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  WRYAL’S ISLAND




  AN HOUR BEFORE THE MOONRISE




  

    

      Dear Cordelia,




      Forgive the crap handwriting. Trowbridge’s head is on my lap, which makes letter writing complicated. Don’t worry—he’s not wounded; he’s

      just taking a short nap. Ever the Alpha, he’s claimed my leg, declaring it a preferable pillow to the stone floor. The latter is hard and unforgiving, and in that way it’s rather

      like Merenwyn.




      Yes, we made it to the Fae realm.




      Big surprise, huh? Last you saw of me, I was walking into the hotel on my way to meet the wolf council. My prospects didn’t look good and I wouldn’t have bet my last stash of

      chocolate that Trowbridge and I would have got out of that kangaroo trial. But we did. We proved our innocence to St. Silas and the other members of the council, and Whitlock died.




      I killed him myself, Cordelia.




      Told you I would.




      Anyhow, the end result is that the Ontario wolf pack is no longer in hot water with the council. I don’t know if you care about that, but if Creemore is home to you, you can go

      back to it.




      I’m smiling right now because I’m imagining you reading this.




      Your face is screwed up into a diva scowl, and if there was a thought bubble over your head it would read: “Who gives a damn about Creemore? What the hell are you doing in

      Merenwyn?”




      I didn’t have much of a choice. The council wanted the Safe Passage sealed, and the Fae, with the key to it, dead. I was told to track down the Gatekeeper, kill her, and close the

      portal forever.




      Unspoken in those orders was, “And don’t come back.”




      Trowbridge told me not to go.




      He was there at the Peach Pit, handcuffed to the fence surrounding the mini-train enclosure. Though no one actually came out and said it, it was very much a case of “do what we say

      or your mate gets it.”




      When St. Silas told me to take the jump, Trowbridge said that we shouldn’t. That we should just take our final bows right then and there. He was really pissed with the

      NAW.




      Plus, he knew what was waiting here.




      But I had to take the leap.




      I did it partially because I was completely convinced that there could be no happily ever after for any of us until the Old Mage’s Book of Spells was turned to ash. That thing is a

      recipe book for bad magic, and it has fallen into the worst hands. Every spell that the old wizard ever conceived, every conjure that he ever produced, every exploration in elementary magic

      that he ever made—the details are all there, written in ink by his hand. And now the old man’s protégé has begun to read it.




      Evil will come your way when the Black Mage reads that last page.




      It will come for all.




      Tonight, no matter what happens, I’ve got to see that part of our epic quest through to the end, or little of this makes sense. I have to put a match to the book, see the flames

      dance, watch its pages burn.




      I have to.




      Goddess, I wish I was home. Even if it was just to receive a tongue-lashing from you. You’re angry, right now, aren’t you? Your mouth is a tight line; your shoulders are

      stiff—you never lose your posture even when you’re ready to blow.




      Okay, Cordelia: you’re right. I also crossed the gates between the two realms to rescue my twin. Before you start cursing me from here to Creemore, remember: I made the original

      bargain with the Old Mage.




      I set everything in motion. I’m the person who said, “Why, yes, Old Mage, thank you for asking me to be your nalera. I accept!”




      It should be me sharing my body with the old guy.




      Not my brother.




      And before you point out that Lexi was already a wolf-killing drug addict who amounted to a waste of space, you need to understand that when I jumped I believed him to be salvageable.

      And that I was running on guilt, because I’d briefly experienced being a wizard’s nalera.




      How do I explain what being a nalera means to someone who hasn’t lived it?




      Imagine that you wake up blind. After a few seconds of blinking in total darkness, you realize you’re posed on a bed of satin wearing your best dress and those tap-taps

      that woke you are the sounds of someone hammering in your coffin nails. When you work your throat to summon up a scream nothing comes out. When you tell yourself to move—to hammer on

      that coffin lid for some help—you can’t. You’re fully aware, you’re mentally struggling, but for all your angst and agony your efforts to free yourself amount to

      squat.




      That’s what sharing your soul with a powerful mage feels like.




      You are his bitch. The legs to his will. You do what he says when he tells you to do it. And you have no place to hide because you’re sharing your mind with your master. He’s

      inside you. Seeing everything.




      I thought I couldn’t leave Lexi in that claustrophobic hell.




      You’re probably muttering, “Yes, you bloody well can. And you should let him take care of the book.”




      As always, you’re right.




      But I won’t.




      As I stood at the portal to Merenwyn, making a decision between certain death and maybe death, I didn’t fully understand why I couldn’t trust Lexi to burn the encyclopedia of

      magic on his own. I was more fixated on the fact that I needed to get here, as soon as possible, because if Lexi saw three sunrises in Merenwyn the soul merge would become permanent.




      Now, I understand those instincts were there, telling me I must jump, but there’s just not enough paper left to explain them to you. And perhaps it’s our story:

      Trowbridge’s and mine. Lexi’s too . . .




      Since I’ve been in Merenwyn, I’ve seen the evidence to support the notion that those wards the Old Mage placed over his pages are degrading, flaking away faster than that

      cheap nail polish you bought and moaned about for a solid week back in the summer. Believe me when I tell you that the old man’s apprentice, the Black Mage, has been thumbing his way

      through the book and that I’m pretty sure he’s close to the end of it.




      I know what’s written on the last page now.




      A little late—it’s starting to look like we might not win this fight ahead of us.




      Which is why I ripped this honking big map out of its frame and penned this long-assed letter on the back of it. If I feel death coming, I’m going to try to get to Threall before I

      take my last gasp. There I’ll put this paper into Mad-one’s hands and I’ll fill her brain with as many memories as I have of you, so that she’ll recognize you when she

      finds your tree.




      Yes, that may take some time, but time passes differently in this realm. Trust me, she’ll have the time.




      I think you have a soul-bearing tree in Threall. You are a Were, which makes you a descendent of a Merenwyn wolf. And I firmly believe that whether a person is a Fae, a wolf, or a mutt,

      they have soul in Threall.




      I have to believe it.




      Mad-one might not be able to harm a mage directly, but she’s been dancing to their tune for a very long time and she wants to be free of them. If I fail, I think she’ll help

      you.




