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DEEPINGS, CORNWALL—
THE PRIMARY SEAT OF THE DUKE OF MORIEUX SUMMER 1815

No matter what, they would not see him weep.

Instead Gray bit his lower lip until blood dripped hot down his chin to mix with the streaks already smearing his bruised and battered chest. He twisted against the silver fetters clamped around his wrists and ankles, his torn flesh mottled a sickly shade of green from the metal’s poisonous touch, but the struggle served only to sap him of the little strength he had left.

“Just get it over with,” he shouted, despising the weakness cracking his voice and the tremors shaking his knees.

The old man merely stared with milky pale eyes upon his only surviving grandson. An aura of disappointment carved long lines in the duke’s aged and solemn face. His heir had let him down—again.

Gray’s gaze widened to take in the Gather elders ringing the duke like hounds round a carcass. The ruddy-faced, corpulent Lord Carteret, down from his lonesome highland holding. Owen Glynjohns from Wales, with his bold good looks and bard’s clever tongue. The Skaarsgard, who’d traveled from the ocean-sprayed Orkney cliffs, where the basking seals and the rugged fishermen considered each other kin. Each of the men looked on impassively, their duty done if not enjoyed.

The fourth elder watched the proceedings with a face pale as bone and eyes hollow with mute rage, his hands clamped against the arms of his chair like claws. No doubt Sir Desmond Flannery was imagining his own son’s sentence, due to be carried out on the morrow. Mac would never snivel or flinch in fear. He was the consummate soldier, unlike Gray, once his senior officer.

Sir Desmond leaned forward, his mouth twisted in disgust. “Enough dallying. Let’s have it done then. The sun’ll be down in another wee bit and he’ll”—he seemed to choke on his words—“he’ll shift. The chains aren’t intended to hold a bird on the wing.”

The elder was right. Already Gray felt the queasy slide of Fey blood magic stealing over him, flames burning blue and silver at the edges of his vision. The sun would set soon, and the curse would take him over, twisting his unwilling body from man to beast for the hours of night. His eyes flashed wildly toward his grandfather before darting away again, his bowels churning ominously.

“Of course.” A nondescript little gentleman with a clerk’s fastidiousness stepped forward in response. The Arch Ossine—Sir Dromon Pryor—had eyes that missed nothing and a mouth trained for truth-twisting. “Mr. Copper. Whenever you’re ready.”

Gray tried meeting Pryor’s triumphant stare but faltered when the enforcer stepped to the scaffold, a red-hot iron brand held in one brutish fist.

The restless audience whispered, feet shuffling against the benches, but no one called out or came to his defense. They knew the laws that had governed the Imnada’s existence for a hundred generations. Understood that the weak and the sick and those no longer able to serve the bloodlines must be excised like a cancer lest the whole pack be brought low. Lowest peasant or heir to the Duke of Morieux himself, it made no difference when it came to preserving the safety of the five clans.

Gray found himself scanning the crowd for one particular face—though he knew she wouldn’t be there. The duke had sent her north months ago. Still, Gray found himself repeating her name in his head like a mantra, a way to hold himself together in these final horrific moments.

What would she have done had she been here to witness his sentence? Would she have turned her back like the rest of them? Or would she have leapt to his defense as she had so many times over the years? He’d never know, and for that he was almost glad.

The brand’s heat could be felt from three feet away. Gray clamped his jaw lest he embarrass himself with last-minute pleas for mercy. Still, two rasping words leaked from his bloody mouth as he stood bowed and shaking beneath the weight of his fear.

“Grandfather. Please.”

The duke’s chin lifted from the sagging folds of his neck while his hands fluttered for a moment. Then Sir Dromon leaned close to the aging leader of the five clans of Imnada, whispering his poison like silver into the old man’s ear. The duke nodded. His hands relaxed into his lap. His mouth pursed and his eyes hardened once more, pale and uncaring as stones in a pool.

The enforcer laid the brand to Gray’s back, singeing through the skin to the muscles and tendons below. The charred stench of roasting flesh filled his nose. Screams ripped from his body and tore up his throat. They bounced off the stone circle of the Deepings Hall, echoing back to him in waves of anguish. His knees buckled as he arched away from the pain, every nerve aflame, every drop of blood in his veins on fire, his very soul cleaving from his body.

Squeezing his eyes shut, he escaped to the darkest corner of his mind as a hunted creature burrows away from even the hope of light, but the desolate keening sounds of his disgrace followed him as his clan mark was burned away in a stripping of all he was or would ever hope to be. He retched until his ribs cracked and piss leaked into his boots.

But not one tear fell.

They never saw him weep.

She never saw him weep.
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LONDON

AUGUST 1817

The bells were ringing nine in the morning when Major Gray de Coursy stepped from the hackney at Tower Hill. Despite the hour, fog cloaked the streets in a thick, choking darkness. It swirled in the alleys and gathered in the parks, bringing with it the stench of dead fish, river mud, and chimney soot. Lanterns threw dim greasy pools of light over the cobbles while footsteps and voices echoed eerily in the green-gray miasma. A link boy offered Gray his services but was waved away. His keen vision cut the gloom like a knife, and he wanted no witnesses to his destination.

He passed through a narrow, dingy lane, coming out near the disused waterstairs south of the Tower and St. Katherine’s, stopping finally in front of a door set deep into a stone wall—part of an ancient chapterhouse, though the wall and yard beyond were all that remained. He knocked once, then twice more.

A key turned. A bolt slid clear and the door swung open on the hunched figure of a man. “She awaits you, my lord.”

“It’s simply Major de Coursy, Breg. Lord Halvossa was my father’s title and would have been my brother’s after. Never mine.”

“Yes, my lord . . . er . . . Major, sir. As you say.” The porter bowed him in, throwing the bolt behind him. “I offered her breakfast but she refused.”

“You did as you should.” Gray approached a low, columned outbuilding, Breg following. At the entrance, the old man paused, shuffling foot to foot.

“Out with it,” Gray said sternly.

The porter licked his lips and gave a quick breath as if steeling himself. “It’s an enforcer, my lord. Prowling the streets near Cheapside last night.”

“How could you tell it was an Ossine?”

Breg huffed. “I may be rogue and cast from my holding, same as yourself, but I can still sense a member of the five clans right enough. And I know a shaman when I cast my peepers on one. They’re different, ain’t they?”

“What was he doing?”

