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Character List





Aengus: healer, village healer in Beag 

Alannah: shapeshifter, servant of Fianna

Arwel: advisor to Cadfael

Awyr (OW-air): Seren’s wolf

Blaidd (BLY-th): Wolf Spirit

Bran: shapeshifter, servant of Fianna and Lorcan

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

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

Cryfder (CRUV-dair): Seren’s wolf

Dara: mercenary leader

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

Drystan: warrior chief of Blaidd

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

Emer (EE-mur): warrior of Blaidd, friend of Seren, Lewella’s lover

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

Fianna: Stag Spirit, Dark Spirit of Pern Coen

Fionn: brother of Cadfael

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

Ithel: advisor to Cadfael

Laoise (LEE-sha): advisor to Cadfael

Lewella: warrior of Blaidd, friend of Seren, Emer’s lover

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

Muireann: Ri of Seabhac

Myfanwy (MY-fin-we): mercenary

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

Seren (SEH-rehn): seer, daughter of Cadfael and Esyllt

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






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

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

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

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

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

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

Gifted to the five clans to honor and care for.

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

resided in the Greater Spirit Realm,

Cigfran, the Raven Spirit, wished to bring death, 

Fianna, the Stag Spirit, wished to allow decay, 

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

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

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

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

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


Seren





My brother was dying. His blood covered my hands, soaking the sheets on the bed on which he lay. The paleness of Eamon’s skin, his unfocused eyes, and the shallow rise and fall of his chest all spoke of death. On the other side of the bed, our cousin, Cian, worked to staunch the blood that continued to ooze from Eamon’s numerous wounds. Cian used no ordinary means as he worked, for he was more than a healer with simple learning and skill. He had been granted a gift from the Spirits who created the island of Pern Coen: the ability to heal by mere touch. 

But tonight, the power that ran through Cian’s veins was not enough. He was almost as pale as Eamon. His hands trembled and a sheen of sweat sat on his brow. Even Cian, for all his power and skill, could not stop Eamon from slipping from this realm into the next. Eamon’s arrival at Castle Clogwyn had been too late, his injuries too severe for Cian’s gifting to be able to take its full effect. Cian could heal, but he could not stop the passing of souls when it was their time. 

“Pass me more bandages,” Cian said, his voice shaky, “and see if you can get control of the wound on his shoulder on that side.” 

I did as he bade, turning and grabbing another handful of clean bandages from the table behind me. I kept some for myself and passed the rest to Cian. He took his portion of the cream-colored cloth and turned his attention back to the deep gash that ran from Eamon’s rib cage to his hip. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cian close his eyes as he applied more pressure to the wound and a few seconds later, I could feel the power of the Wolf Spirit begin to fill the small room we were clustered in. The Spirit’s presence was not something any mortal could feel, but like Cian, I carried my own abilities that set me apart from others. My gift was not one of healing, but of foresight, and like the rest of the gifted, such power made me far more sensitive to the Spirits. 

Not that my gift could save Eamon. The thought came to me unbidden, leaving my throat tight. I could not see everything, I knew that, and the ability to see glimpses of the past, present, and future did not give me the right to tamper with the tapestry of fate, but guilt still fought to settle within me. Guilt that said I should have known my brother’s life was in danger, that I should have done something to stop it. That never mind how poorly the two of us got along, he didn’t deserve to die. 

I gave a slight shake of my head, blinking back the moisture that stung my eyes, and focused on Eamon’s injured shoulder. It bore a hideous bite wound. A chunk of flesh was missing from the top of his shoulder, further proof that the attack on him had been no ordinary one. A sword was not what had marred his body so, but claws and teeth. He had been attacked by a shapeshifter. More specifically, a wolf shifter that he had been sent to apprehend at the bidding of our father, the Ri of the Clan of Blaidd. 

I did my best to apply enough pressure to the wound to stop the bleeding, but it was no use. Eamon’s skin became greyer in color and his chest barely rose and fell. A lump settled in my throat as I stared down at his glassy green eyes. Father had sown what strife he could to pit the two of us against each other, but he was still my brother. 

“Damn it,” Cian said, his breathing ragged as his eyes fluttered open. “I can’t…” 

He didn’t have to finish. I knew what he could not say. Tears stung my eyes and I fought to blink them back. For all the resentment that had grown between Eamon and me over the years, I never would have wished death on him. Eamon’s chest ceased to move and the rattle of death escaped his lips as he breathed his last. Cian dropped his head and when he looked back up, there was a sheen of moisture in his eyes that mirrored my own. 

“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice hoarse. 

“It isn’t your fault,” I replied, my own voice unsteady. 

Cian pressed his lips together tightly before letting out a heavy sigh. “I will tell him.” 

“I’ll come with you.” 

My stomach quivered, but Cian should not have to face Father alone. He was waiting just outside the door, in the antechamber next to the private room that Eamon had been given in the infirmary. Cian’s mother, my aunt, Sioned, was with him, though our mother was not. It angered me, Mother not even coming and sitting vigil with her son, but I should have expected nothing different. She was distant—she always had been—but Eamon should have had his mother here, despite the illness that affected her joints and mobility. We both should have. 

Father was not one to look to for comfort and he would not take the news of the loss of his beloved son well. If he’d had his way, I suspected he wouldn’t have even allowed me to assist Cian when Eamon had first been brought to the infirmary, but Cian had insisted upon it. I had been helping my cousin in the infirmary since the Purge had begun a little over two years ago. Spirits knew he had needed the aid. In that time, I had seen more loss and heartbreak than I would have ever wished to, but I had learned how to act as a second pair of hands for Cian when he needed them. 