      If you get this map, you’ll know that Trowbridge and I aren’t going to be able to fix this. Bad things are coming your way. You have two choices: try to hide or come after

      the mage. If you decide to come, bring your courage and perfume, as many vials of iron shavings as you can carry, and this map. Don’t bring Anu with you.




      I never said thank you.




      I should have.




      Also, I never said how I felt about you.




      Love,




      Hedi


    


  




  





  Before . . .




  





  Chapter One




  APPROXIMATELY FIVE STINKING HOURS AFTER THE PORTAL SPAT US OUT INTO MERENWYN




  I’ve made a few quiet and unsettling personal discoveries.




  Sad fact: I’ve always thought I was a nature lover. Partially because I like flowers and butterflies and the scent of woods—spruce, maple, pine, earth, bark—invariably gives me

  the warm fuzzies.




  Guess what? I’m not Hedi, the tree hugger.




  After a while, no matter its girth or its magnificence, a tree is a tree. And a gorge fades from an awe-inspiring visual to a thing placed there with the sole intent of frustrating the shit out

  of you.




  Other things this city dweller has placed high on the hate list during her first day in Merenwyn: almost invisible flying bugs that make a peculiar humming noise as they zoom in for a snack of

  my Fae-sweet blood; heat rashes in sensitive places; prickers that try to pierce my baby-soft soles.




  Believe it or not, I’m starting to miss Creemore.




  And cars. Those I really miss.




  You see? This is the problem with epic quests. No matter what’s on the list, the damn things seem to come with gritty realities that just drain all the epic out of them. For instance, the

  necessity of wrapping my shoe-deprived feet with the sleeves torn from my mate’s sweatshirt because Trowbridge and I traversed the Safe Passage into the Fae world without any travel

  preparations—my shoes, a box of matches, an industrial-sized bottle of DEET, a case of PowerBars, a roll of toilet paper—or, for that matter, any discussion.




  There’d been no time for it.




  I’d vaulted through the Fae portal first, all hell-bent on rescuing my twin, Lexi, and the world. Since then, I’ve had a few hours to think about that leap. And I’ve asked

  myself—was that a piece of heroism or what?




  Unfortunately, the answer is “hell no.”




  My hop, skip, and jump into Merenwyn was 80 percent guilt fueled




  I left my brother bearing the burden of my own mistake: being the Old Mage’s nalera was no walk in the park. Plus there was the whole save-the-world issue. Foul magic dripping through the

  portals and polluting everything that is good and fine and untouched in my home world.




  People will get hurt. Like Cordelia, my mom-that-isn’t, and Anu, my niece.




  I can’t have that either.




  But here’s the element of doubt. Would I have been struck by the pressing need to protect the innocent if the goons with the guns hadn’t been giving me the buh-byes? After all, St.

  Silas had made it impossible for me to not take that step.




  Turns out, I’m not heroic at all.




  Sad, no?




  On the other hand, Robson Trowbridge came to Merenwyn because he’s heroic and he loves me. Any doubt I had on the subject of my mate’s devotion was wiped out the instant I’d

  recognized the cacophony coming from the portal for what it was—the metallic shriek of a chain-link fence scoring the passage walls as it was dragged willy-nilly into the land of the Fae.




  St. Silas, one of the big woofs of the werewolves’ Great Council back in our world, had handcuffed my mate to such a fence. The asshole should have cuffed the Alpha of Creemore to a Chevy.

  My Trowbridge simply brought a six-foot panel of chain link with him, as well as a fence post, a set of handcuffs, his scent, and—not to overwork the phrase—his love.




  Trowbridge loves me.




  I turned my head slightly to regard my beloved. After enveloping me in a breath-defying hug that had quickly evolved into a truly memorable and searing kiss, my lover had divested himself of the

  handcuffs. Then, he’d taken care of what was left of the fence by rolling it into an untidy cylinder, which he’d stashed behind a handy outcrop of rock. After that, he’d performed

  a quick scent test of the air and a squint-eyed examination of the forest below. Finally, he’d turned to look at me. For four long seconds he’d stared at me, his expression inscrutable,

  but in the end he’d swallowed down whatever sermon he’d entertained delivering and all he’d said was, “Ready?”




  I’d smiled back and said, “Born ready.”




  Though his mouth had tightened, he’d never thrown that back at me, not once, during the last few hours.




  Now my Trowbridge lay supine on his flat stomach beside me, propped up on his elbows, his eyes narrowed on the scene below. As visual feasts go, what he was frowning at was the ultimate photo

  op—literally a landscape of improbable beauty. Two thick wedges of old forest framed the green valley. Diamonds of light glinted from the winding blue river, and the tops of the grasses on

  its banks swayed. Add to this perfection the requisite background of wooded hills rolling to oblivion and beyond—




  Goddess, Merenwyn would have given Ansel Adams a chubby.




  Yeah, yeah, yeah. Not a tree hugger, remember?




  Let’s go back to talking about Trowbridge.




  Normally, I’m all about the splendor of his face: eyes that were as blue as the Mediterranean, cheekbones that could cut glass, a lower lip that could be hard or tender. But at the moment,

  he was scowling again, so I allowed my eyes to rove over and my nose to enjoy the other totally Trowbridge delights. Like his body and the totally appealing scent of his sweat.




  Mine.




  If I blurred my eyes a bit, he was naked Trowbridge. Which, by any personal measure, is a better thing than a paper bag filled to bursting with Cherry Blossoms, Kit Kats, Skittles, and chocolate

  fudge.




  My mate had come through the gates wearing the clothing he’d been given before his trial in front of the council: a pair of jeans that were too large and a sweatshirt that was too small.

  That’s it, except for the fence. Nobody had coughed up a T-shirt for the doomed Alpha of Creemore. Also—and this was crucial—nobody had thoughtfully tossed him a pair of tighty

  whities either, because he was wearing his jeans commando.




  I knew this because I’d been watching his back all morning, enjoying the “now you see it, now you don’t” scenery as those jeans tried to shuck themselves off his narrow

  hips, then biting my lips every time he’d jerk them back up again with a hiss of annoyance that I found inexpressibly endearing.




  One man’s pain, another woman’s gain.




  When he’d gone down on his belly to case out the valley, those faded jeans had already been sailing at very low mast. Now they rode so low, I could see the dimples at the base of his spine

  and the upper swell of his tight ass cheeks.




  And the small of his back.




