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q Prologue r






Ancient Days


Isle of Galaway





The Dagda watched from the hilltop as the battle raged below. Tongues of white fire streaked across the battlefield. His people were being cut down like stalks of wheat by the Fomorian barbarians who wanted power at any cost. Not even the mighty Zel, shadow elves with fearsome power who fought on the side of mankind, could stop their advance. The Zel used their shadowing abilities to forge themselves into deadly weapons against the Fomorian sorcerers, who wielded magic with a ferocity he’d never seen.


The Fomorian leader, Balor the First, possessed a power- ful weapon, a malignant eye that could blaze a path through the ranks. If it didn’t tax him so completely to wield it, the battle would already be over.


Next to the Dagda, his brother Ogma put his hand on his shoulder. “At this rate, there will be no one left alive.”


“They can’t help themselves,” the Dagda sighed. “The Fomorians hunger for power while our people fight to survive.”


“There’s a way to put an end to this you know.”


The Dagda frowned. As leader of the Tuatha de Danann, he recognized that though they were not as power- ful as some of their brethren gods, their responsibility to those under their charge was no less. But he shook his head. “You know the gods are not meant to intervene in the workings of man.”


Anger mottled Ogma’s face. “Imagine there are only bodies left on the field. Would you stand by and do nothing as your people all die?”


“If it became known what we possessed, even the noblest of them would go mad to possess it,” the Dagda snapped back. “You should have never brought it into the world of man. The risk is too great.”


“Leaving it behind was worse! Imagine what would happen if it fell into the hands of someone more powerful than you and I. The gods are always squabbling, eager to find a way to one up another.”


“You should have never pried into their secrets,” the Dagda retorted. “T’was folly.”


“In their vanity they couldn’t help but share their secrets knowing that I alone could read what was written. But I fear you may be correct. It is too much power, one that presents a grave danger. Only now it is too late for regrets. Not when we can use it to save our people.”


The Dadga shook his head, his voice cracking as he spoke. “What if . . . what if they don’t want to be saved?”


“Then they are fools. If we do not act, who will remember us? Who will be left to carry on our traditions?”


A cloud passed over the Dagda’s lined face. “It is opening a cauldron of trouble.”


At the slightest hint of hesitation, his brother seized the moment. “I will find a way to turn the tide.” He stepped back, revealing an oblong stone the color of blue lapis standing knee-high next to a narrow stream. The stone was inscribed along every edge with Ogma’s secret language.


The Dagda stared at it, his heart filled with fear and the knowledge that Ogma was right. “When it is finished, we must destroy it.”


Ogma hesitated, and then nodded. “Agreed.”


He knelt in front of the stone, running his fingers over the words, muttering to himself until he found what he searched for.


“Beathra.”


As he spoke the word inscribed on the stone, it glowed as if lit by an internal fire.


Ogma pressed his palm against the stone and closed his eyes. “May the power of the gods let life be restored to my people so that they might rise up and take arms again.”


A sharp wind blew across the field. Then a loud wail escaped the stone, filling the air with a screeching sound. The fighting paused as all turned at the interruption. Even Balor lowered his eyelid, chest heaving as he studied the new threat.


The stone suddenly went quiet. The Dagda waited, his breath caught in his chest.


Would it work?


Would it change things?


Or make them worse?


And then at his feet, the stream bubbled up and rivulets of water broke the dry earth and zigzagged their way toward the plain. Down on the field, the Fomorian warriors were growing restless, unaware of the rivulets of water that found the lifeless bodies of the Dagda’s people and arrowed directly into their agape mouths.


Tired of waiting, Balor roared, “Attack!”


But before his army of sorcerers and trained soldiers could move, one of the fallen men sat up with a shuddering gasp, rubbing his head. Then another. One by one, scores of Zel and the men and women who’d fought with them climbed to their feet, looking around in a moment of confusion and then realizing where they were, searching for their weapons as ready to fight as they were before they were struck down.


The newly reformed army surged forward, overrunning the depleted Fomorians and sending them into a hasty retreat.


“Did you . . . are they . . . immortal?” the Dagda asked fearfully, awed by the power.


“No. Life was restored to them, but they remain mortal.”