“Asking questions. I was afraid to get too close. Didn’t want him catching wind of me following. No clansman would sob to hear old Breg had ended as food for the grubs with a stake through his heart, that’s for sure.”

Gray’s mouth curved in a faint smile. “This clansman would. If you see him again, send word. But don’t go sniffing around on your own. I can’t afford to lose you.”

“They’re growing bolder, ain’t they, my lord . . . Major, sir? I heard tell of a rogue near Clapham disappeared and turned up dead. Another one up north off Islington Road by the Quaker workhouse. It’s not safe to be unmarked no more.”

Gray’s hand tightened around the head of his cane. “Things will change. They must, or the clans are doomed.”

“Hope you’re right, Major. I surely do.”

Gray left Breg and entered the outbuilding, placing his worry over the man’s revelations aside to be mulled over later. This morning’s meeting was too important for distractions.

Lady Delia Swann rose from her chair to meet him, the lamplight gilding her golden hair and flushing her rose and cream skin. “It’s been a long time, Gray.”

Her serene beauty hid many secrets, as Gray well knew; her Fey-blood magic, her alliance with his rebels, and her sexual activities with a prince of the realm, two generals, and an archbishop. She assumed she knew all his secrets as well, but there were some things he did not speak aloud. Some fears he refused to name.

“I’ve been busy.” He bowed over the hand she held out, ignoring the glitter of conquest in her eyes.

“As have I, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be busy together from time to time.” Her gaze traveled sensuously over him, lifting the hairs at the back of his neck. “By the looks of you, I’d guess you haven’t been to bed yet. Was it that little Nicholls girl? She practically leapt into your arms last night at the Praters’ ball. I wouldn’t think virgins were to your taste, but then you’ve always been full of surprises. And she comes with an ample dowry.”

“I’m old enough to be her father.”

Lady Delia laughed. “Only if you’d sired her at the ripe old age of eleven.”

“I should have said I feel old enough to be her father.”

“That I would believe. But if it wasn’t the Nicholls girl, it must have been Lady Bute.” She laid a finger against her full lips, gold-flecked eyes lifted in thought. “Then there’s that opera dancer they say tried to drown herself in the Thames for love of the mysterious Ghost Earl. Hmm . . . so many choices . . .”

“Whoever came up with that damned sobriquet should have their heads boiled in oil.”

She crossed to his side. “You should be flattered. It makes you seem dashing and dangerous and passionately gallant. A hero in a swashbuckling romance.” She cupped his face in her hands. “If they only knew the half of it, am I right?”

He stepped back, out of her reach. “Can we move on with the reason for this meeting?”

She gave a little half shrug. “Of course. Have you made the arrangements we spoke of? If I’m to disappear, I want to be sure all my affairs are in order, and that includes the boy.”

His hand tightened around the head of his cane, lips pinched tight. “It’s been done just as you asked.”

“And my personal payment for services rendered?”

Gray took a leather pouch from his coat and tossed it on a nearby table. “You can disappear quite thoroughly with what’s there. Make a new life on the Continent or in the Americas. You’ll be safe. You’ll be free.”

“I like the sound of that. I’ve already booked passage on the packet to Calais. From there, the world is my playground.”

“You leave so soon?”

“You sound disappointed”—she offered him a sly smile which he did not return—“but now that you’ve done as I asked, there’s nothing more holding me here.”

“The boy is here.”

“A boy no longer. He’ll miss me for a short while, but life will rectify that quickly enough.” She shrugged, though he knew she cared more than she let on. “I’ve been asked politely by Lord Burrell to vacate my town house in favor of his latest affaire du coeur, and the family pile in Devonshire was never a home to me.” She shivered. “Too full of ghosts for my taste. My sister is welcome to it.” The leather pouch disappeared inside her voluminous cloak, and a narrow flat jeweler’s box, designs etched into its surface with an artist’s skill, was laid on the table in its place. “The last missing Key of Gylferion, as promised. I believe you have the other three already?”

“I might.” Gray opened the lid to reveal a notched copper disk, dulled green with age and bent at one corner. On one side, the crescent of the Imnada; on the other, two vertical opposing arrows within a diamond. “How did you get hold of it?”

“Best not to ask. You might not like the answer.” She cocked her head, watching him. A frown drew her lips into a pout. “You know, I could take your money and still sell you out to the highest bidder, Gray. The Ossine would be on your doorstep by nightfall. And if they didn’t kill you, the Other would. Your enemies are mounting.”

He closed the box and slid it into his coat pocket. “You could, but you won’t.”

“What makes you so certain? I’d sell my own soul if it gained me a profit.”

This time it was he who reached out and touched her cheek. “You say these things, but I know you better.”

“You always did.” She sighed. “Probably why we never got along.” Her eyes grew troubled. “Be careful, Gray. In my line of work, I hear the whispers. You’re being watched by my kind as well as yours. There are wagers about who’ll move first to eliminate you. Perhaps you should think of joining me in Calais.”

He rubbed a thumb across his scarred palm, the myriad pale lines crisscrossing the roughened skin like a tangled skein of threads. Each day brought a new cut and a new scar as he worked the magic that kept him whole and the black curse at bay. A magic that had become an addiction. He could not stop. He could not continue. Either choice brought sickness and then death. “If I can’t break the Fey-blood’s curse, neither side will have to worry over me for long. I’ll be dead and the Ghost Earl shall be ghost in truth.”

*  *  *

The mouse squeezed its way into the narrow crack between street and foundation, glancing back once to make sure it had not been followed. No sign of pursuit. The way was clear. Wriggling through the maze of lathing and plaster, it followed its clever rodent nose past the kitchens, which were quiet this late at night, and upward to the ground floor. The study was dark; the dining room, empty, but the mouse expected that. The hour was late. It was the perfect time to explore unseen, and the perfect form in which to do so unnoticed. What was one mouse among a colony of such? A nuisance, but hardly worth more than a stiff whisk with a broom. Better that than a sword in the gut, which might be the reaction should Gray discover the real identity of the rodent creeping along his wainscoting.

Sliding under a broken slat, the mouse moved through the walls with purpose, assessing the town house’s layout should quick escape be necessary, searching rooms as it went. No guests resided in the empty chambers. Only half a handful of servants lay sleeping in the attics. Of guards, it saw no sign. He was alone and unprotected. Didn’t he understand the danger?

Reaching a small room at the back of the second floor, the mouse paused at the flicker of candlelight coming through a gap in the chair rail. Following the dim glow, it sniffed and pushed its beady-eyed head out through the hole. A bedchamber. His bedchamber, by the lived-in, cluttered look of it.

