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Chapter One


[image: ]




The black gates of Haven shut behind them and Elena felt the clang of that black monstrosity closing like prison doors slamming at her back.  It did not help that the large dark warrior beside her held her arm like he had no intention of letting go.  He was not hurting her, but there was no give in the big hand that wrapped around her elbow so completely.  But then, until a few moments ago, they had been mortal enemies.  Now they were supposed to be allies.

Elena winced as the knife in her shoulder shifted.  Pain she had been valiantly ignoring flared.  When she had been in the Green, she at least had the magic of the wilds to draw on.  Here in the stone city of Haven she did not even have that.  The pain was getting worse and she was more than a little aware of the blood trickling in a steady stream down into her sleeve and bodice.

She ignored it for the moment, looking up into the courtyard surrounding the black gate she raised her chin and pretended a serenity she did not feel.  Even if her unusual amber hair and pale forest Green eyes did not give away her otherness, no one could mistake the traditional leather garb of the Danu.  From the elaborate braids in her unusual red hair to the soft soled leather boots on her feet, everything, including the browns and Greens of her tunic and supple leather pants, fit tight and tucked close to her body for ease of movements among the trees and vines of the wild proclaiming without a doubt what she was. 

Just as surely as the armored leather pants and straps holding numerous knives and swords worn over otherwise bare muscled brown chests proclaimed most of the men milling inside the inner bailey to be giants of the southern army.  The dark males with their olive sun-kissed skin and dark hair towered over the few native Haven residents that milled here and there, and incidentally over Elena who was like all Danu, both smaller than the Southern warriors by a good foot of height and willowier than the stockier native Haven residents.

There were a few native-born northerners among their conquerors, well-dressed lords standing far to the back of the milling soldiers.  Waiting for a chance to speak with the King she assumed, taking in their elaborate colorful clothing.  Others not so well dressed but still more colorful and smaller of build and lighter of coloring that the barbarian horde cared for the horses and men, or just moved through the crowd trying to get from one place to the next without being trampled.  Looking around she knew most of the smaller natives had been smart enough to hide in their rock homes behind solid locked doors while the southern giants battled the magic users of the Green.  A battle that had almost started right at their gates.  She could not blame them for that.  She would have stayed hidden in her wilds if she had had a choice.  

It was no wonder that the massively built warriors that looked to be hewn of solid rock glared at her suspiciously, or curiously, depending.  She stood out quite distinctly as the enemy in this crowd.  And a wounded one at that. She felt much like a small brown wren flittering wounded among much larger and heavily armored clawed beasts of the Green. And it was doubly uncomfortable surrounded as she was by rock walls and cobbled streets.  The connection to the Green broken and blocked by so much stone had Elena wondering how any of them could breathe in such a place.

The shorter stockier more colorfully dressed Haven natives went the opposite way, they avoided looking at her as if they thought the magic in her blood might somehow be contagious.  She could almost taste the fear when someone’s eyes accidentally glanced her way.

But then it might not be her they were avoiding looking at.  She was after all in the company of two of the most dangerous men on the continent.  King Rek Morten holder of the sword known as witch killer.  He had conquered the South and then turned to claim the Northern lands with a bloody ruthless drive that conquered an entire continent.  

He had also been the man who decimated the people of the Green until the Danu had become little more than legend.  Built like an immovable oak tree, he towered over nearly everyone around them.  And that was saying something since the warrior people of the Southern Desert lands were all well over six feet and built for battle.  Rek Morten was robust, tall, and wide shouldered, thick at the thighs and arms, and barrel chested.  

The twelve years since he had won his place and been proclaimed High King had not softened him.  The silver grey of his once dark hair was cut short at his nape and added no softness to his harsh features and hawk like nose.  The road map of scars and hard lines across his sun-bronzed features were the only indication he was no longer the warrior of his youth. Even wearing the same battle leathers as his army did not detract from the fire in those dark blue eyes.  He hardly needed the heavy fur cape with the shiny gold emblem at his throat to proclaim his status.  No one looking at him would doubt he was King Rek Morten.  Fierce intelligence and ruthlessness shined out of those dark blue eyes like a beacon.  Every warrior that caught his eyes bowed respectfully and moved out of the way.

