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Dedication 

To all the women who fight for who and what they love. 
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Character List





Aeron: friend of Conor 

Aideen (AY-deen):  mother of Ciara

Arth: Bear Spirit 

Blaidd (BLY-th): Wolf Spirit

Bleddyn (BLETH-in): Ri of Seabhac, brother of Niall, servant of Cigfran

Blodwen (BLOD-when): former Ri of Arth, wife of Declan, mother of Nuala and Eira

Brynn (BRIN): sister of Conor, mother of Odran

Cathal (KA-hal): warrior of Blaidd, cousin of Maura

Ciara (KEER-a): niece of Blodwen, Niall’s lover

Cigfran (KIG-van): Dark Spirit

Conor (KAHN-ar): former Ri of Blaidd, father of Niall and Bleddyn

Declan (DEHK-lan): husband of Blodwen, father of Nuala and Eira

Delyth (DEL-ith): warrior chief of Arth

Desmond (DHEZ-mand): warrior of Seabhac

Dimitrios: Prince of Kelnore, Kelnorian Army Captain, son of Alekos

Eira (AY-rah): warrior of Arth, sister of Nuala, cousin of Ciara

Fiadh (FEE-a): mindspeaker, servant of Cigfran 

Gwilym: advisor to Bleddyn

Hywel: Ri of Ceffyl

Kyros: Captain of Darnian mercenaries 

Lucanus: Kelnorian Army Captain

Maura (MAWR-a): warrior chief of Blaidd, Odran’s lover 

Nesta: aunt of Maura and Cathal

Niall (NEE-al): seer, Ri of Blaidd, brother of Bleddyn, Ciara’s lover

Nuala (NOO-a-lah): Ri of Arth, sister of Eira, cousin of Ciara

Odran: shapeshifter, cousin of Niall and Bleddyn, Maura’s lover

Regulus: Prince of Kelnore, son of Alekos

Rhew: wolf
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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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The Raven’s Servant





The caw of the ravens soothed her as she watched the black birds ride the wind above her. There was a sinister beauty to their movements as they soared through the air, a beauty that most on the island of Pern Coen would never fully appreciate. Just like they refuse to appreciate me, Fiadh thought as the birds drew nearer. A familiar anger boiled within her, just below the surface, but with practiced ease, she tamped it down. 

One day, Cigfran reminded her. One day, they will see you for what you truly are. Your life will no longer be in the shadows. 

The voice of the Raven Spirit calmed her and she briefly closed her eyes, listening to the flaps of the ravens’ wings as the birds began to make their descent into the clearing. She had given her life, her very soul, for such a future. No longer would she be the girl, hated and feared, forced to scrounge a living in the rugged wilderness of the Seanathair mountains. The Hawk Spirit had given her a gift that had brought her only misery, but Cigfran had taken that same gift and made her into something to be feared. Those who had scorned her would rue the day they had turned their backs on her. She would become a queen, the likes of which Pern Coen had never before seen. 

The cawing grew louder and she opened her eyes as two of the creatures came to rest on her shoulders. She stroked their backs, smoothing their silky black feathers. Her flock had been gifted to her by Cigfran, imbued with the power that only the Dark Spirit could bring in order to aid her in fulfilling her purpose. 

What did you see? she asked the creatures. 

They are west, the bird on her right shoulder told her. Near the river, heading toward the village. 

Were you seen? 

Once, it answered. But they are too dull-minded to suspect. 

She nodded in approval, stroking the creature’s head once more before turning and retracing her steps across the clearing. Their quarry was precisely where she wished them to be, riding right into the trap that had been set for them. She smirked as she stepped under the trees, the naked branches bending and swaying as a cold wind blew down from the mountains. Niall of Blaidd and his cousin Odran might have the power of the Wolf Spirit, but they were no match for the likes of Cigfran. 

As she wandered through the dense woods and back to the nearby encampment, she could feel the temperature dropping while the heavy grey clouds above her hinted at snow. It was a poor time of year to be traveling and sooner or later, the weather would force Niall to hole up somewhere, trapping him like a bear in a den. Before the end of winter, she intended to be Ri of the Clans of Blaidd and Seabhac. And from there, Cigfran said, one of the birds nuzzling her neck, you will help me gain control of the entire island. 

The thought brought a smile to her lips. For so long, she had been patient, biding her time at the Raven Spirit’s command as she scrounged a living in the wilderness. Those in the nearby village of Bach had been stalwart in their hatred of her, making her life miserable from the moment they learned the truth of her gifting, but soon it would be time for her to reap her reward—and reap it, she would. 