A shocking thought followed close upon this observation. A shocking, unnerving thought that had the mouse shoving its way out through the hole into the room to rise on its hind legs, whiskers twitching. Did that heap of blankets in the bed move? Was someone sleeping? Was it two someones and were they sleeping at all? What if they were in the middle of . . .

So focused on determining whether the four-poster in the corner contained one or two people, it missed the quick descent of a crystal glass that trapped it, held in place by an enormous hand.

A face leaned close, studying the mouse, searching for answers. Older now. Harder. The gentle rounded features and sweet innocence of youth had been stripped bare and scraped raw until it seemed honed like a knife blade, no softness to dull the glittering edge. No tenderness to moderate the harsh austerity. But the same icy blue eyes shone from beneath dark winged brows, the same tiny scar remained at the edge of a strong uncompromising mouth. The same long aristocratic nose flared now with suspicion and doubt.

Scooping up glass and mouse both, the man lifted them to eye level. “Eagles eat mice, you know.”

*  *  *

Meeryn Munro was the last person Gray had expected to visit him—in his bedchamber—in the middle of the night . . . alone. Yet here she was, shed of her mouse’s skin and seated on the edge of his bed in nothing but his borrowed robe. At this point, he would have preferred her covered in fur. It was far less revealing. Far less apt to make his thoughts wander away from what her unexpected arrival meant.

“You’ve changed—grown up.” A trite and pointless comment. Of course she’d changed since he’d seen her last.

“Age happens to the best of us, I’m told,” she answered with a wry smile.

“Yes, but . . .” He waved a hand in her general direction. “The curls are gone”—replaced by soft waves of honey-colored hair—“and your figure has matured”—the gawky, flat-chested girl of his memories was now a woman of luscious feminine curves and long elegant limbs—“and you used to have . . . I mean there were the . . . the . . .”

She wrinkled her nose. “Spots. I know, they were positively horrid, but thankfully long gone. Lemon juice and oil of talc every evening before bed. But surely, I haven’t changed that much.”

“No, not exactly.” His gaze traveled over her from head to foot and back. The ghost of the old Meeryn lingered in the narrow elfin face, pert chin, and full coral lips, but there was a shrewdness in her eyes and a severity to her jaw that had never been present in the laughing playmate of his youth. “And then again—yes.”

“Well, you haven’t. You look just as you always did.”

His smile came laced with bitterness. “That’s the first lie I’ve caught you in tonight.”

“It’s true. You do look the same. A bit longer in the tooth and leaner in the face, of course, but that’s to be expected after . . . well . . . after all you’ve been through.”

She couldn’t say the words. He didn’t blame her. It had taken months before he could speak of his banishment without vomiting his guts until his throat and stomach were raw and even then he’d not been able to say the word. A sensibility he’d overcome as he had so many others. There was no room in his life for sentiment. He rubbed his scarred palm without even thinking. Dropped his hand to his side when he caught her watching him.

“I heard rumors that you’d lifted the curse,” she said.

“Contained . . . not lifted.”

“But it’s night”—her gaze cut to the window—“the sun is down and you’re still . . . they said when the sun left the sky, you were forced to become your animal aspect. Forced from man to beast against your will. That’s what I was told.”

“There are ways to hold the spell at bay and keep to the form I choose, but it comes at a price.” He poured and handed her a glass of brandy from the decanter permanently set beside his bed for those nights he couldn’t sleep.

“Things never change, do they, Professor Gray? Still got your nose caught in a dusty old book,” she commented with a nod of her head toward his cluttered desk.

“That’s where the answers are,” he answered. He cleared away the various manuscripts he’d been studying, arranging his pencils in a row, pocketing the four ancient metal disks, being careful to return the Krylesos Pryth, the silver disk of the Gylferion, to its leather drawstring bag. The draught made him sick enough. He needn’t add silver’s poison to his list of illnesses.

Laughter danced in her eyes. “Your response hasn’t changed either. How long has it been—ten years? It’s hard to believe.”

Ten years—the blink of an eye. An eternity. They’d grown up together; duke’s grandson and duke’s ward. Close as siblings—closer even. His brother had been eight years his senior and barely noticed Gray except as a nuisance to be shed at the first possible opportunity. Meeryn had filled that slot, becoming his boon companion in all things, from illicit raids on the Deepings kitchens and nasty pranks on the string of tutors and governesses when they were young, to illicit raids on the Deepings wine cellar and midnight forays beyond the protections of Deepings’ walls as they grew older.

As a child, he’d foolishly imagined their friendship would last forever. First school, then university, and finally the army ended that dream. Yet, she’d remained a bright memory among so much he’d tried to put behind him when he’d been condemned to exile. Was that remembrance, like so many other things in his life, about to be irrevocably shattered?

“Why are you here, Meeryn? And why sneak in?”

She offered him a flippant roll of her eyes. “Would you have welcomed me if I’d knocked and presented my calling card?”

“Not while Pryor and his enforcers scour London, hunting those they believe to be in league with me.” He poured himself a brandy.

“But, you see, it was Pryor who sent me.”

He froze with the glass halfway to his lips, but there was no hint of mockery in her placid expression. She was dead serious. “Did he? Interesting.”

“I know what you’re thinking, Gray, but you can relax. I’m not here to kill you. I’m here to bring you home.”

“I am home,” he replied just as solemnly, placing his still-full glass on a nearby table. This conversation called for stone-cold sobriety.

“Don’t be clever. You know what I mean—home to Deepings.”

“Why would I do that?”

“To prevent more bloodshed? To broker peace between your rebels and the Ossine?” She paused. “To save the Imnada?”

“Dromon was clever in sending you as his emissary. Anyone else would have been shown the door . . . or the end of my sword. Meeryn, you have five minutes to explain, then you leave.”

Defiance lit her unflinching stare. “The duke is dying.”

Gray closed his eyes briefly on a silent prayer, though for what he couldn’t say. For some reason, he’d always just assumed the old man would live forever; a craggy irascible rock upon which the world crashed and broke. His presence solid and eternal as the cliffs below Deepings.

“He’s been ill since you . . . since the summer you were sent away,” Meeryn continued. “Then this past spring he took a turn for the worse. It’s his heart. They don’t expect him to last more than a few weeks.”

“And if I said good riddance to the old bastard?”