There was a heaviness in my chest as I stepped away from Eamon’s body. He was almost unrecognizable in the wake of the attack, his once handsome features contorted and marred. It was too much death, too much heartbreak, and I grew wearier of it by the day. Joining Cian in front of a basin of water, the two of us did our best to wash the blood off our hands, arms, and clothes. After we were done, we walked over to the door. 

When we reached it, Cian placed a hand on my shoulder. Though he was three years my senior, I was closer to him than I had ever been to Eamon. Cian had been there for me while Eamon had been too busy being molded into Father’s perfect son. He was as close to me as a brother. 

“We’ll tell him together,” he said quietly. 

I nodded, not quite able to meet his gaze at his show of support, tears threatening once more. Cian squeezed my shoulder before dropping his hand. Taking a deep breath, he pushed open the door. 

Father paced in the anteroom while Sioned sat in a chair, her hands clasped together in her lap and her expression tight. Though Sioned was my mother’s sister, she and her husband, a warrior named Llyr, had lived at the castle ever since my parents had married, and she had been just as much a part of raising Eamon and me as she had been raising her own son. 

When Cian closed the door, Father whirled around, narrowing his eyes at both of us. The torches that hung on the walls of the anteroom cast Father’s face in shadows, but I could still see the physical toll the last two years had taken on him. 

His blond hair was slightly disheveled, a sign that he’d been running his hands through it as he’d impatiently waited for news. Though his fine pants and embroidered shirt, along with his supple leather boots, all spoke of the confident, imposing leader he wished to project to the clan, I still saw the heavy circles under his eyes, the tension in his shoulders, and the gauntness that had overtaken him in recent weeks. His deadly purge had not only cost the clan, but it had cost him as well. 

He’d always been a difficult man, but losing his brother had changed something in him. At times, I wondered if he had allowed his hatred to consume him so completely in order to hide his heartbreak; if the anger he showed the world was just a poorly donned mask. I wanted to think that the news of Eamon would make him rethink what he had done, but I feared that it would only further his continuing spiral into the hateful man I’d begun to barely recognize. 

“How is he?” Father asked, his tone sharp. 

Cian’s chin trembled as he met Father’s gaze. “Eamon is… we lost him. I’m—”

“You what?” Father roared, his neck cording. 

“It was too late,” Cian said, his jaw tight. “I did everything that I could. We both did. He had already lost too much blood by the time he was brought back here.” 

“No.” Father looked at Cian with a cold, pained stare before shaking his head. “No. That cannot be.” 

He stalked across the room, practically knocking Cian into me as he shoved past us. Cian jumped to prevent Father from entering the room where Eamon’s body lay, but Sioned was quick to stop him. She leapt to her feet, hurrying over and taking Cian by the arm. 

“Let him go,” she said, using her free hand to wipe at the tears that streamed down her face. “Let him see for himself.” 

“Are you sure?” Cian asked, his voice catching. 

“It will be better this way,” Sioned replied. “Come. Someone must tell Esyllt that her son is gone.” 

Sioned’s voice broke on the last word and I was no longer able to keep my own tears from spilling down my face. She was right. Mother needed to be told, and yet I couldn’t help but wonder what Mother’s response would even be. She had been absent for so much of our lives and while I knew her illness had played a large role in that, even when she was faring better, she’d still had little to do with us. Little to do with me. The thought made my chest ache, even though I knew it was true. She had always had more time for Eamon than me, just like Father. 

“Seren?” Sioned’s voice drew me out of my bitter thoughts.

I looked over to see that she had steered Cian over to the door of the anteroom, the one that led back out into the main room of the infirmary. From the room that held Eamon’s body, I heard Father’s anguished, muffled cries and I swallowed hard. 

“I’m sure Esyllt would like to see you,” Sioned said, her tone gentle. 

Except I knew that she wouldn’t. Why would she want to be forced to remember the child, the disappointment, she’d been left with? 

“I’ll come up shortly,” I said, trying to ignore the quiver that had settled in my stomach once more. 

Sioned pressed her lips together but gave a slow nod before leaving the room with Cian. I remained where I was, wavering over what to do next. Something felt as if it was driving me to speak to Father, but at the same time, I recognized the folly that it was. He would not want comfort from me; and yet there was still a part of me, the wounded little girl that, it seemed, still lived deep down inside me even at the age of nineteen, who hoped that maybe such heartbreak would allow her father to see that what they needed right now was each other. 

Despite the uncomfortable feeling in my gut, I took a deep breath and turned toward the room. Father’s muffled cries still echoed into the antechamber, though they were softer and farther apart than they had been. Squaring my shoulders, I stepped into the room with him, averting my gaze from Eamon’s lifeless form. Father was on his knees by the bed, his elbows resting on the bloodstained sheets and his face in his hands. 

“Father?” I said, hating how my voice wavered and my chest tightened. 

He didn’t respond, didn’t even look my way, and I bit my lower lip. Rejection was what I had expected but still, it stung. 

“You,” Father said after a moment of tense silence. “You with all your power and still you could not see this? It should not have been my son who died.” 

The cruelty of his words, and the not-so-subtle insinuation, left my throat aching and more tears brimming in my eyes. I blinked them back, refusing to shed them in front of him, refusing to give him another reason to see me as weak. 

His accusation was unfair and he knew it, but from the day my gift had become apparent when I had been only five years of age, he had not hidden his anger and resentment. He had never held back his feelings that Eamon should have been the one granted such favor by the Spirits, not his wayward daughter. 

“I do not see everything,” I told Father, the thickness in my throat making my voice hoarse. “There is not a seer alive who has that capability.” 

“It should not have been him,” Father repeated, his voice hard. 

The hurt was more than I could bear and I could not stop myself from lashing out at him with my own anger. 

“He should not have died,” I said, trying to tamp down the resentment boiling within me even as the words tore loose. “How many more must perish before you give up your lust for bloodshed?” 