Upon reaching the encampment, she strolled among the mass of tents, fires, and men, receiving a few odd looks here and there. The warriors of Seabhac carried a healthy respect for her, and the mercenaries from the south still didn’t know what to make of her. All of the men gave her a wide berth when she passed them, most of them averting their gazes and muttering under their breath. They were wise to fear her. Thanks to the gift granted to her by the Spirits who had created the island out of the sea, she could infiltrate the men’s thoughts and coerce them to do her bidding at will. 

Ignoring the dark looks and muttered oaths from a nearby group of southerners, she walked to the largest tent at the camp’s center. The two warriors from Seabhac who stood guard outside gave her a nod of acknowledgement when she approached. The men eyed her ravens with unease, but neither of them stopped her as she ducked inside. 

Seated in front of the fire, pouring over a well-worn map, was Ri Bleddyn of Seabhac, and more recently of Blaidd. She schooled her expression as she entered, pushing down her disdain for the arrogant man. As Cigfran continually reminded her, they still had need of him, but she would relish the day that his usefulness came to an end. 

When Bleddyn heard her approach, he turned in his seat. Even in the dim light, Fiadh could see the heavy, dark circles under his eyes and the gauntness of his face. They were the outward signs of the physical toll that his blood oath with Cigfran had taken on him. Those without a gifting had no natural way to channel a Spirit’s power, making the long-term effects of a blood oath far worse on their mortal bodies. As she lowered herself into the chair across from him, her gaze fell on the gleaming feather pendant that hung from his neck. The ancient piece of jewelry, passed down for generations, marked him as the Ri of Seabhac. One day, she would take it from his dead body and it would be hers.  

“They have news?” he asked, drawing her from her thoughts as he inclined his head toward the birds. 

She warmed her hands in front of the fire and took her time before answering. While Bleddyn had forged his own connection with Cigfran a little more than a week ago, the birds answered to her alone. Only she could hear the creatures and bend them to her will. Bleddyn flattened his lips as he waited, his expression tight. She did not rush to answer him. She never missed an opportunity to subtly remind him that she was not one of his underlings to be controlled at his whims. 

“They are to the west,” she finally said. “Heading toward Beag. Precisely where they should be.” 

“Good.” Bleddyn turned his attention back to the map, brushing a stray lock of blond hair out of his face. 

He was what most women would call handsome, even with his recently haggard appearance, but she had learned years ago that such physical attractions were nothing more than a weakness. In the end, handsome men were no different than the rest. They would betray their lovers with ease if the prize was great enough. Her mother had experienced it with the man who had sworn to love her, leaving his wife and child when he discovered the truth of his daughter’s unnatural abilities. Fiadh herself had experienced a similar betrayal three years later. 

Odran, the son of Seabhac’s former steward and the man she had foolishly idolized for years, had done nothing but turn his back on her when she had been cast out of her own home at the age of fifteen. She had pleaded for his aid after her mother died, but he had cared more about continuing his lies and saving his own skin. Her blood still heated at the memories. Love was not the highest power; that was nothing more than a lie. In the end, people cared only for themselves. If she had learned nothing else over the years, she had learned that. 

“I will send men ahead in the morning to prepare for the ambush,” Bleddyn said, pulling her from her bitter thoughts. 

“Have you decided what you will do if the girl will not come willingly?” she asked. 

He stiffened, his jaw tightening. It was a topic that he didn’t wish to discuss, but his obsession with Ciara of Arth was a weakness that needed to be addressed. 

“She will see sense and she will come,” he said. 

“You need to be prepared if she doesn’t.” 

He glowered before jerkily turning his gaze back to the map. “You sound like a jealous lover.” 

Fiadh snorted. Nothing could have been further from the truth. She might be no great beauty like his betrothed, Ciara, but she had no use for such pettiness. One didn’t need beauty when they had power and even then, she would never make the foolish mistake of shackling herself to another person in such a manner. 

“And you sound like a petulant child who refuses to see that she betrayed you and played a key role in foiling your plans to kill your brother,” she replied, her lips twisted into a sneer. “Tell me, was Enfys this obstinate as well?” 

He worked his jaw, a vein throbbing in his neck. Yet another sore spot. She’d heard the stories of the trouble that had transpired between him and his first wife and yet he was determined that Ciara would not repeat the other woman’s mistakes, even though she had already betrayed him and run off with his brother. 

“I am done discussing this,” he snapped, throwing down the map. “She will be my Banrion and she will see sense.” 