If he were not scary enough, his oldest son Ansgar, heir to the throne, General of the Southern Army, holder of Horth and hater of all things magic stood beside him.  He was known as Ansgar ‘the Bloody’ and looking into that brutally beautiful face no one would doubt he deserved his name.

Larger even than his father, Ansgar Morten stood nearly seven feet tall and every inch of that was solid muscle and killing efficiency in warrior leathers.  The sickle-shaped scar on his chin drew the eye but did nothing to detract from the deadly beauty of that distracting face.  Like his father the only thing that distinguished his leathers from the men under his command was the dark purple cloak of royal office.  Unlike his father his eyes were an ice blue that made one think of a cold silent death rather than the harsh blistering fire of temper, but it was a lie.  She had needed to see the big war general across the battlefield exactly once to know he raged with the same fire his father threatened her beloved wilds with.  Beautiful the man might be, but it was a harsh masculine beauty that scared her as much as it drew her.

It was Ansgar the Bloody's large rough hand holding her arm in an unbreakable grip, and she could attest with utmost positivity that however cold the man appeared his touch on her arm burned, nearly as much as the knife that pierced her shoulder.  The knife, like the hand that threw it nearly starting a war, had been his.

How had she gotten here?  Elena wondered, doing her best to emit serenity when all she wanted to do was run back to the Green, possibly screaming like the small scared female she was.  Unfortunately, that would be bad on several levels.  First because it would make her, and her people, look weak in a time when they needed to appear strong, and second because she would not give the warrior holding her so firmly the satisfaction of seeing it.

She winced at just the thought of the satisfaction on his face were she to give in to her fears.  She was made of sterner stuff than that, all Danu were, or they never would have survived their childhood on the run from the very men she now walked beside.

She could feel nothing more than a trickle from the Green here, but she was not like other Danu, her gifts were such that she had other ways to call power.  Milling around her along with the soldiers of the Southern Armies were their battle steads, and while some had come from Southern bloodlines, most had been caught wild here in the North, or bred from stock that had once roamed the Greens.  It gave her an edge that no other Danu possessed, because while all Danu connected to the growing things in the wild Green, her gift allowed her a further connection with the animals that roamed it.  It was the sole reason her brother had let her go with the men he still saw as the enemy without more of a fight when she had been commanded by the new queen of the Danu to accompany them.  He knew she was more qualified than most Danu to take care of herself away from the Green.

She grasped at the slippery weave that floated like a shadow, connecting to the wild through the horses, all of which immediately tried to move in her direction as one.  The warriors shifted, and she sent out a soothing call telling them to continue as they were, thankful that no one had noticed in the crowd what she had done.  She drew the flickering power to herself like a candle flame that sputtered.  If she were to touch one of the beasts it would be a different story, but from a distance the best she could do was pull in just enough power to heal her wound around the knife.

Right now, blood loss was not an issue, because the knife was blocking the drain, and between that and the small healing she had done would be sufficient to stop the flow.  Once the knife came out, she would need a healer to deal with the wound before blood loss weakened her too much.  Too much blood loss and she would have no choice but to return to the wilds for a full healing.  And that was not something she had time for.  Not when everything seemed to be riding on her ability to iron out the deal her queen had made.

Katrine had ordered her to accompany the King and his son to get her shoulder seen to and to begin to work out the details of the new peace agreement between their people.  No one was going to argue after Katrine had claimed her power and connected all the world weaves across the land.  She was the first true queen the Danu had seen in centuries.  So long had it been, that the stories of someone with that much power in the wilds had fallen, like many other things, to fairy tells and legends.

Elena was not about to remind the queen she could go into the weave and be healed faster in the wilds then inside the stone walls of Haven.  Even her brother Quain said nothing when she walked across the torn up North road where the queen had stepped, and the Green had followed.  They all knew it was not really to be healed that she went with what only moments ago had been the enemy.

Elena suddenly found herself in the position of dealing in politics.  She was not sure how that had happened, but it was clear to all that her brother Quain did not have the mindset to keep the peace.  Too much rage sat on his shoulders, pride, guilt and a quick temper easily riled.  The other six Danu survivors they had raised were younger and even less experienced than Elena.  They had been left far away in the Green in case they needed to run again.