  I’d become fixated on that patch of skin. I wanted to tramp-stamp it with the words “Hedi’s property.” I wanted to lick it and stroke it, and press my cheek to it so I

  could absorb his heat, and breathe in his scent—woods, salt, sex, and yum. I’d do all those things right now except my bone-liquefying exhaustion had placed all lustful thoughts into a

  holding pattern.




  Later.




  That’s when I’d satisfy my need to claim that patch of skin. If one didn’t dwell overlong on the sub-goal list, I had lots of “laters” in my future, during which I

  could explore every slope, plane, swell, and groove of his body. He’s mine. I exhaled, glorifying in the awesomeness of him and me, and my breath bounced back, slightly sour and

  definitely metallic.




  Yup. Later.




  Right now, we were trekking to the rendezvous point—a place named Daniel’s Rock—where Trowbridge and I were supposed to meet Lexi. Though time differences between this realm

  and the other are vast, we had lots of time.




  We were early.




  I mean, really early. I don’t know precisely how early, because one Earth hour is the rough equivalent of eighteen Merenwyn hours and that is a bitch to figure out without a calculator and

  piece of paper.




  But Trowbridge and I had crossed far earlier than instructed. Which meant we were way ahead of schedule and at this moment Lexi was betwixt worlds, still going through the unenviable process of

  having his addiction torn from him.




  I tried to imagine what it felt like for my brother. Waking and realizing that you’re trapped inside a fog-filled portal passage. Slowly recognizing that you’re a prisoner—you

  can’t go forward to Merenwyn, and you can’t go back to Creemore. And worse, your transit plans are hostage to your own addiction. There’d be no freedom until such time as a

  mage—and Lexi has no fondness for them—pronounced you clean of your cravings for sun potion.




  It would suck balls.




  It had to be worse than being stuck in LaGuardia for an indefinite layover, your only company the walls, the clock, and an evangelist preacher.




  Goddess, Hedi, when you screw up, you screw up.




  I cleared my dry throat and nodded toward the river. “This looks like a good place.”




  “Uh-huh.” Trowbridge scratched his nose, then looked up at the mid-day sun with a scowl. The thin wedge of maple he’d fashioned into a homespun toothpick gave another bob.

  He’d given me my own stick to chew earlier. Apparently, they keep the hunger pains at bay. Mine had fallen out of my back pocket when I squatted behind some bushes. No way was I putting that

  back in my mouth.




  I pushed the tall grass aside to get another look at the river below. Its banks were pebbled, the center of its span an undeniably traversable froth of water.




  Finally.




  I closed my eyes and rested my forehead on the crook on my arm. No more tramping along the escarpment, trying to exude resolute calm while inwardly being piddle-pants scared about the very real

  possibility of toppling into the River of Penance’s churning water below. No more—




  “My gut’s not happy,” he said.




  Neither was mine. It kept squeezing, making clear its expectations that I should hustle and find a honey hive or five for its satisfaction. The handful of berries we’d nibbled on a couple

  of hours ago were naught but a faint memory.




  Don’t think about food.




  “No,” he repeated thoughtfully, “it’s not happy at all.”




  I worked up a reply for that.




  Normally, I’m quick with the quip and observation. I’d started our journey through the Fae realm leaking exclamations—“the sky’s so blue,

  Trowbridge!”—but my general enthusiasm had naturally ebbed as the realities of being in Merenwyn had worn in.




  We needed to cross the River of Penance. Because the two places high on my must-see destination list were on the other side of it and because its deafening roar had battered my right

  eardrum all morning. It had been nothing but rapids and waterfalls.




  Finally, it had shut up and calmed the hell down.




  I was done with the River of Penance and all its frickin’ tributaries.




  Done.




  Merry slid down the inside crease of my elbow, snaring her feet in my tangled hair. I slit my eyes open and watched her through my lashes. She landed near my nose in a tiny puff of dust, then

  stalked along the inside of my curved arm.




  My best friend was a sentient being, enchanted and imprisoned inside an amulet that hung from the chain I wore around my neck. She was an Asrai, like Ralph, the amulet that Trowbridge wore.

  “Merry and Ralph are hungry. We should feed them,” I said, pointedly adding, “when we get to the other side.”




  “Mmmph,” my darling man said.




  With frayed patience, I carefully scratched around an insect bite. “Tell me again why we didn’t cross the river where the Gatekeeper did.”




  I’d hated parting from her trail. Without the Gatekeeper, we were stuck in the land of the sneaky biting midges, because I didn’t know the sequence of words and secret hand gestures

  to reopen the Safe Passage. The portal had closed itself while Trowbridge was occupied hiding the crumpled chain-link fencing. I’d tried to stop it from sealing, but the stone I’d

  quickly rolled into the doorway had been crushed into pea gravel.




  The only plus? I hadn’t followed up on my first instinct of shoving my foot into the doorway.




  Ralph unwound two long golden strands from his setting and re-formed them into two long legs. He pushed himself upright, his bright blue stone winking with a self-satisfied light, then trotted

  to the end of his chain, so that he could take a gander at the old River of Penance. The line of grasses edging the outlook obscured his view so he hopped onto Trowbridge’s forearm and

  started to prance upward.




  Smack.




  My guy swatted Ralph off like he was annoying ant. Indignantly, the Royal Amulet righted himself, then whipped out two more strands of gold, presumably to fashion them into something sharp and

  pointy with which he could demonstrate his outrage.




  Trowbridge’s lip lifted enough to expose his teeth and the chew stick clamped between them.




  And just like that, the fight went out of Ralph. He lowered his pincers, and he stood down, save for the little blip of insolent white light bleating from his jewel.




  My mate removed his toothpick and said softly, “When you travel with an Alpha, you don’t get in his line of vision. Ever. You watch, you listen, you try to be helpful, and if you

  want your Alpha not to leave you swinging over the gorge you make an extra effort to stay still so that your chain’s not sawing away at the back of his neck. But most of all, you keep your

  shiny ass out of his line of vision. Got that, Ralphie?”




  Point taken. Ralph picked up the slack in his chain and sidled out of the Son of Lukynae’s sight line.




  “Who’s the big bad wolf?” I murmured with only a little bit of sarcasm. “Now, returning of the question of why we ditched the Gatekeeper, your answer is . . .”