Fiadh gritted her teeth, resisting the urge to roll her eyes. Do you see? she told Cigfran. Do you see what I am forced to deal with?

I will deal with him, Cigfran answered. You only need to make certain that the Daughter of Arth does not ruin this, even if it means destroying her yourself. His feelings for her are irrelevant. She cannot be allowed to aid the Sons of Blaidd. 

Fiadh pressed her lips together. Understood. 

They are no match for me, Cigfran said. Not even with the Wolf Spirit’s power. 

She closed her eyes for a brief moment, letting the Raven Spirit’s darkness soothe her. Cigfran was not one to be thwarted. Niall would die, ending his claim on the Clan of Blaidd, and Odran would perish in the process. The latter’s death would be a particularly pleasing one, her vengeance for the fateful day that he had lied to her about his gifting and turned her away. When she opened her eyes, she noticed Bleddyn staring intently at her, his lips pursed and his brow furrowed. She had no doubt that he had felt Cigfran’s presence, but the Raven Spirit’s words had not been for him.  

“I need you to speak with the men before I send them north,” Bleddyn said, his voice gruff as he rubbed the back of his neck. “Ensure their compliance.” 

“Of course,” she replied. “I assume that I will have no interruptions this time?” 

The last time she had tried such a feat, the commander of the band of mercenaries, Kyros, had come out and threatened her with bodily harm for using what he deemed to be sorcery on his men. 

“Regulus knows what’s at stake,” Bleddyn answered. 

“Very well,” she said, unable to keep her mouth from turning down. “But I will not sit like a lamb going to slaughter if he and Kyros try to make trouble.” 

“Kyros isn’t so stupid that he will defy Regulus.” 

“One would hope,” she muttered. 

She didn’t have much faith in Bleddyn’s Kelnorian cousin, but as a prince of the realm, if Regulus told Kyros to mind his own affairs, the man would obey. Even mercenaries had enough intelligence to think twice when confronted with power. 

“When I am finished, I am not to be disturbed,” she told Bleddyn. Influencing so many minds would be certain to drain her and she would need time to recover her strength. 

“Understood.” 

Getting to her feet, she departed the tent. When she stepped back out into the cold air, her birds fluffed their feathers, their heads swiveling as they surveyed the bustling camp. She had bided her time this long; she could manage the patience to see Bleddyn brought to heel and the clans brought under her control. This was only the beginning. 








  
  

Chapter two
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A Ri’s Burden





The snow had started around midday and had been steadily falling since, coating the ground in a thin blanket of white. Ciara pulled her cloak tighter around her as the cold wind continued to howl from the north, and kept her gaze firmly fixed between the ears of her black mare, Rhosyn. It was better to focus on watching for patches of ice along the narrow trail than to risk glancing down at the sharp drop a few feet to her right. 

She leaned back as Rhosyn navigated a particularly tricky descent, wincing when the mare’s hooves dislodged a few rocks, causing them to go clattering over the side of the ledge. Thankfully, Rhosyn kept her footing, but the noise drew the attention of the man riding in front of Ciara. 

Niall slowed his grey stallion, Gealach, and glanced over his shoulder, his brow wrinkled with worry. The white wolf trotting at his stallion’s side looked back as well, but the wolf only gave Ciara a cursory glance before focusing on the trail again. In spite of her quivering stomach and shaky hands, Ciara managed to give Niall a weak smile. The wrinkle in his brow eased and he faced forward again. Letting out a sharp breath, Ciara scratched Rhosyn’s neck. She was ready to get off the trail and make camp for the night. 

They’d been traveling for a little over three weeks after fleeing for their lives from Castle Ciall, and in that time, Niall’s brother, the man Ciara had almost called husband, had been relentless in pursuing them. There was a bitter taste in her mouth when she thought of all that Bleddyn had done not only to her, but to countless others. He had usurped his brother’s claim as the Ri of Blaidd and was bent on bringing both Blaidd and Seabhac under his control through whatever means necessary.

They were riding west in hopes of finding others who would stand behind Niall as the rightful Ri, but the past few days had shown that Bleddyn had worked hard to spread discontent throughout the clan. Spirits only knew what they would find awaiting them in the village of Beag. Ciara hoped for more support, but after the past few weeks, she was prepared for treachery. The trail widened, drawing her out of her thoughts, and she let out a sigh of relief when she spotted a dense grouping of trees and more level ground ahead. Rhosyn took one last leap and they left the treacherous ledge behind. 

“Thank the Spirits that’s over with.” 

