan who did not believe him suited for the task and he saw no reason to give them further reason to doubt him. He wanted to think that his mother would have understood his reasoning, supported it even, but she was gone and the castle a far more empty, cheerless place without her. 

Now, he simply hid inside Clogwyn’s stone walls, doing his best to keep others from discovering the truth. He had lost his friends, his family, and the woman he cared for. The thought of Ciara brought an unbearable ache, but the damage was done. The Spirits giving him glimpses of her in the Spirit Realm was nothing more than a cruel joke. She’s gone now, he told himself, twisting the clan ring he wore on his right hand. It’s for the best. For both of us. 

Running a hand through his hair, he pulled back from the window and returned to his bed. What he needed was rest. In the morning, he was to leave for Seabhac to visit his older brother, Bleddyn. Niall had seen little of him since their mother’s passing. A few years before her death, Rhiannon had named Bleddyn as Ri of Seabhac. Niall suspected she had done so in the hope of the responsibility mellowing out some of his brother’s more intense tendencies. Conor had held his misgivings, but the choice had been Rhiannon’s, and Bleddyn had occupied himself with his new clan ever since. Niall had never been particularly close with his older brother, and he would never trust Bleddyn with his secret, but they had grown even more distant with one another since Rhiannon’s passing. 

Though not as distant as Father. Niall squeezed his eyes shut, the memory of their last interaction leaving his stomach hard. In Conor’s mind, Niall’s gift was something to celebrate, not something to be hidden away. Conor had taken Rhiannon’s death hard and the constant arguments Niall had had with his father over his abilities had only added to the strain. A month and a half after Rhiannon passed, Conor had named Niall as Ri and ventured off deep into the mountains of Ioliare. Niall had tried to contact him since, but Conor had made it clear he had no desire to be found. And, if he were truly honest, Niall wasn’t even certain he wanted to face him again. Not after the way things had ended between them. 

He pushed the thoughts of his father aside as he stifled a yawn, unable to fight the drain of energy that often accompanied his visions. There was still hope for some sleep yet before the sun rose over the mountains. In a little less than a week, he would discover if the images the Spirits had shown him had been meant to hint at trouble awaiting him in Seabhac or if they had been the Spirits simply tormenting him with things that he could never have. Bleddyn’s unexpected invitation to discuss trade had come weeks ago and after days of wavering, Niall had finally agreed to it. The late arrival of spring and the overly warm and wet summer had caused numerous struggles for the people of Blaidd and he had already failed them countless times, as far as they were concerned. If there was a chance to create trade with their better-off northern neighbors, he needed to take it. Time would tell if it was wisdom or foolishness that drew him to his brother’s hall. 








  
  

Chapter three
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Hope and Heartbreak





For almost three weeks, Ciara had called Seabhac her new home and most days, she still found herself reeling from all the changes that had happened over the last few months. Bleddyn had become a more permanent part of her life and a few weeks ago, she had accepted his marriage proposal after her dreams of joining the war band had been crushed. She had joined him almost immediately at his stone fortress, Castle Ciall, and the time away from Arth had given her time to heal. 

The humiliating rejection and Nuala’s cruel words hadn’t been easily forgotten, but Bleddyn had been there for her with the offer of a fresh start. It had been exactly what she had needed. A life as the Banrion of Seabhac wasn’t the dream she’d had as a young girl, but it would be enough. 

Taking in a deep breath of crisp fall air as a breeze floated in from a nearby window, she walked down the granite hallways of Ciall with a smile. The beautiful weather was practically begging her to explore the mountains on horseback. The rain that had hung over the castle for days was finally gone and she was eager to get outside before her evening was filled with diplomatic affairs. 

Though her dream of becoming a warrior had been lost, she hadn’t gained nothing from her months of training. Her fitness had vastly improved and she had learned to accommodate and work around her breathing difficulties. She wasn’t cured, but she was far better off than she had been under her mother’s overprotective influence. Unfortunately, since arriving at Ciall, she’d found herself busy with wedding plans and thus was unable to spend quite as much time outside as she’d hoped. Today, however, would not be one of those days. 

Her thoughts were on her impending ride as she descended the stairs down to the castle’s first level. When she stepped into the high-ceilinged entryway, her gaze lingered on the large, ornately carved doors that led into the Great Hall and she couldn’t help but smile, knowing that Bleddyn was inside. Their relationship had come about quickly, but he had made his devotion to her clear, showering her with all manner of extravagant gifts and insisting that nothing was too much for the woman he would soon call his wife. She strolled up to the front doors of the castle, the two warriors standing guard giving her a cursory glance but otherwise paying her no heed. She went to open one of the front doors, only to hear the loud creak of the hall doors opening behind her. 