  “If we followed her across the river, we’d be walking right into the Fae’s hands. We’ve got time. It’s smarter to play it safe.”




  True. We’d journeyed into this world a day earlier than anticipated, so we were ahead of the game, considering there was a time limit on my epic quest. Time considerations only became

  crucial once Lexi finished his passage between the two realms. If the old man’s soul wasn’t wrenched from Lexi’s by my twin’s third sunset in Merenwyn, their soul merge

  became permanent.




  Don’t think about it. Just do one thing at time.




  Get to Daniel’s Rock.




  Though, you see, there it was—another tiny crack in the mental image I’d held of what Trowbridge, aka the Son of Lukynae, Hero Alpha of the Raha’ells, would be like in

  Merenwyn. I’d figured he’d be impatient. Feral. Violence simmering, glinting eyes showing hints of his undomesticated masculinity, musk so strong that it made me damp.




  He wasn’t.




  He was . . . pragmatic. Calculating. And mostly, very damn quiet.




  Huh.




  I listened to the sound of the water running over the river’s rocks. It was clean and fresh, a cheery chortle versus an outraged thunder. Merry’s chain tightened, signaling she was

  on the move again. I could feel the pinch of her little vine-tipped feet as she minced down my arm for a better view of the valley.




  Why was Trowbridge balking now? For the first time in a couple of hours, we were on a section of cliff that had great handholds. We could make it down to the valley below without loss of limb

  and life. And even more important, the freakin’ River of Penance had worn out some of its anger. Sure, it was moving fast, but we could ford it. And even if we lost our footing, the other

  side could be reached in a few determined strokes—after all, the river didn’t look that wide.




  I kept my eyes closed, careful not to look at him. “Is this because you’re afraid of water?”




  “I’m not afraid of water.”




  “I’m a great swimmer,” I told him. “If you lose your footing, I’ll tow you.”




  “That’s. Not. Going. To. Happen.”




  “So it is about you drowning.”




  “You do remember that I’m an Alpha, right?” I heard Trowbridge murmur mildly. “And that I’m used to—”




  “Ordering people about like a puppet master.” The sun was pleasant on my back.




  “Choosing the correct path for my pack.” He shifted, releasing a thread of scent that slid along my arm in an invisible caress. “People used to jump when I spoke.”




  “Not. Going. To. Happen.” My empty stomach rumbled.




  Trowbridge’s head swiveled, his blue eyes narrowing on me. “Where’s your chew stick?” he demanded.




  “It was bitter.”




  “Chewing it will make your belly hurt less.”




  “I’m not hungry.” But my words came out sharper than I meant—he loves me—and so I softened my tone. “I’m tired. That’s all.”




  He chewed on his toothpick for a thoughtful moment, his gaze roving over me. His eyes missed nothing. My bundled feet, my sweaty hairline, the pulse at my throat, the sunburn that made even

  smiling hurt.




  The shuttered look in his eyes hurt me. Because I couldn’t shake the thought that he understood something I didn’t and instinct told me that I wasn’t ready to ask what it was.

  After a beat, he turned his head to study the scene again. “Something feels wrong down there, Tink,” he said. “And I can’t put my finger on it.”




  Crap. That was different. Merry scuttled for a more secure perch as I went up on my elbows. “What am I looking for?”




  “Not sure,” he said, his head swiveling. “But it’s too quiet.”




  I scanned the valley. The river was blue; the firs were green; the forests on the other side of the river stretched for eternity and beyond. I tucked my hair behind my pointed Fae ears and

  concentrated, trying to listen over the sound of the river rushing over the rocks.




  He was right.




  Missing were the ambient forest noises. The tweet-tweet-tweet of the cardinals having the last word about who’s the prettiest; the rustle of leaves as squirrels moved along the

  wood’s arterial highway of thick tree boughs searching for nuts and other delights.




  I shot a glance at Trowbridge. His chin was tucked in, his focus intent: a wolf tracking sound that still eluded my Fae ears. “Something has spooked the wildlife.”




  I went back to studying the terrain. Nothing, nothing—




  Something.




  At least five miles north of us, a flicker of unexpected light. Very tiny, very brief. As small as a speck of glitter. What was that? A trick of light? The sun reflecting off a weapon? I focused

  on that spot, willing for the flash to happen again. And it did, not a second later, except this time it was an elf-sized fistful of flickers, clustered over the distant notched treetops. I leaned

  forward, my own eyes slitting.




  “Trowbridge,” I said, pointing to far-off trees. “Do you see it?”




  He squinted, then gave his head a rough, impatient shake. “Show me.”




  “Look northeast and concentrate on the tops of that stand of firs. You have to really focus to see it. Look for a blurred sheen over the horizon. And—there! See those tiny

  flashes?” My finger outlined its shape. The almost translucent haze was moving fast, heading in what looked like a zigzag pattern. “What is that?”




  “Some short of Fae shit,” he said under his breath.




  “Have you ever seen it before?”




  Grimly he shook his head.




  I watched it for a while. “It reminds me of that alien movie with Arnie.”




  “Huh?”




  The scar on my wrist was aching faintly. “You know, when Arnie’s staring at the trees and he realizes that there’s something off?”




  “Predator?” He twisted to stare at me. “We’re in Merenwyn where we’re at the top of the wanted list and you’re thinking of some old Schwarzenegger

  flick?”




  “If the sun wasn’t reflecting off its glittery bits, I’m not sure if we’d have seen that thing. At first glance it’s more of a pixilation than anything else. A

  blurring of the defined edges. It moves fast. What do you think it is?”




  “There are no aliens running around Merenwyn, Tink. There’s just a lot of Fae shit.” Abruptly Trowbridge rose to his feet in a fluid motion of muscle and grace.




  “You realize that I find the term ‘Fae shit’ vaguely insulting, right?” My fingers went to the pointed peak of my ear. I’m half Fae and half Were.




  Trowbridge began pacing. Six steps in one direction, hands jammed in back pockets, a turn, then six steps back to me. A short but energetic circuit.




  Kind of mesmerizing, really.




  All those muscles, all that grace.




  I rolled on my side, planted an elbow, and propped my head on my palm to watch him. He was either thinking or worrying. Whatever the distinction, my mate was walking and just watching him made

  my feet hurt. Despite the swaddling insulation of Trowbridge’s socks and two layers of fleece jersey, they were sore. Fully washable 60 percent cotton does not measure well against shoe

  leather.