A half-smile tugged at Ciara’s lips when she heard the muttered words behind her. She glanced over her shoulder, noticing that Odran’s face was far less white now that they were on level ground. As the former healer at Castle Ciall and Niall’s cousin, Odran had played a key role in getting them to safety and had pledged his loyalty to the more trustworthy of his kin. Behind him rode Niall’s warrior chief and Ciara’s newfound friend, Maura, another key player in getting them all away from Bleddyn’s grasp. 

Bringing up the rear, however, was the one member of their party Ciara was the most unsure of. Cathal was a warrior of Blaidd and a cousin to Maura, but there was something about the dark-haired man that continually put Ciara on edge since he had joined their group days ago. Niall and Maura had expressed their trust in him and she had tried to give him the benefit of the doubt, but there was something about him that still made her uneasy. 

With the trail having widened, Ciara rode Rhosyn up so that the mare was abreast with Gealach, careful of Rhew trotting between the two horses. She wanted to take what time with Niall she could before the trail narrowed and they were forced to ride single file again. His shoulders were tense and his lips pressed together into a slight grimace. He’d been on edge since they’d stumbled across a lone raven a few miles back. The bird had seemed harmless to her, but Niall had felt some sort of darkness surrounding the creature, which Odran had confirmed. 

Being that the two men had giftings from the Spirits who had created the island, Niall as a seer and Odran as a shapeshifter, the rest of their party had been willing to bow to their better judgement. Mostly, Ciara thought, recalling the way Cathal had scoffed at Niall and Odran’s pronouncement. They’d ridden hard for hours since and when she looked away from the trail to steal a glance at Niall, she couldn’t ignore the tightness in her chest. And this time, it didn’t come from the lung ailment she had been born with that sometimes affected her breathing. When Niall displayed unease over what the Spirits showed him, it never seemed to bode well. 

Of all of them, Niall had taken Bleddyn’s betrayal the hardest. Understandably, considering that it was his own brother who’d tried to have him killed. The latest news from Cathal, that Bleddyn had usurped Niall as Ri of Blaidd, had been a particularly hard blow. Not long after they’d fled Ciall, Ciara had begun to see Niall lower the walls that he had so carefully constructed since his mother had died and he had discovered his gifting. There had been glimpses of the boy that she remembered from their youth, but ever since the night his own people had turned on him, Niall had begun to retreat once more, closing himself off again, even to her. 

“We haven’t seen anyone all day,” she said, trying to bring some hopefulness to her tone and break the tense silence. “That has to count for something.” 

A bit of the tension in his shoulders eased. “I suppose there is that.” 

“It won’t be like this forever.” She laid a hand on his arm, giving it a gentle squeeze. 

He looked over at her, taking her hand in his and reining Gealach in to keep the stallion side by side with Rhosyn. “The Spirits were right in saying that I needed you.” 

Warmth flooded her at his words and she laced her fingers with his. They’d spent far too long holding back from one another and fighting their feelings. She wasn’t so foolish that she didn’t see the challenges before them, but she was done trying to convince herself that she wasn’t in love with him. 

The trail narrowed again, forcing Ciara to bring Rhosyn back behind Gealach once more. The mare shook her head as Ciara slowed her, dislodging bits of snow that were collecting on her black mane and disturbing the melted snow that ran down her neck in rivulets. The wind picked up and the flakes of snow grew larger as they started coming down more heavily. Ciara burrowed into her cloak and flexed her freezing fingers and toes. They had hoped to avoid the unpleasant winter weather until they had cleared the mountains and reached Beag, but that apparently wasn’t meant to be. 

They rode for a while longer. Ciara’s breathing had just begun to grow labored when they came across another rocky ledge with a decent-sized overhang that would offer protection from the elements. The sun was starting to set and the decision was made to stop for the night. The five of them set out to make camp; Niall, Maura, Odran, and Ciara particularly well-versed in the task after weeks on the road together. Largely thanks to Odran’s ability to transform into a wolf at will, he and Maura had caught enough game the previous evening, so there was no need to hunt before settling in for the night. It was something to be thankful for as the snow continued to fall. Ciara helped Maura with the horses, the two of them rubbing their mounts down and drying them off the best they could. 

By the time they walked over to the fire, Ciara’s fingers were numb and she was ready to rest and catch her breath. She took a seat in front of the flames, stripping off her damp leather gloves before warming her hands in front of the blaze. Rhew joined her within moments, the white wolf curling up at her side. She smiled, scratching Rhew behind the ears. The wolf was Niall’s cherished companion and over the length of their journey, Ciara had grown to enjoy Rhew’s company almost as much as she enjoyed the company of Rhew’s master. 