He jerked himself upright, his face flushed when he wheeled around to face me. 

“If this,” he said, pointing a shaky finger at Eamon’s dead body, “is not enough to convince you that every single monster must be purged from this clan, then I indeed must question where your loyalties lie.” 

“You would punish the innocent for the crimes of a few?” My voice was rising and I could see one of his hands clenching into a fist, but I couldn’t stop myself. It was wrong, what had happened to Eamon, but the vengeful purge Father had entered into after the death of his brother was equally wrong. “What good has come of this? The land has not healed. If anything, it has only fallen into more decay. Your blind hatred does nothing to solve the root of this darkness.” 

“The land has not healed because it is not free of the monsters that inhabit it!” Father snapped. “I will see no more of those untrustworthy, twisted monsters left to wreak havoc on this clan and when Fianna has no more weak souls left to plunder, there will be no reason for it to continue to lurk in this land.” 

He was wrong, so wrong, and I knew it deep in my bones. I was not the only one who had told him how misguided he was. His former advisor and my former mentor, another seer by the name of Anwen, had told him this path he had chosen would only strengthen the Dark Stag Spirit, Fianna, but he had refused to listen. He had gone as far as to relieve Anwen of her duties two months ago and send her back to the village from which she had come. With Anwen’s banishment, he had made it clear to everyone at Castle Clogwyn that if they challenged him or showed any hint of disloyalty, they would be made to suffer the consequences. 

“You’re wrong,” I said, forcing myself to lift my chin despite the nervous energy streaking through my body. “That isn’t the way—”

“I have lost my son!” Father shouted, a vein in his neck throbbing. “Is that not enough for you? Must you torment me with your impudence and your disloyalty as well? Get out, Seren.” 

I bit down hard on my trembling lower lip, drawing a slight bit of blood, but the fury in his voice warned me against pressing him further. My muscles shook as I walked back out into the anteroom and my stomach was hard. I hated that even now, knowing that I would forever fall short of his expectations, he still had the power to hurt me. 

Tears blurred my vision as I made my way through the main chamber of the infirmary, averting my gaze from the beds full of warriors who had all paid the price for Father’s schemes. The last year had felt like ten and I feared there was no end in sight. 

The land had not healed from the fires Fianna and its servants had caused throughout the clan, and the people were forced to suffer the consequences with soil that would not grow, for either them or their herds, and half-dead forests that could not support wild game. 

The Stag Spirit had appeared to target shifters with its tempting, alluring darkness, that was true, and it was true that it had used them for its sinister purposes, but Father was wrong in his ridiculous insistence that Fianna would seek out no other. His belief that shifters carried some inherent weakness was brought on by nothing more than his own personal hatred for the shifter who had killed his brother, Fionn. Fianna was an opportunistic being; it would seek out whoever was willing to give it their loyalty and their soul. 

It had been a dark day indeed when word had come from the village of Cnoc that Fionn had been murdered. When the truth of what had happened had come to light, that Fionn and his wife and children had been killed by a shifter and then their home lit up in flames, it had come as a shock. There had been peace in Blaidd for almost fifty years and in one horrific act, it had been broken. 

Father’s grief had quickly turned to a thirst for vengeance. He had hunted down the man responsible for the deaths of Fionn and his family, a shifter who had been said to have been unstable and a servant of Fianna, according to the villagers. The man had been executed at Father’s command, but Fianna had already gained a hold on the clan. 

More fires had followed and more shifters had succumbed to the Stag Spirit. Father’s solution had been to put forth a decree that all shapeshifters were to be purged from the clan in order to rid Blaidd of Fianna’s darkness, but as far as I had seen, it had only caused more violence and unrest. Many had suffered since the start of the Purge, including those whose only crime was being granted a gift from the Spirits. 

My stomach hardened further as I strode down one of the castle’s long, empty hallways. Like Anwen, I had felt the Purge was wrong, that it was a short-sighted thing birthed from anger and blind hatred. I, however, had no sway with Father and I had largely been left to do what I could to aid the innocent in secret, all the while praying that Father never learned the truth of what I’d involved myself in. If he were to find out what I had done, what I continued to do by aiding innocent shifters, largely children, and getting them beyond the borders of Blaidd, I would never be forgiven. 

Shaking my head, I pulled myself away from such thoughts as I climbed the staircase to the castle’s second level. I should have been on my way to see Mother, but after Father’s cruel words, I didn’t know if I could bear her indifference. On top of that, there was something that had niggled at me after seeing Eamon’s injuries. A fear I did not wish to believe was even possible. 

It couldn’t have been him, I told myself as I climbed the steps. He knows Eamon. He wouldn’t have done such a thing. Even more than that, he would never give himself up to Fianna. The thoughts were slim comfort, however, against the knot that formed in my belly. The boy I knew, the one I had called a friend for so many years, was not the only wolf shifter in Blaidd. It could have easily been someone else who had attacked Eamon. The report had been that the shifter Eamon had been sent to apprehend had been found hiding outside the village of Dheas a little less than a week ago. There had been nothing that would have pointed to the man in question having been Bran. 

And yet… The doubts that circled in my thoughts made my stomach churn as I reached the top of the steps. I didn’t know what had become of Bran after I had helped him escape Castle Clogwyn almost two years ago. Father had sentenced him to execution, on the basis of nothing more than the gift he had been given. Nothing would sway him, not pleading from Bran’s own father or the many years Bran had loyally served our family in the Ri’s stables. I hadn’t been able to sit by and do nothing. Not all shifters were the weak-willed monsters Father made them out to be. Bran was proof of that, even if Father refused to believe it. 