Candlelight flickered over her face, glinting in her auburn hair, as flames were reflected in her deep brown eyes. “You don’t mean that. He’s the only family you have left. When he dies, you’ll be—”

“Duke of Morieux,” he finished her sentence.

“Leader of the five clans,” she amended.

Neither role had been his by birth—a fact his grandfather had never ceased to remind him of, even as Gray struggled to fill his dead brother’s shoes. He’d finally escaped into the military, unsure by then whether he hoped to win honor in battle or a quick death. There, he’d finally found the praise he’d sought in the letters that arrived from home. A pride that ended in the Gather’s circle with the flames charring the clan mark from his back.

“Sir Dromon Pryor is leader in all but name.” He stood at the hearth, a hand upon the mantel as he stared into the cold expanse, wishing he might glimpse the future, but seeing only the past.

“His grip isn’t as secure as he wants you to believe, and it will only worsen if the duke dies without an heir in place,” Meeryn explained. “Rumors spread as your rebellious Imnada grow in numbers. The Gather elders chafe under his heavy-handed authority, and the brutality of his Ossine enforcers only make things worse. Summary executions of clansmen on the mere suspicion of sedition are becoming common.”

Gray had known there would be problems once the Imnada made their existence known to the Fey-bloods. Not for nothing had the shapechangers hidden after King Arthur’s murder sparked the savage purges of the Fealla Mhòr, and those born with the blood and power of the Fey sought to wipe the offending Imnada off the map. Only the great N’thuil Aneavala wielding the power of Jai Idrish had saved the shapechangers from extinction a thousand years ago by calling upon the sphere’s power to erect the Palings, the great walls of mist that hid and protected their holdings from a dangerous world.

For centuries this had been enough and the clans had continued on untroubled by outside threats. But as the clans numbers declined, so too did the power of the Palings. It would be only a matter of time before the Fey-bloods discovered a way through the wards. Would they come extending an open hand of friendship or the closed fist of war? The years of seclusion and secrecy had hardened the prejudices on both sides until now every encounter was fraught with peril and salted with misinformation.

Gray’s rebellious Imnada and open-minded Other sought to fight these ancient perceptions, but for every step forward there seemed to be ten steps backward. Every inch of this battlefield had been won with blood and tears and the bodies of fallen companions. The strife within the clans only added to a body count the Imnada could ill afford.

As if reading his mind, Meeryn added, “The clans won’t survive an attack from without while they are beset from within.” Tension strained her gaze. “Pryor concedes this and wants to talk.”

“Pryor’s tongue is as crooked as his brain. Why should I trust him?” Gray asked coolly.

“Don’t trust him. Trust me.” She smiled, her eyes alight with mischief. “As N’thuil, I can guarantee you safe passage on holding lands. So long as you’re with me, you’re protected.”

She spoke. He saw her lips move, but he heard nothing after the bit about Meeryn being named N’thuil. Voice of Jai Idrish. Living vessel of the Mother Goddess.

Idrin the Traveler, the father of their race and the founder of his house, had brought the clans safely through the Gateway guided by the crystal sphere of Jai Idrish—the Imnada’s most sacred relic. He had been the first of a long and distinguished line of N’thuil, bearers of the awesome power and grave responsibility that went along with the mental bond between stone and flesh.

None knew how or why the sphere selected any particular host, but all acknowledged that those the crystal selected stood equal to the wisest of Ossine shamans and the strongest of clan leaders in a strange triad that had served the Imnada since the first comers arrived in their new home—or had at one time.

Jai Idrish had remained stubbornly silent since before Gray’s grandfather’s grandfather had been born. For the last hundred and fifty years, the Arch Ossines had taken it upon themselves to select the N’thuils, each one more subservient and useless than the last. The respect for the office of vessel and voice eroded with each passing year and each pointless placeholder, until these days it was barely more than a figurehead.

“Sir Dromon selected you to take Tidwell’s place? He’s never chosen anyone not shaman-trained.”

“Sir Dromon did not do the choosing.”

“Then who . . .?” His words trailed off as the truth dawned. “Jai Idrish chose its N’thuil? That’s impossible.”

There must be a mistake . . . perhaps he’d misunderstood . . . perhaps she teased him. She’d always been a devilish hoyden . . .

The anointed keepers of Jai Idrish were wizened and learned men with years of experience and acumen to draw on as they guided the clans through tumultuous times. They were not curvaceous honey-blondes with clever smiles and secretive brown eyes who smelled of cold seas and warm sun and tempted him with memories of home.

She dragged the robe from her shoulders and twisted around so her back faced him. There, high upon her shoulder blade, was the crescent of the Imnada, a whorl of black against her golden skin. And just to the right of it, still pink at the edges, was the smaller circlet that signified her ascension to the seat of N’thuil.

No mistake.

Unthinking, his fingers traced the needle’s narrow marking as it curved up over her shoulder blade to the base of her neck. She shivered and cast him an arch look, the laughter dying in her eyes to be replaced with something uncertain and almost shy. His finger became his hand. The skin of her back was like silk beneath his palm as he caressed downward along her spine to the point where her hips flared and the robe and his own self-control stopped him from descending farther. Her lips parted, and he sensed the suspension of her breath, the tremors running beneath her skin. Her eyes darkened within the thick fringe of her lashes. Was it longing he saw? Excitement?

His heart thrashed against his ribs, and sweat splashed hot and cold over his skin. He wanted to tempt Meeryn further; an inch lower, a breath nearer. Then a breeze teased the candle’s thin flame. Her look vanished as if it had never been, and he surfaced from the lecherous swirl of his desire just before he made an utter ass of himself.

“When was your ascension to N’thuil?” Thankfully, his voice emerged only slightly raspy.

Meeryn yanked the robe up to her neck, her body rigid, her gaze fierce. “A month ago. I’m surprised you didn’t hear.” Her voice trembled, though the emotion behind it was difficult to decipher. “Sir Dromon claims you have spies in every household and know our secrets before we speak them.”

“I’m flattered, but unfortunately, my network isn’t quite that extensive or well informed.”

She opened her mouth as if to respond, her gaze swimming with thoughts left unspoken. Gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head before continuing on. “Muncy Tidwell died unexpectedly a few weeks ago.”

Somehow he doubted that was what she’d originally intended to say, but if she wasn’t going to remark on his boorish behavior, he sure as hell wasn’t. And so the awkwardness dissipated ever so slowly.

“A more useless N’thuil the world has never seen,” Gray replied. “But enough about him. Tell me of your choosing. How did it happen?”