Niall came over and sat beside Ciara while Maura settled down on the other side of Rhew. Odran and Cathal took a seat across from them and they shared a simple but filling meal of roasted pheasant and berries. Ciara was finishing off the last bit of water in her waterskin when she noticed Niall going rigid. Her stomach clenched and she glanced over at Cathal. The other man didn’t appear to have noticed Niall’s odd behavior, instead engrossed in a conversation with Odran. They needed to keep it that way. 

At Niall’s insistence, he and Odran had hidden their giftings from Cathal. Ciara could understand Niall’s hesitance, as many on Pern Coen did not view the gifted as they once had, but his abilities as a seer were hard to hide. Especially when his visions struck at random. 

“I’ll handle them,” Maura said, keeping her voice low as she placed a hand on Ciara’s shoulder.

Ciara gave the other woman a grateful look before Maura got to her feet and hurried over to Cathal and Odran. Slipping her arms around Niall, Ciara tried to shield him from Cathal’s prying eyes by making it look as if the two of them were wrapped in an embrace. With her small frame and the fact that Niall was a whole head taller than she, she didn’t feel particularly successful, but it was better than doing nothing. 

Rhew got up and came to Niall’s other side, letting out a low whine and nudging his hand. He didn’t move, his whole body frozen in place and his eyes dilated. His lack of breathing was still somewhat alarming, but with time, Ciara had learned to recognize the signs that he had been pulled out of the Mortal Realm and into the Spirit Realm. She glanced over her shoulder, her muscles tensing when she saw Cathal starting to take notice of them, and she sent up a prayer to the Spirits for them to release Niall from their grasp. 

After a few agonizing moments, she felt him start to shake and his chest began to heave as he gasped for breath. He blinked rapidly, swallowing hard, and Rhew shoved her head into his lap. Ciara rubbed his back, keeping her arms around him as she waited for him to recover from the disorientation that always followed his visions. 

“Did he see?” Niall asked, his voice hoarse as he let out a shaky breath. 

She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

Easing back from him, she noticed his pained expression as he rubbed Rhew behind the ears. 

“What is it?” she asked. 

He wouldn’t quite meet her gaze, focusing on Rhew instead. “I’m not sure, but I think…” Letting out a frustrated sigh, he scrubbed a hand over his face. “There’s danger lurking. I just need to figure out what exactly it is they’re trying to warn me of.” 

“There’s been no sign of anyone on our trail for days now.” She paused, biting her lip as she thought back to the bird. “Anyone human, at least.” 

He grimaced. “Hopefully.” 

She could read his frustration in his pinched lips and tight jaw, no doubt brought on by the cryptic images the Spirits were forever showing him, but there was something else too. A glimmer in his eyes that hinted at guilt. 

“That wasn’t all they showed you?” she asked. 

His shoulders tensed again and he dropped his chin. 

“I saw my father,” he said quietly. 

She didn’t know the details of what had transpired between Niall and his father, Conor, after his mother had passed, but from what he had hinted at, it hadn’t been pleasant. She was tempted to press him further, but she could read the agitation and exhaustion in his features. Tonight wasn’t the night for answers. Instead, she took his hand and gave it a squeeze, silently willing him not to shut her out. 

“If you want to talk,” she said. “I’m here.”

“I know,” he said with a sigh. 

She knew she couldn’t make him confide in her, though part of her wanted to. When she had first learned of his gifting, she had been angry that he had hidden it from her and assumed that his motives were the same as those of his brother. But now she had come to recognize Niall’s motives for what they truly were: fear. She let the topic drop as Maura called out that she and the others were turning in for the night. 

Ciara and Niall shortly followed suit. As they had done almost every night since confessing their love for one another, they pulled their blankets to make one large sleeping pallet. After they lay down, Rhew curled up at their feet. Niall slipped an arm around Ciara, kissing the top of her head as she nestled up against him. For all of the struggle of the past almost month, there was a comfort in being in his arms that she had never felt with Bleddyn. 

“I know I’m doing a poor job of showing it,” he said, resting his chin on her shoulder. “But I don’t want you to think that I’m upset with you or willfully hiding things from you. It’s just… I can’t always understand what I see.” 

“I know.” She took his hand, lacing her fingers with his and holding their joined hands to her chest. “You can’t hide it from the rest of the world forever, though, and Cathal is going to need to know at some point.” 

He tensed behind her. “I don’t mean to be a burden to you. That’s not what I want. I—”

“I never said you were a burden.” She allowed a bit of sternness to creep into her voice. “I’ve told you before that what you are has no bearing on my feelings for you, and I meant that. But your people are going to need to know the truth eventually.” 