Only Cian and Sioned knew the truth of what I had done, aiding Bran’s father to help Bran escape, and they had sworn never to speak a word of it to anyone. I knew Bran. He had been the kindest of souls, one of my very best friends. He was the sort of person who had a love of life and could make you laugh and smile even on the hardest of days. I wouldn’t believe Father’s lies that all shifters were weak, evil souls who were only waiting for an invitation from a Dark Spirit like Fianna. Amid my overwhelming grief for Eamon, I refused to believe that Bran had become a killer. 
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Blood of a Seer


Seren





ONE YEAR LATER… 

Once again, I was going against my father’s wishes. I had left the castle in the dead of night, without his permission or his knowledge, riding north for the village of Beag with all haste. Father would be furious once he discovered me missing, that I knew, but there was too much at stake not to defy him. It was a situation I had found myself in with far too much regularity over the past few years. 

The horse’s breath fogged in the air and the trees around me began to thin. As the encampment on the village outskirts came into view, I slowed my dun stallion, Ceol, down to a trot. My companion and close friend, Emer, did the same with her own mount. The night air was cool, a reminder that while shoots of grass had begun to poke up here and there and the trees were budding in places, winter was not done with the island yet. And Spirits know what kind of spring it will even be, I thought, my stomach clenching. 

I glanced over at Emer. She had been my friend since childhood and she had taken a great risk in joining me on this journey. Her very place in the war band could be in jeopardy after going against her Ri and yet she had refused to let me ride off alone. I would owe her for her loyalty and for believing in what I had seen. 

There is no one else, I reminded myself, the two of us slowing our horses down to a walk as we neared the large circle of tents. Father had refused to act on what I had repeatedly seen in my visions and I had felt the urging from the Spirits that the danger for Blaidd and its people was increasing. Father, with his obstinate pride, had left me no choice but to take matters into my own hands. 

And Anwen knew, I thought, my throat tightening at the thought of my old mentor. You are not the only one speaking of such things. She tried to warn him, tried to make him see. Before she had passed two months ago, Anwen had reached out to Father to warn him that the so-called victory he had claimed when he had finally put an end to the Purge had been premature. She had cautioned him that Fianna’s darkness still lingered, but he had refused to listen, despite the fact that the land had not healed as he had insisted it would with the deaths of the shifters. 

There were still large tracts of ghastly, half-dead forests, devoid of any wildlife, and large swaths of soil that would grow nothing but sickly crops, if anything would grow at all. The scars from Fianna’s wrath lingered and in recent weeks, there had been reports of fires breaking out in the northern part of the clan. It was all signs that Father was wrong, but he would not admit it. 

His obstinance angered me. Our people suffered, many of them having only barely made it through the winter. So many worried that the spring and summer harvests would once again be poor, and they had good reason to. It had been years since the people of Blaidd had prospered and I worried over how much more suffering they could take.  

I shook my head, pulling myself out of my dark thoughts as Emer and I rode our horses into the edge of the encampment. We were immediately surrounded by warriors, their expressions exhausted and grim, and the memories of my last vision returned to me. I had seen fire and smoke, a raging blaze that had destroyed everything in its path—just what the warriors of Blaidd had seen these last few weeks. Fighting to ignore the tightness in my stomach, I swung down from Ceol’s back and Emer followed suit. 

“I need to speak with Pennathe Drystan,” I told the first warrior who approached me. 

The man wasn’t a complete stranger—his name was Seachnall and he had been a friend of my brother’s—but his mouth turned down at my mention of the clan’s warrior chief. 

“Pennathe Drystan has many pressing things to deal with,” he replied. “I trust this matter is an important one?” 

I clenched my jaw and beside me, Emer stiffened. Father’s disdain for me had been echoed by the rest of the inhabitants of Castle Clogwyn, especially the war band. When the truth had come out about what I had done during the Purge to aid shifters, it had only caused those around me to look at me with more disgust and distrust. To many at the castle, I was unstable, untrustworthy, and Father only encouraged such thoughts. I reminded myself to respond to Seachnall calmly, but before I could begin to speak, a familiar voice called my name. 

When I spied Cian threading his way through the warriors toward Emer and me, some of my tension eased. A brief exchange between Cian and Seachnall ended in the warriors taking our mounts. Though I felt a slight twinge of jealousy at Cian’s easy interaction with the warriors, I also knew where it stemmed from. 

He had more than earned their trust during the Purge, treating many wounded warriors in the field and at the castle. Once our horses were led away, Cian ushered Emer and me off in the opposite direction. One look at the wrinkle in his brow and the set of his jaw told me he was not as happy to see me as I was to see him. 

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said, keeping his voice low as we walked. 

I bit my lip, forcing myself to take a deep breath. He meant well; he always had. We had been close before Eamon’s death and had become even more so in the wake of it, but I knew he worried. Especially in instances like this one, where I went against Father’s wishes. Father was not one to shy away from punishment and cruelty. Not since the Purge. 

“I saw something,” I told him. “I need to relay it to Drystan.” 

“Did Uncle send you?” he asked. 

“I’m bound to my visions. You of all people should understand.” 

“That doesn’t answer my question.” 

I let out a frustrated sigh. “Father did not, but Domhnall did. When I told him what I had seen, he agreed something needed to be done. He’s written a letter for Drystan explaining the situation and putting his word behind mine.” 

Cian pressed his lips together, shaking his head as we came to a stop in the camp’s center. 

“And is Domhnall going to defend you before Uncle or is he going to leave you to take that fall on your own?” he asked. 

I stiffened. Domhnall had his faults—I wasn’t blind to them—but he had been willing to listen to me when no one else had been and like me, he knew something of being looked down upon. He was the youngest advisor on Father’s council at twenty-five. Many had had their doubts when Father had appointed him to the council four years ago, but his time in the hall of his mother, Ri Muireann of Seabhac, had done him credit. He had shown skill at political maneuverings that even his doubters had learned to have some respect for. Over the years, he had done well for himself. Not to mention that he was one of the few friends I had left at the castle. 