  I cleared my throat. “Are we crossing the river here or not?”




  “Fucking jeans,” he said, yanking them upward again.




  That would be a no. “I can’t see how a tiny bunch of sparkles in the sky—”




  “Listening to my instincts has kept me alive over here.”




  I rolled to sit and stared at the vista on the other side of a river whose rightful name should be Frustration, not Penance. “We’re not going to get to Daniel’s Rock tonight,

  are we?” My voice was small.




  “Not until I understand what’s going on down in the valley.”




  I drew my knees up and leaned my chin on them. “Can I see the rock from here?”




  His knees brushed mine as he sank to his haunches beside me. “No, but you can see the Two Sisters. Daniel’s Rock is right behind them.”




  “What sisters?”




  “See those two hills?” he asked, lifting an arm to point across the river.




  I twisted my head slightly, searching for two rounded humps that could be potential siblings, and came up empty. He glanced at me, then muttered out of the side of his mouth, “You need to

  look farther east.”




  East?




  Oh, my word. The twin peaks—and they were peaks, not hills—were decidedly east if one was thinking of foot power. But hadn’t I noticed those two snow-topped

  dames a couple of hours ago? If so, we’d been performing a long, lazy loop around them all freakin’ afternoon. My gaze flicked to his. “How much of a detour did we take

  today?”




  “It was worth it,” he said, lowering his arm. “Everything on the other side of the river is Fae territory. The area’s populated with farms. We can’t pass as one of

  them. I haven’t got the ears, and we haven’t got the right clothing.”




  But I was an excellent thief. I could have raided someone’s clothesline. “And what’s this territory?”




  “All the land on this side of the river belongs to my pa—” He stopped himself, mid-word.




  He didn’t have to finish it. I knew he was going to say “pack.”




  “This is Raha’ell territory?”




  “Yeah.”




  Oh. Joy.




  You would think that the two of us would have had some sort of discussion about the Raha’ells before this. But we hadn’t. Our landing in this realm had been abrupt and on the heels

  of near disaster. Since then, we’d been on the move and it hadn’t come up.




  Okay, I’ll own to not being terribly keen about opening a topic that touched on the fact that I had sent my lover to Merenwyn for nine numbing years. A lesser man wouldn’t have

  survived exile to a realm that hunts wolves. However, my Trowbridge had thrived, discovering unsuspected leadership qualities as the Alpha of the Raha’ells. Under his tutelage, the dissident

  pack’s guerilla warfare tactics had sharpened and their war on the ruling Fae had evolved from a fringe irritation to a real threat.




  It was a given that Trowbridge would rise to the top of the Fae’s wanted list. Eventually, he was captured and brought to the Spectacle grounds, a prison within the Fae castle that serves

  as a theater of death for those with wolf blood. Executions are scheduled for full moons and well attended by the Fae. After all, it’s a fine spectacle for those in the stands—gladiator

  games played without any weapons. Death was inevitable for a wolf; the only thing left to chance and self-will was the length of time it took to die. I’ll be forever grateful that Lexi

  kidnapped Trowbridge and led him out of those killing grounds.




  But it had looked bad.




  It had appeared that the Son of Lukynae had turned his back on his people.




  Trowbridge squeezed my arms, then stood.




  “What will happen if we run into them?” I asked. Would the Raha’ells tear him apart limb by limb? Feast on his internal organs? Use his head to play soccer?




  Goddess, my imagination is too vivid.




  For a long time, he said nothing. “A cowardly Alpha who turned his back on his people—there’s no coming back from that. They’d go to town on me and they’d have

  every right to do it.”




  “You’re not a coward. You were under Lexi’s compulsion spell. You would never have—”




  “Left some of my pack to die at the Spectacle? Walked right out of that hellhole with my pack’s worst enemy? That’s what I did. Doesn’t really matter why I did

  it.”




  Note to self: see a Raha’ell, run like hell. “What are our chances of encountering them?”




  “I know their hunting grounds. I know which trails they take, and where they choose to camp down for the night. We’ve stayed clear of those areas and the wind’s been in our

  favor. As long as we stick close to the river, we should be all right.”




  I hate the word “should.”




  “I doubt we have anything to worry about,” I heard him say.




  Not a fan of the word “doubt” either.




  He walked away, turning his back to me to meditate on the land behind us. We’d been following the edge of what had to be a very long escarpment. Behind us were mountains. Big ones. A long

  range of the type that adventure seekers flock to. Take Everest, K2, Mount Ranier, and Mont Blanc and throw in some of their craggy cousins.




  “What are you thinking?” I asked, hoping it didn’t involve scaling K2.




  He turned back to study me. Rubbing a hand over his bristled hair, he shook his head at my jersey-wrapped feet. “Jesus, I wish we had shoes for you.”




  “You’re not wearing any.”




  “I’m—”




  “Used to this place.”




  “I was going to say that my feet are like leather.” He walked back to me and sank into another squat. Two large, warm paws reached to cup my jaw again. Blue eyes surveyed mine. I

  read approval and respect. Love and worry. “We’ll take a rest here.” My mouth opened to issue the usual lie about being “perfectly all right,” and he said, “We

  both need it, sweetheart.”




  “I can take whatever’s coming, Trowbridge,” I said, and found, to my surprise, that I meant it.




  His expression grew tender and he shook his head. “When are you going to stop calling me Trowbridge?”




  “The day I find a better name for you.”




  He grinned, and he was Robbie Trowbridge again. The guy who played a guitar and had long hair, instead of this buzz cut that I couldn’t reconcile myself to. I studied him, taking in the

  gaunt beauty of his face. Then I finally said what I should have said several hours ago. “Thank you for following me back to this realm, mate.”




  His thumb stroked my bottom lip.




  “Open,” he said, tilting my jaw upward.




  My tense smile softened into my Lolita come-hither. My lids lowered and my mouth parted, ready for his kiss. But instead of lips that could be either hard or warm, I felt the intrusion of a

  stick of wood that tasted like Trowbridge and bitter bark sliding into my mouth.




  I opened my eyes.




  Blue ones gleamed at me. “Chew, sweetheart. It will keep the hunger away.”