He let out a long, low breath and when he spoke again, she could hear the defeat in his voice. 

“I know,” he said. “I’m just not ready yet.” 

The conversation, and his answer, was the same as it had been for days. She closed her eyes, reminding herself of the countless betrayals he’d had to navigate and resisting the urge to press him about when he was going to finally be ready. Deep wounds weren’t easily healed. She knew that all too well. 

“I love you,” he whispered, kissing the back of her neck and holding her close. 

“And I love you.” 

She listened to his breathing, knowing his vision would leave him with even more exhaustion on top of the day’s harrowing ride. As she drifted off to sleep, she cradled their joined hands against her chest. She loved him and they would get through the obstacles before them together. Bleddyn could bring his worst, but she wouldn’t let him drive her from Niall’s side. 








  
  

Chapter three
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What the Spirits Show





Thanks to the exhaustion that had followed his vision, Niall slept like the dead until the early hours of the morning. He woke just before sunrise, puzzling over what he had seen in the Spirit Realm as the faintest hints of light showed on the horizon. Cigfran had been present, as it almost always was of late. The Raven Spirit had exuded the same dark power that he had felt from the bird they had seen on the mountain trail the day before. That alone had left him sick to his stomach. 

In his vision, he had been walking a mountain trail similar to the one that they had been following for days. The trail had ended abruptly at a ravine filled with blood. The memory of the image made him shiver. When he had stepped back from the ravine, another path had emerged, offering safe passage around the gruesome sight. 

He had begged the Spirits for a clear answer to what it all meant, but as always, they had been silent, leaving him to decipher the cryptic message on his own. For not the first time, he wished that his grandfather’s seer, Maeve, was still alive to help guide him through such situations. So much of the knowledge surrounding the giftings and the Spirits had been lost during the Great War, and more of it had faded out of memory in the many years since. 

By the time the sun started to rise over the mountains, he made up his mind to err on the side of caution and take an alternate path to Beag. There’d been no sign of mercenaries or warriors for days, but his vision, combined with the glimpse of the disconcerting raven the day before, left him uneasy. Better cautious than dead. Bleddyn had gotten the upper hand on far too many occasions over the past few weeks. 

Ciara stirred next to him, drawing his attention. She stretched out beside him, mumbling in her sleep and disturbing Rhew. The wolf let out a quiet grumble before burrowing deeper into the blankets. Watching the two of them eased some of the tension that had built in Niall’s chest. Ciara coming back into his life had been the one good thing that had come out of the mess they now found themselves in. 

She looked peaceful as she slept, her dark hair tousled, the stress gone from her features and her breathing deep and even. He had responsibilities to the people of Blaidd, but now he had responsibilities to her as well. The life they had been living, the one that was full of danger and left them constantly on the run, wasn’t the future he wanted for the two of them. 

Deep down, he knew that he should let her in behind the walls that he’d so carefully constructed between himself and the rest of the world, but the thought still made his stomach clench. He’d spent so long hiding who he was and pushing everyone away, even her. He was comfortable with his old habits and, if he were truly honest, part of him feared that if she saw everything that he had become and the extent of his insecurities, she would leave. Just like Father. 

The thoughts of Conor made Niall’s chest tighten all over again. Last night was the first time he had seen his father in his visions. He had caught a glimpse of Conor farther down the path that had led away from the bloody ravine, obscured by a fine mist. When Niall had come out of his vision, the last memories he had of his father had come rushing back to him: the angry words they had hurled at one another in the wake of his mother’s death and the deafening silence that had filled the Great Hall as Conor had stalked away. Niall had woken up the next morning to find his father gone. Conor had left in the dead of night, leaving behind nothing more than a terse missive that claimed Niall as the next Ri of Blaidd. 

Odran stirred nearby, breaking Niall out of his bitter memories, and Maura soon followed. Ciara stretched out again, pressing up against him in a way that almost had him forgetting his troubles entirely. Her eyes fluttered open and she barely stifled a yawn. 

“Time to get moving again already?” she asked as she rubbed her eyes, her voice rough from sleep. 

“I’m afraid so,” he replied, leaning forward and brushing his lips across her cheek. 

“Only a day and a half until we reach Beag, at least.” She gave him a faint smile before getting to her feet. 

She smoothed her tangled hair as she walked over to the fire to help Maura with breakfast, and Niall tried to ignore the tightness in his throat. She deserved a place to call home, not the life of a vagabond. They’d been on the road for almost a month, the return trip to Castle Clogwyn that should have taken a week having turned into a nightmarish journey. And now I can’t go home even if I wanted to, he thought, his jaw tightening. 