Katrine could not leave the weave, not after claiming it so completely to stop the war.  Wherever she went the wilds would follow, and none of the stone walls and rock homes of Haven would stand before the power of the wild things.  So Khalon, son of Rek Morten had denounced his royal station and followed his new wife into the wilds, and Elena had crossed that invisible line, the knife of Ansgar the Bloody still in her shoulder, to deal with the man who had torched the Green and killed all but a handful of children in order to claim the wild places for his people.  It had not worked of course, the wild were not so easily tamed.  An act of aggression towards it made it adapt and grow teeth where none had existed before.

In the twelve years since war had started between the Danu and the Southern armies not a foot more of the wild had been claimed.  Which was the only reason she figured the warriors were agreeable to the peace treaty they had bargained for.  That and the show of force Katrine had managed when her brother Quain and Ansgar the Bloody very nearly started the second war.  Seeing both the Green sweep up to take the roads to stop the armies, and the sky open with rain to put out their fires had made an impression.

She sighed and looked up to find the frost blue eyes of the dark warrior Ansgar the Bloody already looking down at her.  

"You are in more pain than you were a moment ago."  His voice was as dark and deep as she had imagined when she first saw him.  

"Yes," she said simply.  "I am Danu, away from the Green, Danu do not heal as fast."  Not really a lie, per say.

Ansgar the Bloody turned and looked at the warriors around them.  He glared down any he found looking her way.  Elena almost laughed at the comical way the brutish warriors turned pale and then found somewhere else to be from one look at the big warrior.  

He signaled to one of his men and gave him orders.  "Send someone to find a healer and another to find the place that the Danu stayed at when she was here in the city.  The healer can come there."

Elena breathed a sigh of relief.  If Katrine had lived there then it was likely that she had worked a garden.  Which meant there would be power reserves for Elena to draw on.  Between that and the animals within the city walls, she could heal her shoulder as soon as the knife was taken out and no one would question it was the garden that made it possible.  It meant she would not have to heal at a slow rate just to keep up appearances.

It also meant, she realized, that the big warrior understood at least some of what the Danu were, and their connection to the land.  She looked back up to find those ice blue eyes still on her.  The look in them both measuring and grim.  One did not want a man like Ansgar the Bloody to know your strengths, because it gave him too much insight into your weaknesses.  She had no doubt he would use both to his advantage.  Elena raised her chin and gave him her most serene eyes.  Like the chill in his, the serenity she showed was deceptive.  He knew it too, because his lips tipped up with just the smallest hint of a cold smile.  While something dark and greedy sparked in his eyes.

Challenge offered and accepted.

Elena forced herself not to look away or show her sudden fluttering of worry.  

Finally, he released her from that sharp raptor gaze to turn and see a soldier waiting to catch his attention.  A soldier she had not even noticed arriving until that moment.  On the other side of Ansgar the Bloody, King Rek Morten looked over his son and her both, and something had him smiling a cool smile of his own.  How had she forgotten the king was also right there beside them?  How utterly careless of her.

Maybe the blood loss was affecting her more than she thought?  Whatever the case, she heard with some relief the directions the warrior was sharing with his General had to do with directions to the house of a weaver, where the Danu had resided, and Elena took the excuse to look away from all the big daunting warriors that surrounded her.  A Danu garden sounded like a very good idea, and if it meant she would have a little space of peace away from southern warriors, kings, and princes, all the better.  It would certainly be better than the rock walls and cobbled streets that even now felt as if they were pressing down on her.

"A word," King Rek Morten said mildly enough, his eyes on his oldest son.

Ansgar seemed to hesitate, but finally motioned to the two warriors that were nearly as scary as he was that shadowed their backs.  "See her to the weaver Amelia's house.  The healer will meet you.  You will guard the Danu witch until I join you."

Guard the Danu witch? Elena thought narrowing her eyes.  At least she knew where she stood.  She turned and gave the big warrior prince a final serene look.  She was thrilled to see it made his jaw clench just the smallest bit.  It gave her some satisfaction that she bothered the big warrior.  She did not know why that was, and she did not question her reasons too closely.  She just nodded serenely at both men, as if she were the one in charge and they were dismissed, rather than the other way around.  Then she followed her guards no one bothered to introduce to her.