She ducked her head, looking almost shy . . . or ashamed. “It wasn’t my fault, Gray. Honestly. I woke one night as if someone had called to me. I walked out into the corridor, thinking I was being summoned; that His Grace needed me. I don’t remember much after that, bits and pieces, but the next thing I knew I was standing in the tower sanctuary, the crystal glowing warm beneath my fingers. It was as if a piece I never knew was missing had suddenly slotted itself into place and I was whole.”

“The clans must be in a tumult over Jai Idrish’s waking.”

“Hardly. I’m not exactly the N’thuil they were expecting. Nor has the sphere spoken to me since the night of my choosing. I’ve tried everything, and it remains as cold as the grave under my hand.”

“What was Sir Dromon’s reaction?”

“The Arch Ossine wasn’t happy, but there was nothing he could do once Jai Idrish had chosen its Voice. The laws are clear, and if Sir Dromon is a stickler about anything, it’s following clan law.”

“Hoisted with his own petard.” A smile quirked Gray’s lips as the implications of this news sank in. “He must have been furious after so many years with a compliant toady like Tidwell serving as mouthpiece and cover for his crimes. Perhaps that’s why Jai Idrish chose you. You’ve never been compliant in your life.”

A fact he just might be able to use to his advantage.

*  *  *

The old man slept—finally. For hours he’d tossed and turned in his bed, whimpering and mewling like an infant searching for his mother. The once massive, bearlike leader of the Imnada clans who’d inspired equal parts awe and fear in friend and enemy alike had shrunken to a palsied shell of himself, his shock of white hair yellowed and sparse, his piercing blue eyes faded to a watery gray with age and pain.

Sir Dromon had sat with him, murmuring pap in hopes of keeping him quiet. Soothed him with stories of the golden days before the duke’s son, daughter-in-law, and eldest grandson had died in the stormy seas, only the youngest and weakest of the brood spared from the drowning drag of the waves. Major de Coursy he called himself . . . as if denying his courtesy title of Earl of Halvossa could erase the events of that lost summer day and his guilt in the tragedy.

“Deepings used to ring with laughter, Pryor. Do you remember? The parties and the picnics, the dances and the dinners. Such good times we had then.”

“I remember, Your Grace.”

“Never again, Pryor. Such a little boat it was. I warned them not to take it out, warned them of the storm. Do you suppose they suffered long?”

“I don’t suppose so, Your Grace.”

“The boy is all that’s left. Why would the Mother spare me the mewling runt and take the others? Is there a lesson in that?”

“Only the goddess knows, Your Grace.”

“None left of my house, Pryor. None but a weakling who bears a Fey-blood’s curse. A cast-out, unmarked emnil.”

And a treasonous, slime-riddled bastard rebel. But Sir Dromon hadn’t poisoned the duke’s ears with that truth. He hadn’t needed to—not anymore.

The conversation had quickly dwindled to self-pitying complaints, unintelligible babbling, and finally, ragged weeping before the duke drifted into a restless sleep.

Sir Dromon tossed one last contemptuous glance toward the draped tester bed where the duke whuffled and snored. Each day, his grip weakened. Each night his strength failed a little more. Time ran short. If the duke died and Major de Coursy inherited the title, all Sir Dromon had worked toward over his lifetime could be thrown in jeopardy. The whispers second-guessing de Coursy’s exile and the blame surrounding his own part in it grew daily. If he didn’t put an end to it, the Gather elders might seek to overturn de Coursy’s sentence and place him on his grandfather’s throne.

No, it couldn’t happen. Sir Dromon wouldn’t let it. He’d worked too hard to have that prize snatched from his fingers. While de Coursy remained alive, he remained a threat; a rallying point for all disaffected Imnada. Yet, killing the last son of Idrin’s house outright held equal risks. Wavering allies might balk at assassination. Sympathetic clansmen might be swayed to join de Coursy’s growing rebellion. No, the traitor must be discredited first. Accused of a crime so heinous that all Imnada would see his death as justice—not murder.

“His Grace is sleeping. I want none to disturb him,” Sir Dromon ordered the footman standing watch outside the bedchamber. “But come to me if there is any change. I want to know immediately, day or night.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Pryor retreated to his bedchamber a floor and a wing away. He’d moved into the duke’s residence two summers ago, ostensibly to assist His Grace during his time of grief following the exile of his heir. But after two years he’d firmly established himself as master of the house with unquestioned authority. Or would have, but for one upstart female with delusions of grandeur—the duke’s ward, Meeryn Munro. She’d always been a nuisance, but her recent ascension to N’thuil had transformed the irritating thorn in his side to a dangerous dagger at his throat.

He placed his candle on a cabinet, took a seat, and pulled his krythos from his coat pocket. Balancing the far-seeing disk on the palm of his hand, he spoke the words that unlocked its powers. The notched glass disk glowed softly, a crackle of energy washing over his hand and up his arm into his brain as he reached out with his mind, using the disk to amplify his telepathy over miles of countryside. The pathing unrolled in his head like a diffuse ribbon of sound and light, but strength and concentration and years of training focused the power of the krythos like a spear point: a blade aimed from this tiny corner of England straight to the heart of London and a town house on elegant Audley Street.

Have you convinced him? Is he coming home?

The answer erupted in his mind with the blunt strength of an oxen’s kick. No finesse. No subtlety. Brute power. Wild power. Not yet but soon. I’ve guaranteed his safety as N’thuil.

The woman grew insufferable in her supposed authority. Did she really believe the title of N’thuil meant anything in these days? Jai Idrish was a useless relic. Its Voice a charlatan who served at his whim. He gritted his teeth. Whatever you need to do, my lady. The future of the clans depends upon your success.

I understand.

Doubtful. But that was all to the better. Perhaps if he played his cards carefully, he might kill two birds with the same stone; or, more specifically, one accursed eagle and a rather annoying little sparrow.
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“Conal?” Meeryn murmured, dazed and half-asleep.

The sound came again, a gasp broken off, a moan caught behind clenched teeth. Meeryn’s eyes snapped open on a room heavy with shadows, but this was not Deepings, and her lover was long dead. His was not the cry that woke her.

It must be Gray.

She rose, grabbing up her borrowed dressing gown, the scents of sandalwood and brandy caught in the folds. A masculine, virile smell to remind her—as if she needed it—that the Gray she’d barged in on last night was not the scrawny, thin-skinned, bookworm she’d known so well. This man was harder, angrier, unpredictable.