In a way, he was almost glad that his father was gone. Conor would no doubt be ashamed at how deeply his youngest son had failed in his responsibilities as Ri. With a sigh, Niall got to his feet and joined the others, Rhew at his heels, for their meager breakfast. They finished up the last of the meat and berries from the night before and a quick peek at the supplies confirmed that they were running low. Beag would be able to provide them with more in the way of supplies, but the route he’d thought of would add time to their journey. Still, Niall hoped that even with the diversion he had planned, they would still be able to reach the Weindio River before nightfall. 

“Not much snow,” Odran said as they finished eating. “Thank the Spirits for that.” 

“We should get moving,” Maura said as she began to gather up what little remained of the dried berries. “It’s enough to slow us down if it starts to melt.” 

Before the others could rise, Niall cleared his throat. “I think we need to head due north a bit more before tracking west. Cross the river a little north of Beag before heading to the village.” 

The others all trained their gazes on him and Cathal went unnaturally still. 

“That will add at least a half a day to our travel,” Cathal said with a frown. 

“I’m aware of that,” Niall replied. “But I think it is the safer option.” 

Cathal raised his brows, his shoulders taut. “Based on what?” 

“A feeling,” Niall answered, letting his gaze pass to the others as he silently pleaded for them to understand his unspoken words. 

“We’ve seen no signs of followers outside of that damn bird you and Odran were so paranoid about,” Cathal scoffed. 

“Be that as it may, we will head north and cross the river in the morning,” Niall told him, lifting his chin. 

Cathal held his gaze, his eyes hardening. “You are spooking at shadows. You were never a warrior. There’s no reason to add more time to our journey.” 

Niall stiffened, the truth of Cathal’s words leaving him with a quiver in his stomach. He was fair with a blade and a bow, but he had never been obsessed with honing his skills the way Bleddyn had been. His brother had grown up among the warriors of Blaidd; Niall hadn’t. But I am still Ri, he reminded himself, taking a deep breath. 

“Your assessment of the situation is noted,” he said, “but as your Ri, I am telling you that we are going north.” 

Cathal’s face reddened. “As Ri, you should listen to the advice of those who have more experience than you.” 

Before Niall could snap back at him, Maura intervened. 

“There is no harm in being cautious,” she said, narrowing her eyes at Cathal. “We’ll go north.”

“There is no reason to—” Cathal began. 

“May I remind you that I am still warrior chief.” Maura shot him a withering look and Cathal clamped his mouth shut, though tension still radiated from him. 

As Cathal glowered at Maura, Niall saw a side of the other man that he couldn’t recall seeing before. Not that he’d known Cathal particularly well, but the others in the war band had always referred to him as an easygoing soul. The change in behavior gave Niall pause.

They set to packing up their small camp and as much as he tried to push it aside, the empty feeling that had settled in the pit of Niall’s stomach remained. Ciara had expressed her distrust of Cathal multiple times since the warrior had joined their group and even Odran had begun to grow leery of the other man in recent days. Niall hadn’t been inclined to listen to their concerns, pushing them aside and siding with Maura in her insistence that Cathal was loyal. 

In truth, he had desperately wanted to cling to the hope that not everyone at Castle Clogwyn had been so easily turned against him by Bleddyn, but as he packed his saddlebags and went to tack up Gealach, he couldn’t shake his unease. Rhew stayed close to him, the wolf’s calming presence helping Niall fight against his quickening pulse and sweaty palms. Even still, he was fumbling with Gealach’s girth when Ciara joined him, his thoughts racing with all the countless things that could go wrong. 

“I think we’re ready,” she said, fiddling with the stallion’s mane and angling herself toward him. 

He nodded, casting her a sidelong glance and pressing his lips together as he finished hooking the girth. 

“I don’t trust him,” she said, keeping her voice low. 

He let out a sigh, dropping his chin. “I know.” 

“What you saw told you to go north?” 

He paused before answering. “I believe they told me that we need to alter our course. I’m hoping that north is the right choice.” 

She laid a hand on his arm, waiting for him to look at her. “Odran doesn’t trust him either. If he continues to cause trouble, I say we leave him in Beag.” 

“I’ll consider it.” He glanced over at Cathal, who was bridling his mare. Niall’s stomach tightened. “And I’ll speak with Maura.” 