“He listened to me,” I said. “That counts for something.” 

Cian let out a long breath, ducking his head as he rubbed the back of his neck. 

“I’m sorry.” His expression was repentant when he looked back up at me. “That wasn’t entirely fair of me, but it’s not safe here. Things have gotten worse.”

“Which is all the more reason Drystan needs to hear what I have to say.” 

Cian let out an exasperated sigh, glancing over at Emer, who gave a half shrug. 

“She was going to go,” Emer said. “I wasn’t going to let her come all this way on her own. And Domhnall is no warrior.” 

I couldn’t suppress a slight wince at her last words, despite knowing that they were true. There was a reason Domhnall was on the Ri’s advisory council and not in the war band. He wasn’t completely inept with a blade, but his skills laid more with words than with weapons. 

“Drystan isn’t going to be thrilled with your arrival,” Cian said, looking back at me. 

“I don’t need his approval,” I replied. 

They were bold words, ones that were at odds with the churning in my stomach. Much like Father, Drystan had always favored Eamon, but the warrior chief’s personal feelings were not the most pressing thing in a time like this one. The people were suffering and they would continue to suffer until Fianna’s hold was broken on the clan for good. Drystan didn’t respect me, but he should have enough sense to respect the Wolf Spirit, the guardian of the clan and the being that had granted me my gift of foresight. 

With another heavy sigh, Cian gave a curt nod in the direction of Drystan’s tent. He and Emer stayed at my side as we walked over to it. Two warriors stood guard outside and though it grated on me, I let Cian be the one to speak with them and be the one to press for me to have an audience with the warrior chief. As I waited next to Emer, I fidgeted with the carefully folded and sealed piece of parchment that I carried in my pocket. Domhnall had done me an immense favor in writing it and it stated that I had come on his behalf. 

After a bit of smooth talking on Cian’s part, I was granted entrance. Emer sent me a reassuring smile before I ducked inside. She might have had her reservations about our journey, but she had never failed to support me when I needed her. 

There was a scowl on Drystan’s face when I entered the tent, and he crossed his arms as I came to stand in front of him. Like Father, Drystan was an imposing man. He was tall, with greying brown hair, and his blue eyes hardened the longer he looked at me. Everything inside the tent was orderly and precise, just like the man himself. I could see a map lying on the rough-hewn table Drystan stood in front of, bits of it outlined in dark red ink. Despite the weeks that he and his warriors had spent in the north, they had made little progress stopping the more recent fires. 

“Seren,” he said, his voice deep with displeasure. “What in the blazes are you doing here?” 

I squared my shoulders, making myself meet his gaze. “I have seen things that I am duty bound to inform you of.” Pausing, I pulled out Domhnall’s letter and thrust it at him. “Domhnall has agreed with my assessment of the situation.” 

Drystan took the letter, scoffing as he ripped open the seal. “So, young Domhnall has decided to act without the rest of the council, has he?” 

“He is taking the matter before the council as we speak,” I replied, trying to ignore the quiver in my stomach. 

Domhnall had promised he would do so. I had to believe that he would follow through on his word. He had been sincere when he had come down to the stables to see Emer and me off, even going as far as to profess that he cared for me, deeply. As Drystan read the letter, my thoughts wandered to the brief kiss Domhnall and I had shared in a secluded corner of the stables a little over a month ago, but I was quick to rein those thoughts in. Now wasn’t the time to dwell on such things. 

Drystan muttered something under his breath as he finished reading, tossing the parchment on the table behind him before he turned back to me and gave an impatient wave. “Let’s hear this important information then.”

I took a deep breath. My visions weren’t always easy to explain; the Spirits were often abstract in their messages. It had taken years under Anwen’s tutelage to learn how to interpret what I saw and many days, I feared I had not learned enough from her before she had passed. It was times like these that I most keenly missed her and her wisdom. 

“There is a man who continually appears,” I said. “He is always clothed in black. He controls both a wolf and a hawk. Every time he sends them out, the forest catches ablaze.” 

Drystan frowned, pursing his lips. “And you think that means what, exactly?” 

“I think it means that you need to be looking for more than a few villagers causing trouble.” 

Drystan’s eyes narrowed, but I didn’t back down under his cold gaze. I knew what I’d seen and I knew the hints of darkness I had felt. When the Spirits sent warnings, they were not to be taken lightly. Even if men like Father and Drystan didn’t want to hear them. 

“The shifters have been cleansed from this land,” Drystan said. “There are no more left to do Fianna’s bidding.” 

“There are other gifted. The land has not healed and fires are exactly what Fianna used before. The people are suffering. This can’t continue.” 

“I assure you that I am quite aware of the gravity of this situation,” Drystan snapped. “You can tell Domhnall that I will have warriors look into it at his request.” He gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “You may go.” 

I bit the inside of my cheek to hold back the retort I wanted to spew back at him. His response was both dismissive and insulting and he had gone out of his way to remind me of my unclear place at Clogwyn. The Ri’s daughter, but not the kin being prepared as his successor. Unfortunately, however, I had tangled with Drystan before and judging by the hardness of his gaze, I knew I would not get much farther arguing with him tonight. I had done what I had come to do and I had no power to force his hand, no matter how much I wanted to. He would have to be the one to act on what I had told him. Ducking back out of the tent, I found Cian and Emer waiting for me a few feet away. 

“Well,” Emer said as I joined them, “I didn’t hear anyone yelling.” 

I snorted as we walked to the fire at the camp’s center. “No, but I don’t think he was particularly interested in what I had to say, either.” 

“He’s stubborn.” Cian ran a hand through his hair. “Just like Uncle is. I assume the two of you will ride back in the morning?” 