She opened the door of her bedchamber, listening for any sign of approaching servants, but the only sound was the low drone of a city on the verge of waking. A roar like the surf pressing against her eardrums. Just when she decided she’d imagined it, the cry came again, but this time the groan ended in a violent smash of glass and a heavy thud.

She hurried down the corridor, only to hesitate in front of Gray’s closed door. What if it was naught more than a nightmare? She’d feel an idiot barging into his room for a bad dream. And what if he assumed she’d come for some other reason? That she desired . . . wanted . . . yearned for . . . the thought was completely mortifying.

A thump and muffled oath drained the last of her uncertainty away. She lifted the latch. “Hello?”

The stench nearly buckled her knees. A horrible odor of sickness overlaid by a vinegary sulphur smell that burned her eyes and stung her nose until it ran. Curtains had been pulled across the windows and no candle or fire leavened the gloom, but her heightened animal eyesight pierced the dark easily. A humped pile of blankets and pillows lay beside the bed. A chair rested on its side. But it was the hunched figure of a man in the corner that sent her hurrying across the room, glass crunching beneath her bare feet.

“Gray?” She knelt at his side, a hand on his shoulder, searching for blood or a wound. “What’s happened? Did you fall? What’s wrong?”

“Curse . . .” he whispered through chattering teeth, his body shuddering, sweat pouring off him in waves. “Left it too long . . .” His eyes burned like blue flames, his face drawn with pain and sickness. “Can’t see . . .”

She clasped his hand, blood slicking her palm. “You’re bleeding.”

“Draught on my desk . . . medicine . . . bring it to me.” He curled into a tighter ball, shoulders braced for pain, jaw clamped. “Need it . . . now . . .”

She rose, scanning the room. There on the desk, just as he instructed; a glass vial full of a green greasy brew. She poured it into a cup, wrinkling her nose at the thick rotten-egg smell. “What is this godawful stuff?”

“Sanity,” he said, reaching for it. “Survival.”

She closed his fingers around the cup. “Drink it.”

“Need the blood . . .” With an effort that left him breathless and retching, he struggled upright. Held his palm above the cup as three drops of blood slid into the viscous potion. Immediately, the slimy, slick burn of Fey-blood magic hardened like knives against her mind.

Meeryn felt her stomach rise into her throat just watching him. “Are you sure that’s wise?”

He swirled it around before gulping it down in one swig. “Swallow . . . or die . . .” he murmured, closing his eyes and leaning back against the wall with a sigh.

Minutes passed as she watched the sky brighten behind the curtain and the shadows retreat to pools in the corners. Gray’s face lost the stretched chalky pallor of the deathly ill, his shoulders relaxed, his hands uncurled to lie flat upon his knees, his shaking stopped.

“It grows worse every day,” he said quietly.

“What does? What was that you took?”

“The draught keeps the curse in check, but the trade-off is my life. The potion is eating it away.”

“Then stop, for heaven’s sake.”

He shook his head. “Can’t. To go without for more than a few days is to end as you saw me. Slipping toward a horrible and painful death. I need to stay alive a little longer. I haven’t finished my work . . . things I must do for the good of the clans. Then I can let go. Gladly let go.”

“The Fey-bloods did this to you, didn’t they? I can feel their foul stench all over this. Those soul-feeding, back-stabbing, treacherous—”

“Meeryn.” His voice, quiet but firm, pulled her up short. When had he learned that little trick? “The Fey offered the four of us hope. They’d no idea of the consequences. It’s their magic reacting with our bodies. We warp the energy, taint it. They would heal us if they could, but there’s nothing to be done.”

“I don’t believe it. They must have known. It was a trick.”

“Poison four outcast Imnada? To what purpose?”

“You’re the heir to the five clans. They must have known. This was their way of ridding themselves of an enemy leader.”

“I’m heir to nothing. Not since the Ossine stripped me of my mark and cast me out. The Fey gain nothing with my death. The Imnada, on the other hand, would be more than happy to have me gone.”

“Is there nothing you can do?”

“I may have found an answer. I just need time.” He closed his eyes. “A commodity fast running out. A few months—give or take—is all I have.”

“Don’t be silly,” she said, frightened at the resignation in his voice. “We’ll figure it out. You and me together. Just like when we were little.”

He reached up to push her hair off her face and trace the line of her cheek. His hand was cold and moist to the touch with illness, but his eyes were as brilliant as blue ice. “I’ve missed you, Meeryn.”

Her heart tumbled in her chest. “Fine way of showing it. I came back from the islands all those years ago to find you gone off to the army and nothing but one miserable note shoved under my door as farewell. Do you know how that felt?” She snapped her jaw shut on words she’d never expected to speak aloud. Glanced away on an awkward silence.

“I’m sorry. I knew I should have waited, but . . .” He dipped a shoulder in dismissal and whatever he’d been about to say was left unspoken. “Grandfather was so proud. You’d have thought I’d taken on Napoleon single-handed. After Waterloo and those final days, it was horrid to see him look at me . . . through me . . . as if I was nothing . . . as if I no longer existed.”

“I know that look.”

“Do you? What on earth could the duke’s favorite have done to warrant such harshness? The man thought the sun rose and set in you.”

“It doesn’t matter anymore. Just remember that being a favorite only means you have farther to fall.” She crossed to the window, pushing back the curtains to look down upon the street. “I’ve missed you too, Gray. For years, Deepings has been a ghost of its former self, but since your exile, it’s become a tomb. A tomb for the living.”

“Grandfather’s really dying?”

“A breath of air could blow his soul through the Gateway. It might be your last chance to make peace with him . . . and with yourself.” She turned to see Gray pull himself to his feet and take a few shaky steps toward his bed. Tremors quivered his body, every muscle taut with lingering pain. He leaned against the post, dark head bowed.

“What would I say to him?” he asked.

“Tell him you love him,” she answered.

“And if that’s a lie?”

“He’s only a few weeks left. He’ll never know.”

He lifted his head, eyes cold as steel in a bleak and brutal face. “I’ll know.”

*  *  *

Gray rubbed at his bandaged hand in an attempt to alleviate the infuriating itch of healing across his scarred palm. It helped, but not much, and he finally jammed his hand into a pocket, hoping out of sight would mean out of mind. Glancing up, he was just in time to catch David St. Leger holding the one and only copy in existence of Cathal Du’s States of Mirage by a dog-eared corner. “Bloody hell, David. That book’s a priceless historical artifact. Don’t dangle it like something the dog hawked up.”