  





  Chapter Two




  Trowbridge, being wolf, likes to cuddle. And caress. Bottom line, with me he’s inexplicably tactile. It’s startling and wonderful and odd. Having spent a

  hug-deprived youth, I was having to relearn being held. Most of the time, I delighted in it. But here, in the spot he’d found us under a tree, I couldn’t find a comfortable position in

  his arms. It was still daylight—the sun was bright and hot—and even though my body was beyond tired, my mind was busy.




  Despite his suggestion, I couldn’t catch forty winks on the drop of a dime.




  My brain was too busy concocting a nightmare situation where I ran into a Fae or a Raha’ell and Trowbridge was unable to communicate on my behalf, being (a) suddenly mute or (b) amnesic,

  and/or (c) feverish and unable to do anything other than sing the entire chorus of “Baby Don’t Leave Me” in falsetto.




  Up in Threall—a mist-shrouded place where the souls of the Fae hung from ancient trees like beautiful balls of light—I spoke the language. Hell, in that realm Fae bon mots

  just flowed from my tongue. There I was the Dorothy Parker of the Fae. But in the land of the Fae—the one place where speaking and understanding the language might prove near

  indispensable—I was disturbingly unilingual.




  What does one say to a person who may or may not wish to kill you and/or your mate?




  “Stop squirming,” said Trowbridge.




  “I’m not.”




  His chin scraped my temple. “Relax. I’m the wolf. Keen eyes and nose. If anything creeps up on us, I’ll know long before it gets close.”




  A branch snapped deep in the woods.




  His arms tightened. “It’s nothing.”




  “I hate not knowing where I am.” My sense of direction had been screwed by our long detour. “Can you draw me a map? Show me where we are and where we have to go?”




  “You’re going to get yourself riled up more.”




  “Map.”




  He allowed himself a man-sigh. “Sit up.”




  I leaned forward, and he uncoiled himself with his customary grace. Trowbridge walked a few feet into the woods and came out carrying a stick. He knelt on one knee to clean the ground of pine

  needles and sticks. Then, my mate drew a single curved line, an artistic effort that could be interpreted as a half-moon lying on its side after a quart of tequila.




  “What’s that?” I asked.




  “That’s the river we’ve been following. We started about here”—he tapped the far right of the line—“and now we’re here.” The end of the

  stick moved along the curve all the way to the left. He filled in the interior curve of the shape with light hash marks. “All this is Fae land.”




  “Just as an FYI—if we ever have treasure to bury, I’m drawing the map. There’s no scale; there’s no north and south.”




  He etched the letter N at the top of the drawing. “Always the critic.”




  “You’d get too full of yourself if I didn’t pull you down a notch. You being so beautiful and studly and all that.”




  “ ‘Studly’? Is that a word?”




  “It is in my dictionary.” I jerked my chin at his map. “Keep going, Picasso.”




  Grime had embedded itself into his calloused knuckles. With a wry grin, he leaned forward and drew an x in the middle of the Fae territory. “Daniel’s Rock.”




  I scooped up one of the twigs he’d ejected from his drawing area and used it to make two smaller x’s to the left of it. “The Two Sisters.”




  “Very good.” He sketched an elongated circle.




  I stared at the oval he’d drawn. “That’s the castle? Are you telling me that we landed in Merenwyn just south of the freakin’ castle? We’ve been moving away from it

  all this time?”




  “Told you. It was necessary.” He frowned at his map, then scratched out his first castle effort and redrew the shape a little north of where he’d made it. “That’s

  better.”




  “That’s so annoying,” I said. “If the water had run a little slower, we could have crossed the river and been there hours ago. How did the Gatekeeper ford it?”




  “There’s a rope bridge to the east of where we landed.”




  “There’s a rope bridge?” I repeated slowly.




  “Better this way,” he grunted. “No one would expect us to come at the rock from this direction.”




  “You’re expecting trouble,” I said quietly.




  He used the side of his hand to erase the map. “I always expect trouble. Right now, we have to focus on getting to Daniel’s Rock. There’s a lot of hoops to jump through before

  we start worrying about storming the castle.”




  Storming the castle? I was thinking we’d be “sneaking” into the castle.




  He stretched, working the kinks out of his neck. “Rule of the road,” he said. “Rest when you can; hydrate when you can. I say we rest for a bit. You’re exhausted,

  Tink.”




  “I’m not.” My empty stomach was keeping me awake.




  “We’ll take a break. After the Fae shit moves off, I’ll find some more berries.”




  Oh, goodie.




  “Then we’ll put in a few more miles before the sun sets.” He moved back to his former position, spine braced on the back of an ancient tree, arms open, legs splayed wide for

  me. “Come here.”




  “I can’t nap during the day.” But I could cuddle. Yes, I could do that. I moved into the space he’d created for me. “Move, Ralph,” I told the amulet resting

  on my mate’s chest.




  Still miffed, Ralph didn’t. Trowbridge hooked his chain with his forefinger, then tossed Ralph over his shoulder. I leaned back, telling myself to relax. Merry settled into the space

  between my boobs.




  “Shhh,” Trowbridge breathed in my ear. His fingers began working into the knot between my shoulders. His scent curled around me, another set of arms, and licked away my tension.




  It was comforting.




  I’ll still never sleep.




  It was my last conscious thought before I slipped into the land of Nod.




  Beneath my ear, his abdomen muscles suddenly tensed. “Hedi.”




  Shhhh.




  My dreamworld had never been so sweet. I was sitting in my chair in the Trowbridge kitchen about to dig into the bowl brimming with Grade A maple syrup. The room smelled of Were and happiness,

  for it was jam-packed with my family, all of them clustered tightly around the round oak table. Everything was right; everything was as it should be. Trowbridge held my free hand. Merry supped from

  a spoon of honey while Cordelia ruled court from the kitchen sink. Harry leaned against the tall cabinet, still wise and alive. Biggs was there; my affection for him was unpolluted by the knowledge

  of what he’d done.




  My family was complete.




  Because Lexi sat opposite me, sandwiched between Anu and Biggs; his bowler hat hung from the back of his chair’s spindled top. How long had it been since I’d seen my twin grin so

  freely? Look at him; he’s the guy he would have grown up to be, if the Fae hadn’t—




  “Hedi.” Trowbridge said more urgently.




  The dream shattered and with it the sense of rightness.




  I woke to the distinct flavor of danger.