Emer and I nodded. There was little sense in pushing our horses tonight after the long journey they’d already undertaken. It would be a two-day ride back to the castle regardless and we’d make far better time if our mounts were rested. 

“It’s late,” Cian said. “We should all get some rest.” 

I nodded again and Emer voiced her agreement. 

“I want to check on Ceol before I turn in,” I told the both of them. 

“I can go with you,” Emer said. 

I shook my head. “I won’t be long, and I’m sure there will be plenty of warriors guarding the horses.” 

We bid one another goodbye, Cian embracing me before he left. 

“Be careful,” he said softly. “Something isn’t right here.” 

My stomach hardened as I watched him walk away with Emer. His words fed into my deepest fears that soon, Fianna would strike in a way that couldn’t be ignored. Crossing the camp, I made my way to the horses, all of them picketed for the night, noticing two warriors shadowing me as I approached my stallion. Father might have wavered on naming me as his successor and Blaidd’s future Ri, but I was still the last of his blood kin. 

I came to stand next to Ceol, my gaze falling on the craggy peaks of the distant Ioliare mountains. The tall mountains were dark shadows against the night sky. The camp was just west of the largely untouched mountain range. Ioliare was not a place for the faint-hearted and it had long been said to be a place strong with the Spirits. Many a villager had spoken of encounters with the powerful beings within the bounds of mountains, Dark Spirits included. 

The fires that had first drawn Drystan and his warriors north months ago had first begun within the isolated mountain range. In recent weeks, however, reports had reached Clogwyn that the fires were getting closer to the villages, like Beag, on the edges of the mountains. The spreading fires, along with the tracts of land that had been burned in the Purge that still had not recovered, had made the people anxious and Father furious. Drystan had been sent to hunt down the culprits, but thus far, he’d had little luck. 

A shiver passed down my spine as I thought of the flickering flames I’d seen in my visions. My memories of the Purge and the destruction Fianna had wrought were still fresh. The people could not go through that again and I feared the land itself would not be able to take much more destruction before the decay reached a point where Blaidd became almost uninhabitable. 

Unlike Father and Drystan, I did not believe that Fianna would target only shifters to bring to its side. The Dark Spirits had been known to go after any gifted soul they deemed useful, the power the gifted were granted often becoming even stronger under the influence of a Dark Spirit. Even mortals had been known to be brought into the clutches of beings like Fianna, if it suited their purposes. 

I stroked Ceol’s neck in an attempt to quell the unsettled feeling that had washed over me at such thoughts. The stallion gave a low snort, cocking a foot while he munched on a bit of hay that had been thrown to him. 

Letting out a low breath, I ran a hand through his long black mane, listening to the comforting noise of the horses eating. Just being with them was calming, though it did make me miss my two wolves, Awyr and Cryfder. I’d left them back at the castle, with the rest of our family’s wolf pack. I hadn’t wanted to risk their safety, but I still missed the presence of my beloved companions. 

Ceol’s neck suddenly tensed under my hands and he pricked his ears. He looked toward the surrounding woods, his rigid movement putting me on alert as well. My gaze followed his and my heartbeat quickened as I stared into the darkness. I could see nothing but Ceol shifted, his muscles tensing further as his nostrils flared. Something had him on edge. 

After a few moments of nothing happening and being unable to discern anything foul lurking nearby, I gave him a reassuring scratch on the neck. I started to back away from him, but sudden movement among the trees made me freeze. My breath caught as a pair of glowing eyes stared back at me. Tense seconds passed, a few of the other horses lifting their heads in alarm, before the glowing eyes disappeared. 

“Seren?” One of the warriors called from her post a few feet away. “Is there a problem?” 

“Everything is fine,” I called back. 

Shaking my head, I reminded myself that what I had seen could have been any number of perfectly normal creatures, especially being this close to the mountains. Ioliare had its fair share of wildlife that called the mountains home. Giving Ceol one last scratch, I headed back toward the center of the encampment. I’d feel better once I was in the safety of my tent with my longbow and quiver at my side. Something wasn’t right. I knew that deep in my bones, but I was floundering to determine what. 








  
  

Chapter two
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Stroke of Fortune


Bran





She had seen me. I knew it like I knew my own name. There had always been something that had drawn us to one another and when I’d seen her, I’d been a fool and taken risks I shouldn’t have. My wolf form always sharpened my vision, even at night, and when I’d caught a glimpse of her, as always, it hadn’t been enough. Seren of Blaidd had always caused me to act less than wise. 

The worst part, though, was that she wasn’t even supposed to be here. Cian was the one I was supposed to have been hunting, not her, and I silently cursed her presence. Now that I had seen her, there would be no keeping it from Lorcan. I couldn’t lie to him, not even if I wanted to. 

I forced myself back into the shadows, my chest tightening when I caught another glimpse of Seren as she walked away from the horses. Memories assailed me, ones that I had tried so hard to forget. Memories of a home at Castle Clogwyn and family and friends who had been so cruelly ripped away from me in the wake of Cadfael’s purge. I had no idea if my father even still lived, but I was glad that my mother had long since passed. I would not want either of them to see me now. 

Is he there? Lorcan’s voice drifted into my thoughts, a bitter taste settling in my mouth in its aftermath. 

Some mind-speakers used their abilities for good. The most skilled could even heal the minds of those who were troubled, but Lorcan was not one of them. He used his abilities to twist the thoughts of others and to control those under him. There was no escaping him, not when I’d bound my soul to his. 

Yes, I replied, not wanting to give him any more information than I had to. 

Someone else is too. You made an oath, Bran. Remember how Fianna and I feel about traitors. 

I swallowed hard. Seren had saved my life years ago when her father had arranged for my execution. It was a sacrifice I would never forget, but Lorcan was the man I owed my allegiance to now. 