Ciara pursed her lips but gave him a nod of acknowledgement before walking over to Rhosyn. They mounted their horses and Rhew took her customary place at Gealach’s shoulder as Niall and the stallion led the way back into the mountains. The horses’ hooves left indents in the soft powdery snow and as the sun rose higher in the sky, Niall couldn’t help but grimace. Maura was right in her assessment that melting snow would slow them down. Time wasn’t something they had to spare. Squaring his shoulders, Niall set his jaw and focused between his horse’s ears. The sooner they got to Beag, the better. 


      [image: ]The snow from the day before had begun to melt with the slightly warmer temperatures. It wasn’t enough to rid the forest of the unwelcome white powder completely, but it was enough for it to become a nuisance. Fiadh’s grey mare plodded along beside Bleddyn’s stallion, the horses seemingly less bothered by the cold than their human counterparts. Fiadh, for one, would much prefer to be tucked away inside the warm walls of Castle Clogwyn instead of traipsing through the Spirit-forsaken wilderness. She could only hope that their quarry was suffering through the same frustration and discomfort. 

They were following the Weindio river, heading north to the river crossing outside Beag. If all went as planned, Cathal would lead Niall and his band there and they would walk right into the trap that would be awaiting them. Fiadh had used her birds to keep in contact with the warrior and thus far, the man had kept his end of their bargain. 

The mixture of mercenaries and warriors that trailed behind her and Bleddyn was agitated, the men itching for a fight. She could feel it in the air and hear it in their thoughts. Their frustration and eagerness to be done with the task before them would make them a formidable force. It had been all too easy to get Bleddyn’s men, along with the people of Blaidd, to see Niall as the enemy. Bleddyn’s younger brother had done nothing to earn his people’s favor during his short time as Ri. While Bleddyn had his detractors in both clans, the people of Blaidd had been eager to embrace a Ri who was actually present instead of one who locked himself away in his castle and hid. 

“How long until they return?” Bleddyn asked, his gruff voice drawing Fiadh out of her thoughts. 

She cast him a sidelong glance, narrowing her eyes. Hours ago, she had sent out two of her birds to scout ahead of them, and Bleddyn had been impatiently awaiting their return ever since. Cigfran’s power was changing him, making him more temperamental and volatile than he had been before. His weak mortal blood could not withstand such power without breaking. 

“Cigfran and its creatures cannot be rushed,” she told him. “They’ll return when they have news.” 

He scoffed under his breath, his mouth downturned as he glanced over his shoulder back at the men marching in formation. The warriors from Seabhac were in the lead just behind them, followed by the band of mercenaries led by Regulus and Kyros. A lump of snow and ice cascaded off a nearby branch, causing Fiadh’s mare to shy when it hit the ground. She reined the horse in, cursing under her breath. She was more than ready for Niall to meet his demise so they could return to the comfortable fortress farther south. 

The flap of wings drew her attention away from her nervous mare and she looked up to see one of her ravens gliding between the trees. Bleddyn called for the men to halt and Fiadh smiled as the bird came to land on her shoulder. 

What news? she asked as she stroked its back. 

They are crossing farther north, it answered. 

Her smile vanished and her muscles tensed. Where?

Five miles north of where they’re supposed to be. Or so the warrior says. 

She let out a soft curse, drawing Bleddyn’s attention. A scowl marred his features and his grip on his stallion’s reins tightened. 

Watch them, she told the bird. You will let me know at once if there are any further changes. Were you seen? 

Not this time.

She pinched her lips together. One thing in their favor. Be gone.

The raven cawed as it flew back into the sky, darting off among the trees. 

“What news?” Bleddyn asked, his jaw clenched. 

“Apparently someone is on to us,” she answered. “Your brother is heading north. Five miles.”

Bleddyn let out a string of impressive curses before shouting for Regulus. The young Kelnorian prince rode to the head of the column with Kyros at his side, both men looking equally perturbed at being commanded to come like dogs. 

“We’ll have to split up,” Bleddyn told them. “It seems Niall is on to our little game. Take your men north, five miles outside the village on this side of the river. I want them fully surrounded. They’re not getting away again.” 

Kyros’ lips were pressed into a grimace and Regulus’ brows were drawn in, but they gave Bleddyn an acknowledgement before calling for their men. The mercenaries split off from the rest of the group, setting off at a swift pace under Kyros’ command. Bleddyn turned to his remaining warriors, shouting at them to pick up their pace as well. Fiadh urged her mare into a brisk trot, her frustration leaving her stomach hard. She had no doubt that the Wolf Spirit was the one at fault for their foiled plans. Niall and Odran were loyal to it, but Cigfran was not so easily thwarted. It was time to finish this. 
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