A tension she had not realized left her shoulders as soon as they had turned the corner on the street and she could no longer feel those ice blue eyes on her back.  Yes, some peace and quiet in a Danu garden would be just the thing about now.  She wondered how the rest of the Danu were fairing in this new world they suddenly found themselves in.

Her thoughts reminded her that as soon as she had a moment alone, she needed to send a message to her brother.  She did not want him coming to her rescue and making everything ten times worse.  This peace between the armies of the north and the Danu of the Green was a tentative thing.  All it would take would be one hot headed mistake to undo the peace that Katrine had made possible.
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Chapter Two
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"What are you up to old man?"  Ansgar turned his head to glare at his father.  He knew that light in those shrewd eyes very well.  His father was hatching a plan and he already knew he was not going to like it.  Even so his eyes went back to the witch as she walked away.  He did not like the sight of the knife sticking out of that small soft body, any more than he liked the wince of pain on that pretty face.  And he especially did not like that serene untouchable look in those Danu Green eyes.  The last he could not explain even to himself.

His father raised a brow and smiled.  "I just want to assure myself that your head is back on your shoulders."

Ansgar turned fully to face his father, the small female out of sight around the corner no longer holding his attention.  "What does that mean?"

"It means we need these peace talks to work, and I need to know you understand that and won't be throwing any more knives."

Ansgar ground his teeth.  "I was aiming for the male."

His father gave him a bland stare.

He growled.  "You know as well as I do that you can't trust them."

His father’s expression did not change.  "That remains to be seen, but it will not be my son that turns the tide."  He gave him his steel eyed face.  "Do I make myself clear?"

Ansgar unlocked his jaw to speak between gritted teeth.  "The witch is safe enough."

"Not good enough," his father said.  "I am making her safety your responsibility."

"What does that mean?"  Ansgar asked, having a sinking feeling he knew where his father was going with this, even if he did not know all the reasons why his father wanted him to guard the girl.  

"It means you do not leave her side until these talks and agreements are cemented and the witch is returned to her people.  "You nearly started a war with the mother of my future grandchildren.  Now I am telling you as your father, and your king that you will keep the witch safe."

"I have duties," he started grimly.

"Reassigned," his father interrupted him just as grim.  "The girl is your only concern until I say otherwise."  His father slapped him on the shoulder and smiled.  It was the smile Ansgar knew well.  His father was not going to budge.  He cursed in his head, fluently and with relish.

His father marched away with a spring in his step that made Ansgar more than a little wary.

What are you up to old man?

***

[image: ]


Elena took a moment to study the guards at her back.

The two warriors looked much like the others that they walked through to leave the mass of soldiers at the walls.  These might have the height and coloring of the others but there was something cold and hard in their eyes that reminded her of their General.  It made her wonder what they had seen to look so unapproachable.

"This is it," the one on the right said, motioning to a house and making her focus away from her guards and the man they had left behind.  She blinked at the sight of the home.  Not because it was a pretty little house, because it was with its ivy strewn walls and blue shutters, but because the garden that surrounded it glowed with wild power.  It might not be obvious to anyone not of Danu blood, but it was clear enough to those that could see, that if she had been paying the least amount of attention, she could have walked to the house blindfolded.

The warrior on her left stepped up and held open the gate for her.  It was attached to a waist high stone wall that surrounded the little house and barely contained the over abundant garden and blooming tree at its center.  Elena took a deep breath and stepped into the garden.  The moment she did she felt the weave of magic and sank into it with a welcome sigh.  She did not see the warriors fall back and grab for their swords.  Her eyes were closed, and her senses were tied up in the weave.  She was not aware that she was glowing with power until she heard a gasp and a giggle.

The giggle drew her eyes open and to the door of the little stone house with the blue shutters.  A woman stood there, holding the shoulder of a young boy at her side.  He was looking at her with wide happy eyes.  The woman that had to be his mother, despite the difference in their coloring was looking past Elena with open concern.  Elena smiled at the child and then turned to see what had the woman so worried.