  It was in my nose—Trowbridge’s scent was spiked with sour stress. And it was flaring at my breast—Merry was hotter than a potato taken straight out of the oven. I bolted

  upright, curling my body into a comma so she could swing free. Sweet heavens, she was so hot, I was surprised she didn’t leave a smoke trail. Not only was she telegraphing distress with her

  heat, but she was also broadcasting it with light. The heart of her golden amber was suffused with a dull red glow, the hue of a coal that had been sparked to life.




  “What’s wrong?” My fingers curled on his thighs.




  “Horses,” muttered Trowbridge.




  My gut tightened into a hard knot. In Merenwyn, the Fae ride and wolves run.




  He pushed me forward. “Keep low and shadow me.”




  Merry ratcheted up her chain as we did a low sprint toward the overlook. Five feet from the edge, Trowbridge caught my arm, urging me to drop to my knees. I did and followed his belly crawl to

  the overhang.




  My breath whistled through my teeth as I scanned the scene below.




  For the life of me, at first it all looked the same as before—a rippling ribbon of water, two swaths of woods—but as I studied the valley the scar on my wrist began throbbing and the

  single tooth indent left from the bite took on a greenish tinge. The dental imprint was a lasting memento of an encounter with a cornered kid. Somehow, the boy’s magic has attached itself to

  the wound, and now I had a built-in sorcery sensor. I don’t know why the scar glows when I’m near a spell, or a ward, or a mage, but it’s turned into a handy warning system.




  I leaned forward, lifting myself higher on my elbows, in an effort to see better. Magic’s near.




  Trowbridge’s arm swept out, pinning me hard to the ground.




  “I told you to stay low,” he growled into my ear.




  “I need to see.”




  “There’s nothing to see yet.” But he lifted his heavy arm, letting it slide down my back to rest at my hip. He pulled me closer to his body, then parted the grasses wider so

  that I could peer through the hole he’d made in the line of scrub edging the overlook.




  “What direction am I looking in?” I whispered.




  “Watch the east side of the river.”




  Goddess, if we’d used the Shallow Crossing when I’d wanted to we would have walked right into a Fae hunting party. And we’d be either captured and dead or simply dead. The

  whole epic journey would have been over before it had really got off the ground.




  “They’re close,” murmured Trowbridge.




  Wolf ears. I could hear little over the Penance’s murmur. A bee droned by and I didn’t even blink. I kept my eyes on that strip of land, my anticipation rising. I hadn’t seen a

  full-blooded Fae since Lou.




  But when the Fae finally appeared, my first reaction was: So? Change out their clothing, cover up their pointy ears with a Maple Leaf toque, and you had your basic Canadian. And also,

  not to make too much of the point, but it was two men, not the squad that Trowbridge had anticipated.




  They emerged from the trees on the river’s bank. Both were astride totally unremarkable horses. One carried a sword; the other had a bow slung over his shoulder. The bow carrier was a

  tracker wearing fawn-colored leathers; his eyes were downcast, searching the ground, while the guy in the bottle blue uniform seemed to be content to be sitting pretty in his saddle.




  Just two riders, stopping by a river.




  A “meh” reaction, quickly squashed, because I was leaning the length of me against the length of Trowbridge and my body felt the abrupt change in Trowbridge’s when he shifted

  from battle-ready tension to statue stiffness.




  I turned my head.




  My mate’s eyes were slit, the faint lines fanning from them tense slashes. He was focused on the scene below, but I sensed he wasn’t seeing it. His face had the stark quality of a

  man revisiting a brutal memory.




  I touched his hand. “Trowbridge?”




  His fingers fisted. “The tracker’s name is Qae.”




  It was how Trowbridge said the name—as if it were a gutter curse—that told me what I needed to know. Somewhere, somehow, Qae had hurt my mate. I focused on the tracker, committing

  his features to memory. Medium height. Shorn brown hair. Wide face. Nothing overly distinctive about any of that; he could be easily missed in a crowd.




  Qae dismounted. He led his horse to water, then walked along the edge of the bank. The man was light on his feet, and he walked with calculation as if he was as much aware of his own tracks as

  the ones he was following. It was his tell, and I knew if ever our paths crossed I’d recognize him by his gait.




  You’re dead, I told him silently. If I meet you in a blind alley, Qae, my magic will be cinched around your throat before you can let out a surprised squawk.




  The tracker toed the ground briefly and then turned to say something to the other Fae. In response, horse-guy stood up on his stirrups and twisted to look back behind himself.




  “What’s he looking for?” I whispered.




  “Probably the rest of the company.”




  The horseman resumed his seat. And for an uncomfortable stretch that probably amounted to less than ten seconds but felt like ten hours, nothing much happened. A small brown ant followed the

  spine of a piece of grass, reaching the tip, then turning and going back down again. Trowbridge breathed loudly through his nose and held me too tightly. My right boob registered a squish protest.

  My wolf created gaseous hell in my lower gut.




  I was afraid.




  Of Trowbridge’s reaction to the tracker, of not knowing what was going to happen.




  Meanwhile, Qae and company appeared to be waiting. The cavalryman pulled out a linen-wrapped packet and proceeded to eat from the contents. Que squatted to inspect his horse’s fetlock.

  Just as my heart was starting to reregulate itself, the scout wheeled around sharply in our general direction, his buttock resting on his heel.




  Crap.




  “Don’t. Move,” Trowbridge breathed into my ear.




  Really, really hard not to. My body was telling me it was flight or fight time, and there was no doubt which option my feet preferred.




  The tracker’s gaze slowly swept the woods on either side of the river, before he rose to his feet to gather his horse’s reins. His focus turned to the long ridge of the gorge that

  Trowbridge and I had followed all afternoon.




  A methodical man, Qae started to scan from left to right. A bonus for us, as we were slightly to the right of the long, curved overlook. With acute care, Trowbridge slowly closed the peephole

  he’d made in the grasses, allowing them to feather back together.




  My man’s gaze flicked to mine. His eyes were flat and cold, not a flicker of Alpha light in them. “If I tell you to run, you do that, got it? You don’t look back. You head up

  the mountain.”




  “What do you mean, don’t look back?”




  An answer that will forever remain a mystery, for that’s when the cavalryman wearing the bottle blue jacket called out to Qae. The tracker turned around. His companion gestured to the

  northwest sky.