David dropped the book in a flutter of dusty pages. “Calm down. It’s fine. If it’s lasted a thousand years, I don’t think one dangling will do it any harm.”

Gray rubbed his temples. “Can you restrain him, Mac? My brain feels mushy as an egg; the last thing I need this morning is David’s brand of humor.”

Mac Flannery looked up from the sheaf of pages in his hand long enough to cock a dubious eyebrow in question. “What would you have me do? Tie him to a chair and gag him?”

“If need be,” Gray barked, immediately regretting it as pain radiated from his tender skull all the way down into his toes.

“Why did you even bother asking me here if all you’re going to do is threaten and insult?” David crossed his arms as he settled deeper into his chair and put his boots up on the tea table.

“I ask myself that very question.” Gray had an almost overwhelming urge to wipe off the offending look with his fists. Hardly the first time he’d wanted to pummel David senseless. Doubtless it wouldn’t be the last. But it was clear by the annoying smirk that St. Leger goaded him. Gray refused to give him the satisfaction. It would only encourage him.

“I think command has gone to your head.” David eyed him over his steepled fingers. “You’re not that much older than I am, yet you treat me like an addled child.”

“That’s because you act like an addled child more often than not.”

David breezed past this criticism unabated. “What of Mac? You don’t treat him with such a lack of respect.”

Gray’s headache was now oozing down his spine into his boots. Even his eyebrows hurt. “I doubt Mac acted like a child even when he was one.”

“Good point,” David muttered.

“Here, St. Leger.” Mac poured him a tall glass of whisky. “Sip it very very slowly.”

For five years, Adam Kinloch, David St. Leger, Mac Flannery, and Gray had served together as military scouts. From Lisbon, through Spain, over the Pyrenees into France, they’d prowled, slunk, stalked, and soared, gathering intelligence where no mere mortals could. Until the chaotic days before Waterloo, when a Fey-blood had cursed them with his dying breath.

Exile caused their friendship to unravel. Adam’s murder brought them together again. And now treason bound them fast in a dangerous alliance.

Mac’s strict sense of honor, devotion to duty, and raw courage made him a valuable asset to the rebel’s cause. But David possessed more cunning, street smarts, and savage battle prowess than any man Gray had ever known. He trusted the two of them with his life. He loved them like brothers. Even when, in the case of David, he wanted to bash him over the head.

“Where’s your bride, St. Leger? Maybe she can control you.”

“Callista likes to try.” David tossed back his whisky and held out the glass for another. “If I know my wife, she’s babbling nonsense at Mac’s son and wishing for one of her own.” He shuddered. “Frightening thought.”

Mac’s wife, Bianca, had recently given birth, the boy barely over a month old. Gray had watched Mac with Declan; seen a father’s pride warring with the pain of knowing he’d not live to see his son grow to manhood.

“I believe Bianca and the other ladies headed out into the garden,” Mac volunteered. “Your . . . house guest . . . was quite taken with Declan.”

“Her name is Meeryn.” He paused. “Meeryn Munro.”

“I still can’t believe she asked you to return to Deepings.”

“Pryor seeks to parlay.”

“You believe that?” David was on his third whisky by now, loosening years of bitter resentment and a simmering anger that was never far from the surface.

Gray managed to topple into a chair before he doubled over and collapsed. It would do his dignity no good to retch all over the floor or faint dead away. “I have no reason to doubt her, but Pryor’s request comes at the perfect time and gives me the perfect entrée into the holding.”

“To do what exactly?” David asked cautiously.

Pause for dramatic effect, then . . . “Lift the Fey-blood curse once and for all.”

Mac’s eyes seemed to take on a hungry desperate gleam. “How?”

“With these.” He spread four disks out on the table: silver, gold, copper, bronze.

“The Keys of Gylferion—you found them all.”

Four disks forged by the Fey to imprison the traitorous warlord Lucan after the Battle of Camlann and Arthur’s fall. Scattered and lost for centuries, only to be brought together again on a snowy mountaintop in Wales three years ago when the Imnada warlord was inadvertently released from his eternal torment. Then scattered again, this time deliberately, in a last attempt to keep them from the hands of the Imnada’s enemies. Gray had moved heaven and earth to discover their whereabouts. Offered any price. Committed any crime.

His determination had paid off in these bits of dented, discolored metal laid before them.

“Lady Delia brought me the last one a few days ago,” he said.

“How did she lay hands on it?” Mac asked. “It was supposedly locked up tighter than the crown jewels in an Amhas-draoi vault.”

“Knowing Lady Delia, she seduced it away from its owner,” David said caustically. “That woman could make a dead man stiff, and she damn well knows it. I’ve seen her reduce the most hard-bitten misogynist to a dancing puppet on a string.”

“You speak from experience?” Mac asked, barely hiding his smirk.

David held up his hands palm out as if fending off an attacker. “Not me. I’m all about self-preservation. You won’t see me placing my head in the lioness’s mouth.”

“Lady Delia risked her life to bring me the last disk,” Gray said quietly. “A bit more respect should be owing.”

“What was her price?” David folded his arms across his chest matter-of-factly, eyebrows raised in wary cynicism. “Lady Delia doesn’t do anything out of the goodness of her heart. She’s all about the advantage, the going rate.”

“She needed to escape the country. I agreed to assist her.”

“Finally diddled the wrong man, did she?”

Gray clamped his jaw so hard he thought his teeth would crack. Yes, she had. And paid for it a hundred times over. He owed her any price she named.

“Lady Delia’s a loose cannon, Gray,” Mac said with a grim twist to his mouth. “Always has been. Her name is at the edge of every Fey-blood conspiracy, her face hovering just beyond the reach of our informants.”

“She may not hold to any particular cause, but she’s loyal . . . to me.”

Mac and David exchanged looks that spoke paragraphs, but it was David—naturally—who took the bull by the horns. “Care to enlighten two old friends as to the origin of this constancy?”

“No,” Gray replied coolly, hoping they would take the hint. He’d not the stamina to fight off their gadflying much longer.

“Your discretion does you credit. I just hope you’re not placing trust in the wrong woman.”

Gray accepted Mac’s warning, but it was far too late for half measures and faint hearts. His association with Lady Delia was necessary. He’d not second-guess himself now.

“If you have the disks, why travel to Deepings?” Mac asked, injecting reason back into the conversation.