The two warriors stood well back from the gate, swords out and in front of them as if they were waiting for an attack.  Then she noticed that the shadow of the great tree was eclipsed by a new light and raised her hands.  Only then recognizing that her power had flared so that she glowed as if lit from within.  Immediately she shut down her connection to the weave and nearly cried out at the pain returning to her shoulder.  Unfortunately, she could not cut off all the power flowing to her so while her glow dimmed it did not disappear.

The garden did not want to release her any more than she wanted to be released.  The loop of power slowed to a trickle but remained constant.  It would take some distance to make it let go completely.  The weave here needed the touch of a Danu regularly to renew its power.  She understood that and did not have the heart to deny either the weave or herself the connection.  But it made what she was obvious to anyone with eyes to see.  Anyone looking at her would have no doubt what she was, and the Southern soldiers needed no reminder that she was a magic user.

"Sorry," she said looking at the warriors.  "I was not prepared for a garden the queen of the Danu had pampered.  I went deeper into the weave then I expected from a simple city garden."

The soldiers looked less than impressed with her explanation, but they sheathed their swords at least.

She heard the woman who could only be Amelia blow out a breath before she stepped out of the house with her son.  "The healer arrived before you, so I was aware that you were coming, please come in."  There was more than one question in the pretty golden-haired woman’s eyes, but she asked none of them, merely gave both warriors at her gate a searching look before she led Elena into her parlor.  

A woman stood at the far side beside a tea service and looked less than happy to be there.  Elena could not blame her, since she had her own warrior standing at her back, making it clear that he was not so much there for her protection, but more to keep her where they wanted her to be.  The woman had the light coloring of the Northern people.  Like the Danu they had been conquered by the Southern armies.  Unlike the Danu they had given up without a fight but that did not make them comfortable with their conquerors.  From the look on the woman’s face she would like to be anywhere but called into service.

Her eyes when they hit on Elena and the knife still sticking out of her shoulder went wide and frightened.  It was not just the Southern warriors that she feared.  Elena gave her a serene smile she hoped would put the lady at ease.  Though lady was a loose term.  The girl could not have been more than sixteen or seventeen.  Barely a child and very young to have become a healer.

"Be at peace, I am no danger to any in this house."  While she could soothe any savage beast she came across, she had always wished the same would work on human beings, but that was a different gift than what she possessed.  It did not surprise her that the healer only looked away uncomfortably.

One of the warriors, and if she kept spending time with them, she was really going to have to get names, stepped forward and gave the healer a hard look.  "You are the healer.  She has a wound.  Heal it."

A man of few words, Elena thought, a smile almost slipping across her face.  But the reaction of the woman he was talking to was not so funny.  She was shaking her head and looking petrified.  Elena thought it was the warriors she feared until the woman spoke.

"I cannot touch her," she did not bother to look at Elena again but backed away into the corner as far as she could get from the Danu in the room.  "Everyone knows their magic will call down the wrath of the Green on anyone who does."

Call down the wrath of the Green?  Really?  Elena crossed her arms and tried to look non-threatening, even while the woman went on and made it more difficult not to react with scoff.

"I am an apprentice healer," the girl went on hurriedly when more than one glare came down on her head.  Her words had all the desperation of someone sure that she was fighting for her life.  "I need to go out into the edge of the Green to collect the herbs for healing.  If I do what you ask, I will surely be killed."

The warrior who had spoken looked from her to the warrior beside her clearly feeling the same.  "Is this the best you could find?"

He shrugged, looking suddenly uncomfortable.  "I went for the healer as ordered, when I explained what we wanted they at first tried to refuse.  When I explained I was there on the Kings command this one was thrust at me.  They assured me her training covered what we needed, and the door slammed behind her."

Elena felt the tension spike in the room and knew that the warriors were going to insist the girl do what they wanted, and the girl was too scared to listen when she assured her that the big bad Green was not going to attack her for touching a Danu.  Before the men could say anything to frighten the idiot girl further Elena reached up and pulled the knife out of her shoulder in one yank.  It hurt like fire, and it bled as bad as she had known it would.
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