“Ciara!”

Bleddyn’s call stopped her and she turned to see him striding toward her, his hand-picked advisory council scattering about the entryway behind him. His brow was furrowed, leaving her to suspect that the meeting had not gone as he had wanted, and she could see the dark circles under his eyes. He hadn’t slept well for weeks, the few troublesome village elders along with the stress over Niall’s impending arrival wearing on him. But even still, he was handsome. He favored his father with his tall build, blond hair, and striking blue eyes, and as always, he was impeccably dressed in his well-fitting crisp white shirt, black pants, gleaming black boots, and dark green waistcoat. His silver feather pendant, the ancestral heirloom that marked him as the Ri of Seabhac, hung from his neck and its dark green gemstone glimmered in the afternoon light. 

“Where are you going dressed like that?” he asked, frowning at her. 

She glanced down at the plain cream-colored shirt and dark grey pants she’d donned. Though she knew he preferred her to wear the expensive Kelnorian gowns he’d purchased for her, the dresses were hardly practical for riding. 

“Out for a ride,” she answered. “I’ll only be gone—”

“Ciara,” he said, with a slight shake of his head, “I paid a lot of coin for those riding habits that I bought you. There’s no reason for you to be going out dressed like a commoner. Not when you have clothes that show the world that you’re far more beautiful than that.” 

She tensed, biting the inside of her cheek before she spoke again, attempting to soften her tone. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate the gowns. They’re just not practical for trekking through the mountains.” 

“You know how I worry about you galivanting around the mountains. You could get hurt out there all on your own. If anything were to happen to you—”

The call of one of his advisors, a dark-haired, middle-aged man named Gwilym cut him off. Though Ciara had never cared for the man, in spite of him being one of Bleddyn’s closest allies, for once she wasn’t at all displeased by his interruption. Bleddyn muttered under his breath before looking over his shoulder and informing Gwilym that he would be there shortly. 

When he turned back to her, he let out a sigh. “I’m needed elsewhere. I know how much you enjoy your rides, but wait for me to be able to go with you. It’s safer that way.”  

Her chest tightened as she watched him walk off, he and Gwilym wandering off down one of the castle’s hallways in deep discussion. She knew he worried about such things, but she wasn’t incapable. She’d regularly ridden in the Balla mountains, peaks far more treacherous than any in Seabhac, when she was a girl. He’s stressed. Things will settle down once this visit with Niall is over, she told herself. Spirits know I’m not exactly looking forward to seeing him again either. Bleddyn had spent weeks trying to arrange a trade deal with his younger brother, finally demanding to meet in person to sort out their disagreements and hopefully make Niall see sense. From everything she had heard, Niall had changed since his mother passed and he became Ri. While part of her dreaded seeing the living proof that the man she remembered was no longer, she wouldn’t abandon Bleddyn to deal with his brother alone. 

Shaking off her disconcerting thoughts, she ignored the stern looks of the warriors and pushed her way through the front doors. It wasn’t as if Bleddyn could forbid her from going on a ride or dictate her dress; this was Pern Coen, after all. She had just as many rights as he did. Once outside, she smiled, surveying the scene before her. The castle was built into one of the tall peaks of the Seanathair mountain range, overlooking the nearby village of Bach. The rock- and tree-laden land below her was bathed in hints of gold, red, and orange as autumn began to make its presence known on the island. From her high vantage point, she could see the river Fadh winding its way through the mountains, a thin strip of blue among the trees. She was eager for a few peaceful hours of riding along its banks.

Making her way down the steps, she followed the dirt path that led to the stable. When her gaze fell on one of the small herds of mountain ponies grazing in one of the lush pastures, she pushed her lingering thoughts of Bleddyn aside. Time with the horses always lifted her spirits. She refused to let his overprotectiveness ruin a perfectly beautiful day. A few warriors guarded the stable building, but they didn’t so much as glance her way when she stepped through the stable doors. 

It was cooler inside, out of the sun, and she rubbed her arms as she walked to the tack room, halfway wishing she had thought to bring her cloak. Once in the tack room, she slung her mare’s bridle over her shoulder but when she went to pick up her saddle, she frowned. Her regular saddle was gone and in its place was the useless sidesaddle that Bleddyn had brought up from Kelnore. She poked her head out of the room and called for one of the grooms. 

“Rhosyn’s saddle is missing,” she told the man when he met her at the doorway. 

“Ri Bleddyn has said that is the style of riding that is befitting of the future Banrion of Seabhac,” the groom replied. 