“The Fey-blood sorcerer D’espe meant to kill us outright for the Charleroi massacre. Instead our Imnada blood twisted his magic into a corrosive twining of disparate powers that became the curse we suffer. Only by bringing those two forces back together can we unravel the separate threads until they fall away, leaving us free. The Keys of Gylferion, wrought to imprison Lucan in the Unseelie between, are the same twist of Fey and Imnada powers. Bring them together, strike a spark, and the curse will explode.”

“And the spark lies in Deepings?” David asked.

“Jai Idrish.” Mac’s eyes widened in sudden understanding.

Gray nodded. “Just so. Jai Idrish is the only thing that even comes close to possessing as much innate power as the true Fey. If I can harness the forces locked within the crystal, I should be able to not only separate but completely sever the knotted threads of Fey and Imnada magic binding us to the curse.”

“Right, so two years hunting down this knowledge, and the moment you discover this gem of a revelation, the new N’thuil shows up on your doorstep in the middle of the night inviting you to Deepings. What a bleeding coincidence!”

“Do I sense sarcasm, St. Leger?”

“I hope you sense a damned trap.”

“Is that what you think?”

“Think? Hell, I fucking know it’s one.”

“And Meeryn? Where does she fall in this setup of yours?” Gray asked. He’d known from the outset that David would be the hardest to convince. He’d always been a suspicious cynic with a scoundrel’s heart and a killer’s instincts.

He gave a disbelieving snort and poured himself another whisky. “I don’t know—Dromon’s patsy or Dromon’s stooge. Does her guilt or innocence matter when you’re facing a stake to the heart? You’ll be dead either way.”

“It matters to me,” Gray replied.

“No, she matters to you. You still think of her as the girl you played Knights and Maidens with when you were children, but ten years is a hell of a long time. People change in such a span. Hell, we’re prime examples, aren’t we?”

He couldn’t argue with David’s logic. The same questions had occurred to him in an endless loop of what-ifs, leaving him with no clear answers and a head that pounded like a drum. But one question had overridden them all: What happened if he didn’t go? And the answer was as obvious as Mac’s haggard features and David’s continuing bitterness. The curse—and the dark Fey-blood who’d cast it—would win. They’d be dead. And the clans would fail.

Both were only a matter of time.

He caught himself scratching his bandaged palm once again. Turned it into a slow running of his finger over the seam of the cloth, tracing the latest slide of his knife, the turning of the screw. “I can take care of myself, David. And there are those within the Palings I can call on if need be.”

“You’re going back no matter what we say, aren’t you?”

“I don’t have a choice. This could be our last chance. To break the curse. To unite the clans. To broker a peace that will allow the Imnada not just to exist, but to thrive.”

David threw up his hands. “Fine. Go. But be careful.”

“That’s usually my line.” Gray tried to laugh off his worry, but David remained tight-lipped, his shoulders braced as if preparing for a fight.

“You’re right, and that alone should be enough to give you pause.”

Gray took a breath, let it out slowly, and nodded. “I’ll be with Meeryn.”

Mac’s face hardened, lines grooved deep to either side of his moth, brows low. “So you shall. But in this rare instance I agree with David—be very careful.”

*  *  *

“The boy never sleeps. I’m fortunate if I can get forty-five minutes together before he’s up and squalling. Mac fell asleep putting on his boots last week, and I spooned salt in my tea this morning. We’re both exhausted.”

“What of the nurse you hired?”

“We let her go. I came home from the theater to find Declan screaming in his cot while Nurse Buntless read a Minerva horror with rags stuck in her ears.”

“Oh dear.”

“I love him dearly, but what I wouldn’t give for eight full hours unconscious in my bed.”

“Just what every husband wants to hear.”

“Sad to say, but Mac’s as desperate for sleep as I am. Last week, we both dozed off halfway through . . . I woke up later with his . . . and he . . . let’s just say it wasn’t my finest performance.”

Meeryn watched the two women sitting on a bench beneath a spreading chestnut tree, blond head and dark bent close together as they chatted. Bianca Flannery’s regal beauty was as awe-inspiring as her cool blue stare, while Callista St. Leger’s dark sparkling eyes and kindly features invited sisterly confidences and bright laughter. Or would have, had she been anything but Fey-blood. Instead her magic tingled cold against Meeryn’s skin and prickled at the base of her brain like a static charge. At least Bianca Flannery seemed no more than human, though even that unmagical race possessed the potential for danger through sheer numbers alone. They’d squeeze the Imnada out of existence and never even realize they were doing it.

But it was the baby lying on a blanket on the grass that drew Meeryn’s attention like a lodestone upon a string. He wore a gown of white muslin, a bonnet covering his black curls. Tiny fists pumped the air as he squirmed, his face purpling with frustration.

“How old is he?”

Bianca looked up with a tired smile. “Seven weeks.”

“I thought Gray said you were married in February.”

“Yes, well . . . don’t count too closely.”

“At least you were married in time for your confinement.”

“Only after some heavy persuading, and the threat of a fry pan to the head. Still, it’s all come right in the end, I suppose.” Bianca’s eyes held a strain she sought to hide behind a sunny expression. “Mac says it’s different among the clans. That relations between men and women are . . . more open.”

“In some ways. Marriage is controlled completely by the Ossine who oversee the bloodline scrolls. The shamans find the most advantageous pairing for each clan member, and unsanctioned unions are forbidden. But beyond marriage, we’re free to take our pleasure where we find it, and Imnada women are adept at avoiding unwanted consequences.”

“A handy trait, that.”

“It can be unless you . . . slip up.”

“Come into the family way?”

“No. Think oneself in love.”

She shook off her memories. Shoved Conal’s face back down in the dark where it had lived for six perfectly comfortable years. Unfortunately, this visit had dislodged all sorts of disconcerting insights. She’d felt so sophisticated taking Conal McIlroy into her bed, seen it as a mark of her blossoming adulthood and a way to finally prove her maturity to those (namely the duke) who would keep her a child forever. Their time together had been brief but glorious. Sweet memories made while painful ones faded. When the young Viyachne clansman had ridden out of Deepings three years later in disgrace, she’d assumed that her life would end and her heart would break.

Surprisingly enough, neither event occurred.

She’d neither seen nor heard from Conal again, and only learned of his death by chance. By then her youthful adoration had faded, but her grief had been real, and his face and his kiss she carried with her to this day. His knife she carried strapped to her thigh.
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