She is here as well, I told him. Cadfael’s daughter. 

Well, well, well. A stroke of fortune for us then. Even though I couldn’t see him, I could envision Lorcan’s smirk. 

Cian is the one you want, I said. He’s weaker than she is. He’ll put up less of a fight. 

It was a lie, but I had to try. Neither Cian nor Seren would easily bend to Lorcan’s will, nor go quietly without a fight, but Lorcan didn’t necessarily know that. Not like I did. I owed Seren a great deal for what she had done that day, helping my father send the warriors of Blaidd in the wrong direction so that I could escape Clogwyn. She had been a stalwart and loyal friend; without her, I would have met the end of a noose. 

I will be the one to decide that, Lorcan snapped. Get back to the caves. Your work is done. 

As I felt his presence leave my mind, I was unable to stop the growl that ripped from my throat. I tore away from the camp, cursing the fact that Lorcan had sent me on this scouting mission instead of Alannah. If it had been my fellow shifter who had gone out, Seren’s capture at least wouldn’t have been on my conscience. 

Loping through the woods, I easily scaled the rocky forest floor as I raced back into the mountains. The journey to the caves of Ogof allowed me to work out some of my mounting tension and thankfully Lorcan remained gone from my mind. 

I didn’t always agree with him, but I did owe him my life. When he had found me a year and a half ago, I had been captured by a group of villagers and was moments away from being handed off to warriors of Blaidd. Lorcan had helped me escape, offering me safety along with the others he had saved from Cadfael’s wrath. 

There were only two shifters left now in Lorcan’s band. The others had been picked off one by one during the Purge. It hadn’t been until Lorcan had discovered the deep caves of Ogof that we had truly been safe, and that had come too late for so many. Lorcan himself bore his own scars from the Purge and though his hatred for Cadfael at times left him making choices that I questioned, I understood his rage. 

By the time I reached the series of caverns that we’d called home for the past eight months, I was starting to pant. Slowing my pace, I trotted up to the mouth of the cave that would lead me down into the interconnected caverns. Before stepping inside, I shifted, coming back into my human form once more. 

The light of a single torch illuminated the darkness inside the cave and revealed the figure of a tall, broad-shouldered man who studied me with a cold expression. His name was Dara and he was a newer addition to Lorcan’s band, he and his mercenaries having arrived at the caverns six months ago. Lorcan had stolen a good bit of coin to hire on Dara and his fighters and I could at least say that thus far, they had proved to be worth the price. 

Vengeance was what had driven Lorcan’s choices for as long as I’d known him. He had wanted Cadfael to suffer for what he had done to him and his family, but it wasn’t until Lorcan had met Dara that his burning vengeance had become something more deadly and sinister. Lorcan wanted Cadfael dead, so that a new Ri could take control of the clan. Dara and his mercenary fighters had no allegiance to any clan or Ri; they offered their loyalty to the highest bidder. It had suited Lorcan’s needs perfectly. 

“Lorcan is waiting for you,” Dara said, his voice gruff as he motioned for me to follow him. 

I did so, knowing that even though all I really wanted was food and sleep, Lorcan was not one to be kept waiting. Dara led the way down the narrow cavern passageway, the moisture dripping from the stalactites the only noise in the air. The various rock formations caused the torchlight to cast strange shadows all around us, but I knew better than to be distracted by the odd shapes. Instead, I focused on the narrow path we were walking. The caverns, hidden in the craggy peaks of the Iolaire mountains, had proved an ideal hiding place for us, but they could be treacherous. 

Dara eventually came to a stop outside one of the larger caverns and motioned for me to enter. When I stepped into Lorcan’s chamber, I found him with his back to me, looming over a rough-hewn wooden table. The torches on the walls cast the cavern in a dim light as he pored over a map, his hands clasped behind his back. 

“You wished to see me?” I asked, clearing my throat. 

When he turned, I was barely able to suppress a shudder. It wasn’t the scars that covered the right side of his face and neck, scars that he had received at the hands of warriors of Blaidd, that caused my stomach to turn. It was the creatures that were revealed to be standing with him, the otherworldly beasts that were never far from his side. 

They resembled a small deer in shape only, the rest of their bodies oddly distorted and disfigured. They were shadow creatures, their bodies made of smoke and ash and their glowing eyes resembling burning embers. Fangs protruded from their mouths, and sharp claws that could rip a person to shreds extended out where there should have been hooves. 

With my gifting, I had always been sensitive to the darkness that came from the Dark Spirits of the island, and the darkness that rolled off the shadow creatures was almost suffocating. Lorcan, as always, was unaffected by it, the result of giving his soul to the Stag Spirit, Fianna, I presumed. I didn’t know the full details of what had transpired to draw Lorcan to Fianna’s side, but I knew enough. 

His uncle, a shapeshifter by the name of Ifan, had been singled out and treated poorly by Cadfael’s brother, Fionn, because of his gifting. Fionn had served as the ambassador of trade to the mainland for the Clan of Blaidd, but he had handled such affairs poorly. When Ifan had confronted him over it, and the losses the people were suffering because of Fionn’s misguided choices, Fionn had acted both irrationally and violently. 

Ifan had done what he had thought he had to in order to defend himself and his family and in the end, it had resulted in Fionn’s death. Cadfael had made Ifan pay with his life, but that hadn’t been enough for the bloodthirsty Ri of Blaidd. He had come after Lorcan and the rest of Ifan’s family as well. From what I had been told, Lorcan owed Fianna his life, and in return, he had given it his soul. 

“How many warriors?” Lorcan asked, stroking the back of one of the creatures at his side. 

I averted my gaze from the sight. I still wasn’t accustomed to the fondness he held for the creatures.  “A little more than twenty, from what I could tell.” 