She clenched her jaw but gave him a nod to dismiss him. In return, he bowed. It was an act that she personally found ridiculous, but she had quickly discovered that Bleddyn’s concerns over appearances were amplified in his own home. She looked back at the offending saddle with disgust. Bleddyn had paid handsomely to have it imported from the south, informing her that all the fine noblewomen in Kelnore rode in such a contraption. He had insisted that he wanted to treat her as finely as any noblewoman and that her future place as Banrion required a certain level of distinguishment, but she’d yet to be able to accustom herself to riding in such a manner. Refusing to be hampered by the saddle, she grabbed a grooming brush and hoof pick along with the bridle before heading back outside. 

When she stepped through the gate and ventured into one of the pastures, her gaze focused on her black mare, Rhosyn. The mare was a gift from Bleddyn, a descendent of the fine horses bred by the Ris of Ceffyl. Ciara had quickly fallen in love with the beautiful yet sensible mare. She walked over to Rhosyn and slipped the bridle over the mare’s head, rubbing the white star in the middle of her forehead. 

Luckily, Rhosyn was mostly clean, only requiring a quick use of the grooming brush and a brief cleaning of her hooves. Leading the mare out of the pasture, Ciara used the fence to vault onto her back. Without a backward glance, she urged the mare into a trot and the two of them took off into the forest. The farther she rode down the dirt path that led away from the castle, the freer she felt. It was easier to breathe among the trees, easier to forget the stresses of the upcoming wedding, her future as Seabhac’s Banrion, and Niall’s impending visit. 

The terrain began to flatten some as they descended the mountain, making Ciara comfortable with letting Rhosyn pick up her pace. When they reached the banks of the river, she allowed Rhosyn to wander off the path. The soft murmur of the river rushing over the stones and the sunlight sparkling on the moving water was soothing. Rhosyn walked sedately along the riverbank and Ciara had just begun to let her thoughts wander when the mare tensed underneath her. 

She looked in the direction that Rhosyn’s ears were pricked, curious as to what had caught the mare’s attention. A lone grey horse stood a few yards away, drinking out of the river while its rider stood at the horse’s shoulder. When Ciara got a better look at the stranger, her breath caught and she pulled Rhosyn to an immediate halt. It was Niall. 

There was an ache in her chest as she stared at him, his light brown hair tousled by the wind blowing down from the mountains. She wouldn’t have thought it possible, but he was even more handsome than she remembered. He wasn’t his brother. Niall had never had Bleddyn’s imposing height or his striking good looks, but he was handsome all the same. Niall was shorter and leaner, taking more after their mother in both looks and demeanor. He wore the simple, well-made clothing he always had and his fur-lined dark blue cloak was thrown over his horse’s back. 

She shook her head, breaking the trancelike state she’d found herself in, but before she could come to her senses and turn Rhosyn around, he looked up and noticed her. Their gazes locked and she was caught, unable to move. There had always been something about his dark blue eyes that had drawn her to him, eyes that could sparkle with mischief just as easily as they could hold deep kindness. The longer he stared at her, however, the more she noticed the color seem to drain from his face. 

“Ciara?” he asked, his voice somewhat strangled when he spoke. 

Self-consciously, she tucked back a few strands of her hair that had come loose during her brisk ride down to the river, feeling uncomfortably aware of her unkempt appearance before clearing her throat. “Nia— Ri Niall. It’s… good to see you again.” 

He shook his head, swallowing hard. “What are you doing here? In Seabhac?” 

She raised a brow, not certain if he was lying or truly that clueless. Bleddyn had said that he had told Niall of their engagement and yet it seemed unlike Niall to be quite that forgetful. He’s changed, she reminded herself. He’s not who he was when we were children. Not anymore. 

“I live here now,” she answered. 

“Oh… I hadn’t heard.” 

His reply left her even more confused and she glanced around, puzzled as to why he was even out in the wilderness of Seabhac on his own. They weren’t on the main road and she could see no sign of anyone else with him. 

“Are you lost?” she asked. 

“No.” He dropped his chin, rubbing the back of his neck. “No, I’m afraid I just needed a bit of time to myself.” 

She bit her lip, hating the ache she was starting to feel in the back of her throat. It was difficult to see him again, difficult not to dwell on what might have been and how he had changed. She needed to get back to the castle. Bleddyn would be displeased if he knew she had gone out to ride on her own and she was hardly in the mood to deal with his disapproval, but she couldn’t seem to tear herself away from Niall. Finally, after a few moments of awkward silence, she came to her senses. She had started to back Rhosyn away from him when a woman’s shout broke the still air. Niall looked over his shoulder as a tall, blond woman on a light bay horse rode up to the river. 