  I inhaled sharply.




  Skimming along the wood’s ragged tree line was a milky haze. It was similar to the fistful of sparkles we’d seen earlier but far larger. And unlike the earlier specter, this thing

  knew where it was going—it poured over the top of the woods, a low, thin, undulating blanket of fog, heading straight toward the horseman and the river.




  A cloud of ill will.




  Don’t ask me why my instincts attributed that to the rolling mist. It was actually a strangely beautiful thing. Almost alive, the color of bleached bone, rippling with movement and depth.

  The afternoon sun was strong and bright, and its rays caught the shimmering particles suspended inside its wavering shape, turning them pink, and purple, and plum.




  Qae observed its progress with no visible emotion—a marked contrast to his companion, who followed the glimmering miasma’s approach with the anticipation of a guy sitting in the

  third-base stands watching a strike turn into a fly ball.




  Gonna-get-it, gonna-get-it was written all over the cavalryman.




  My Fae was a hard knot bothering my sternum. “Elemental magic,” I heard her say quite clearly. “You must flee, sister.”




  No shit, Sherlock.




  Qae caught up his horse’s reins and threw himself up on the saddle. He tipped up his jaw to the other man, who nodded and put away his confection. In unison, they turned their mounts

  around and melted back into the forest from which they’d emerged.




  “They’re going?” I asked, confused.




  “No,” Trowbridge said, his tone hard, “they’re waiting.”




  “For the other Fae?”




  His face taut, he shook his head. His gaze flew from Qae’s hiding place to the cloud now streaming at breakneck speed toward the river. He twisted on his hip, tilting back his head. His

  nostrils flared as he inhaled long through his nose, and then—I swear I didn’t think it was possible—his body got harder and tighter.




  His hand slid off my hip.




  “Trowbridge?” I asked him as he started to rise to his knees.




  I think for a moment he’d forgotten I was there beside him. But at the sound of my voice he froze, his arm braced.




  His eyes turned toward mine. His face was drawn in stark lines. At that moment, I didn’t understand his expression; there was too much mileage between us for me to comprehend. I understood

  only the most obvious—his anger and frustration—before he shoved his feelings into lockdown.




  There were more emotions, balanced on top of each other like a shaky Jenga tower. But that is all that I understood at the time, for I was awash in my own responses. Mainly, shock and

  gut-wrenching disbelief as I watched the Son of Lukynae slowly sink back to his belly. He breathed out and parted the grass again.




  “Trowbridge?”




  I waited for him to turn to me. He didn’t. When I reached a tentative hand toward him, he leaned away from my touch.




  I withdrew. “Tell me what’s going down.”




  A muscle moved in his jaw; then he jerked a nod to the cloud. “It’s a fucking ambush; that’s what’s going down.”




  The thing in the sky had covered much ground in the short seconds it had taken for him to rise and sink back to his belly, and now the inherent malignancy I’d sensed on first sight of it

  was palpable. The haze was no longer milky; it was a dead bone gray fog, spitting sparks of purple and red. In gleeful pursuit, it frothed over the forest’s canopy, boiling around the tall

  spires of the firs in its haste to bring down its quarry.




  Horrible and frightening. “Why is it changing?” I asked myself.




  “Don’t know,” Trowbridge grunted. “But it’s driving them right into the Fae’s hands.”




  I didn’t have to ask whom he meant by “them.”




  Who runs while others ride?




  I lifted my nose to the catch the breeze, testing the sweet Merenwynian air for confirmation. I got woods, and Fae magic, and the pungent, fox-astringent scent of Trowbridge’s stress, and

  then . . .




  “Wolves,” I said.




  “Not just wolves.” Dry despair in his whisper. “The Raha’ells.”




  My breath caught when the Raha’ells came hurtling out of the woods. There were people—that’s how I saw them at first. Not as feared warriors who might wish to

  kill my mate. Not even as wolves in human form. I just saw them as people.




  Women, children, youths. Twenty or more people running for their lives.




  I leaned forward, my fist going to my mouth.




  The fastest runner of Trowbridge’s old pack was very young, not a teen, but a boy. Ropes of hair streamed behind him as he burst through the trees at top speed. He was armed with a bow,

  and a quiver of arrows that bounced on the small of his back as he ran.




  Merry tightened at my throat, her heat flaring.




  Hot on his heels came a woman with hair the color of sunset. She sprinted with a bow gripped in one hand, the other tightly cupped under the round bottom of the child she balanced on her hip.

  The woman shot a hurried glance upward at the cloud spitting sparks, then sped up, tearing across that field for the shallow crossing, legs pumping.




  “We have to warn them,” I said, starting to rise.




  He shoved me down hard, his hand splayed on my back. “Stay low!”




  “We can’t just watch this! We have to do something.” I pushed his arm away and surged to my knees. “They’re nothing but kids and women; we have—”




  He threw himself on top of me.




  “Let me go!” I bucked under him.




  “Stop it!” he hissed in my ear. “These are Raha’ells! They’ll smell the horses soon and they’ll cut back into the forest. My warriors will be in the rear of

  the retreat. It’s our way.” His thighs were weights on mine, his arms steel brackets, his jaw a hard pressure on my neck. “My pack knows these woods better than I know

  Creemore.”




  My gut dropped at his use of the possessive pronoun.




  It plunged further when a moment later the tail of the Raha’ells came crashing through the undergrowth. Contrary to Trowbridge’s words, they were no brawny warriors bringing up the

  rear, and the pack did not as one veer off into the woods again. Instead, they ran for the river and certain ambush.




  “Jesus, where are they?” Trowbridge’s tone was raw as flayed skin. “Where are my warriors?”




  Dead, I thought in sudden instinct.




  I huddled into myself, my lover’s weight a stone upon my back.




  Alone, unburdened by children or loyalties, I suspect most of the women could have easily outpaced the menaces behind them. But it was apparent that for Trowbridge’s old

  pack there was no such thing as every woman for herself.




  Nobody outran the kids.




  Those little wolves who could sprint on their own were doing so. But on either side, they were flanked by mature female warriors. Behind them, more women, shouting encouragement and threats.

  Their words were spoken in a tongue foreign to me, but I understood them. “Don’t look behind you. Don’t look up at that cloud. Hurry. Run.”
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