“Smaller than I expected. Drystan must be feeling brave. He is there as well?” 

“Yes.” 

Lorcan pursed his lips, crossing his arms and leaning back against the table. “And you think that Cadfael’s nephew would be more useful to draw him out than his precious daughter?” 

“Cadfael favored his son, not his daughter.” 

“She might not be favored but she is still his daughter.” 

“With Cian, you would have the wrath of his mother as well as Cadfael. Her family was always close with the Ri’s family; she will not sit idly at Clogwyn if her son is in danger.” 

Lorcan snorted, shooting me a look of disgust. “Seren is the only child Cadfael has left. She is the last of his blood kin, the last of his line. That means something to a man who holds the title of Ri.” 

I held his gaze, fighting to ignore the quiver in my stomach. “I can only tell you what I remember.” 

“If I didn’t know any better,” Lorcan said, narrowing his eyes, “I would think that perhaps you had some sort of personal stake in this.” 

“I don’t.” 

The shadow creature’s eyes blazed and my shoulders tensed. 

“There is nothing and no one at Castle Clogwyn worth saving,” Lorcan said, his tone harsh. “Most certainly not Cadfael’s one remaining brat.” 

My jaw tightened and I resisted the urge to clench my hands into fists. “Understood.” 

“You will not be going with the others tonight. I will be sending Alannah instead.” 

A hardness settled in my stomach and I managed a stiff nod. I, at least, wouldn’t be the one to betray her, but knowing what would happen to her still left me sick inside. I shouldn’t care. After all, what was Seren to me now? And yet, I did care. The thought of her being captured, of what could befall her at Lorcan’s hands, brought up an unfamiliar anger, one that made me want to continue to challenge Lorcan and act like more of a fool than I already had. 

This is about Cadfael, not her, I reminded myself. It’s about bringing about a new era in Blaidd. I had often repeated a similar mantra to myself when I’d questioned Lorcan’s choices and commands. We wanted the same thing, a new future for the clan, and that could never come to pass so long as Cadfael was Ri. 

Lorcan gave me a dismissive wave of his hand before instructing me to leave. My jaw ached as I stepped back out into the main cavern, my thoughts fixed on Seren. For all I knew, she could have easily adopted her father’s feelings about shapeshifters since I had seen her last. After all, I had heard the rumors that it was a shifter who had killed Eamon a little over a year ago. Lorcan’s hatred of her could be entirely justified. Squaring my shoulders, I made my way back down the passageway, fighting to put her out of my thoughts. Dwelling on the past would only lead to trouble. 

“Didn’t go well, I take it?” 

I slowed my steps at the voice that echoed behind me, glancing over my shoulder to see Alannah walking toward me. The dim light of the torches combined with the perpetual darkness of the caverns cast her in shadows, but it was still impossible not to be aware of the alluring curves of her body. She smiled as she walked up to me, but there was a craftiness to it that I could see now, one that I had missed months ago when she had first sought me out. 

I shrugged when she reached me. “It could have been worse. You know Lorcan.” 

“But it could have been better?” She raised her brows, not so subtly brushing my shoulder with her own as she came to stand beside me. Her touch, however, didn’t have the same effect on me that it once had. 

“I got him the information he wanted,” I replied. I didn’t want to continue the conversation—I was trying not to think of Seren—but Alannah showed no interest in letting it drop. 

“What has you in such a sour mood?” she asked, linking her arm with mine before pulling me down the hallway with her. 

I was too exhausted to protest the intimate display. One word and she’d be back in my bed like nothing had ever changed between us, but what we’d once had was over. I’d learned the hard way that Alannah could be as bitter as she was beautiful. I didn’t begrudge her for it, but we wanted different things in life and we were never going to make one another happy. 

“What is it?” she asked, running her fingers along my arm. “You can tell me.” 

“I saw someone I knew,” I mumbled, “from before.” 

She gave me a sidelong glance. “Tell me who it is and I can make certain they meet an unfortunate demise tonight.” 

I couldn’t hide my grimace. “It doesn’t matter.” 

“Suit yourself.” She gave a toss of her auburn hair, the two of us drawing closer to the cavern that served as a mess hall, predominantly for Dara and his mercenaries. “But if you change your mind…”

“I know where to find you.” 

We stepped into the mess hall, Alannah still attached to my arm. The space was noisy tonight, filled with Dara’s thirty-some odd fighters who were eager for the night’s attack on Drystan’s camp. Our band was small compared to the large war band of Blaidd, but with Fianna’s power, the damage we could do was considerable. With time, Lorcan would draw Cadfael out and once he was dead, Alannah and I wouldn’t have to live in fear. 

She dragged me over to a far corner, and I let her. I might want no future as her lover, but I couldn’t deny the one thing we shared that connected us to one another: our giftings. There were so few shifters left—in the Clan of Blaidd, at least. Cadfael had been brutally efficient in his purge. Those who had survived largely chose to live their lives in hiding and though I’d heard rumors that there were some who had gotten away to the other clans or the mainland, I did not know the truth of such talk. 

I took a seat at the table Alannah had chosen and she settled beside me before cajoling one of the men at an adjoining table to fetch us both drinks. I studied her as she expertly got what she wanted. I didn’t know much of her past. She and her family had hailed from the Clan of Seabhac originally and she had her own story to tell from the Purge. Her life had been hard before Lorcan had found her and the bitterness and anger she carried ran deep. 

Our drinks were brought to us and I gladly indulged in the ale, content to listen while Alannah struck up a flirtatious conversation with one of her admirers. Despite my best efforts, my thoughts kept drifting back to Seren. There was a knot in my belly at the thoughts of her, one that soon left me without taste for my drink. If Lorcan had his sights set on her, there would be little to stop him and the worst part was, I would have played a role in it all. 
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