“Ri Niall,” the woman called. “Are you ready to continue?” 

“A moment, please, Maura,” he replied. 

A sudden coldness hit Ciara at her core. Maura, she thought, swallowing hard. His lover. 

“I’m afraid I’m expected at the castle,” Niall said, turning back to Ciara. 

“I must be going as well,” she replied, barely managing to give him the respectful nod fitting of his title as Ri before she wheeled Rhosyn around. 

She urged her mare into a brisk trot, guiding her back to the path. Niall called her name, but she didn’t respond. She couldn’t even trust herself to look back at him one last time, lest she do something foolish like ride back to him. There had been no confessions of love between them. He had never truly been hers. And he’s obviously moved on, just like I have. 

But the knowledge brought little comfort and she still found herself blinking back tears as Rhosyn carried her back to the castle. He’s not the same, she told herself, rubbing her eyes and urging Rhosyn into a quicker pace. Bleddyn has said he’s changed, and those in Blaidd rarely even see him these days. 

The forest wasn’t as soothing on the ride back, even with its peaceful quiet and the colorful leaves falling from the trees. By the time she reached the stable, Ciara’s stomach was in knots. She leapt from Rhosyn’s back and led the mare back to the pasture. She brushed out the horse’s sweaty, roughened coat the best she could before putting her things away and racing back up to the castle. 

Slipping in through a servant’s entrance, Ciara took the stairs to the second floor two at a time. When she finally reached the top, she ran around the corner, only to slam into someone. The man she had almost bowled over put his hands on her shoulders to steady her. Her tension eased when she recognized the castle healer, Bleddyn’s cousin, Odran. 

“Where have you been?” Odran asked with a slight furrow in his brow. “Bleddyn has been looking all over for you. Niall is apparently arriving earlier than expected.” 

She grimaced. “Is he here yet?” 

“No, but you know how Bleddyn is. Especially lately.”

She did know, all too well. She sighed before biting her lower lip. “I was out for a ride and I lost track of time.” 

He glanced over his shoulder, pressing his lips together before motioning her on. “I can buy you some time.” 

“Thank you. I owe you.” She gave his arm a squeeze. 

“I’ll do my best not to continually remind you of all the times I’ve gotten you out of trouble since you got here,” he said, giving her a wink. 

She flashed him a smile before dashing off down the hallway. Though at thirty, Odran was closer to Bleddyn’s age than her own, he was one of the few friends she had made inside Ciall’s walls. Her heart raced as she continued on her way to the chambers that she shared with Bleddyn. Upon reaching them, she took a deep breath before pushing the door open. When she saw that the only person inside was her handmaiden, a young woman from Bach named Delma, she let out a sigh of relief. 

“Mistress Ciara,” Delma said, rushing over to her and wringing her hands. “Ri Bleddyn has been looking for you. He says the visitors from Blaidd will be here soon.” 

Ciara placed her hand on Delma’s arm, attempting to soothe the other woman. “My absence is my fault. I’ll make sure Bleddyn knows that.” 

Delma nodded, giving her a grateful smile before hurrying over to the wardrobe. Ciara still hadn’t gotten accustomed to having someone like Delma waiting on her hand and foot, but the woman was helpful and kind, and Bleddyn insisted upon it. Delma pulled out a gown that Ciara couldn’t recall seeing before. The pink taffeta shimmered in the sunlight and the bodice was heavily beaded. Bleddyn must have had it brought up with his latest shipment from Kelnore, she thought as Delma laid the gown across the satin sheets of the bed. 

Ciara couldn’t help but admire the silver beadwork and the stitchwork on the sheer sleeves. When her mother hadn’t been wasting coin or chasing men, she’d worked as a seamstress. Ciara had spent many hours helping her mother with her sewing and Aideen had taught her how to recognize quality. 

The dress boasted fine craftsmanship, as fine as any of the other gowns that had been imported for her, including her wedding gown. Before becoming betrothed, she had known Bleddyn was close with his family in the southern Empire on the other side of the channel and that he had often preferred finer things, but she hadn’t realized just how much until she had come to live with him.

“Delma,” she said, running a hand across the smooth material of the dress. “This is lovely, but it’s rather cold out today. Perhaps one of my other gowns would do.” 

Delma’s shoulders tensed and she licked her lips. “I’m afraid Ri Bleddyn was quite insistent about this dress.” 

“But surely he can’t expect me to freeze to death standing outside. I’ll wear it for him some other time.” 
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