From his vantage point, the Dagda caught sight of Balor. He stared directly at them across the valley, even though the distance appeared too far for a normal man to see.


A shudder ran through the Dagda as Ogma crowed out their victory. Balor knew they had interfered. He would poke and pry until he discovered their secret.


“Quickly, Ogma. Destroy it.”


Ogma nodded. Raising the stone over his head, he brought it down on a boulder, aiming to shatter it, but the stone bounced off unharmed. Again and again he tried to break it into pieces, even taking his chisel to it, the same chisel he had used to inscribe the words into, but the stone remained impervious to their efforts.


“It won’t be destroyed,” Ogma said. “It’s gained its own powers.”


“Then this world is in grave danger. I must travel to see Odin.”














q Chapter 1 r






Kingdom of Galaway


Present Day





Seeth stood on the edge of the barren cliff, his face turned toward the sun as cool mist dampened his skin. Far below, the ocean crashed against the base, beating itself senselessly against the impenetrable stone. Inching his feet forward, Seeth let his toes pass over the edge. He teetered above the dizzying drop, heart pounding in his chest, and then spread his arms wide and let himself fall.


Wind whipped against his cheeks and burned his eyes as he plummeted down the face of the cliff. He held his arms open, feeling like a wild bird in flight. Near the bottom, he folded his body into a pike position, holding it for a long moment before stretching out into a knife blade to pierce the water in a smooth move. The cold struck like an iron fist, leaving him gasping. He surfaced, shaking the hair from his eyes then looked back up the cliff. A distant russet-colored head appeared peering down at him.


Seeth punched the air with his fist. “Now you, Dewan!”


His best friend Dewan stood hesitantly on the edge. He turned his head away, as if he were speaking to someone. Then suddenly Dewan tumbled into space, arms flailing.


“Dewan, be careful!”


His friend was falling perilously close to the jagged walls. What had he been thinking? He should have vaulted out away from the jutting rocks. Then Seeth had his answer.


Arkin.


His brother’s dark head peered over the edge. Seeth did not have time to yell at him. Shifting into his shadow form, he shot up the cliff face in a black streak and covered an outcrop of rock, hardening his shadow into a protective layer to take the brunt of the blow. Dewan bounced off his back and careened down, hitting the water with a loud slap.


The breath was knocked out of Seeth, but he released the rock, shifting back to his human form, and dropped to where Dewan floated face down. He turned his friend over. The boy was pale and unmoving. Seeth grabbed his chin, shaking him hard.


“Dewan. Come on.”


Relief filled him as Dewan coughed, thrashing the water in sudden panic.


“What—what happened?”


From high above the clifftop, laughter rang out. Arkin stood pointing down at them. A slender woman with long black hair perched next to him, her hand on his shoulder.


Silvana. Arkin’s latest conquest.


Seeth’s stomach coiled with dislike. Silvana was Fomorian, a nasty race of sorcerers who had been banished to Skellig Rock, a small island just south of Galaway centuries ago after being defeated in battle. Her father, Balor the Third, remained in power by virtue of possessing a single malignant eye that could incinerate a man where he stood. The eye, a product of a secret potion created by ancient druids, had been handed down from father to son.


Silvana had arrived on a ship one day six weeks ago announcing her intention to foster goodwill, and now Arkin followed her around like a puppy dog, seemingly blind to her bewitching tactics.


“Ignore him,” Seeth said. “Come on.” They swam to the bottom of the cliff and pulled themselves up on some rocks, shaking off the water like wet seals.


“You saved me.” Dewan shivered from the cold. His pale skin was covered with a liberal dose of freckles. Red hair sprouted in wild disarray from his head. A bloody scrape ran along his leg.


Seeth put his head between his knees, trying to slow his heart rate. His brother had nearly killed Dewan. That was too far even for Arkin. “It was nothing. Forget it.”


“What’s it like to shadow?”


Dewan was one of the ordinary human folk who called Galaway home. Seeth was a shadow elf known as the Zel, one of the few left.


He shrugged. “It’s like leaving everything in this world behind. You feel free, like you have no weight, and you can run as fast as an arrow shot from a bow. But with practice you can forge yourself into the hardest weapon.”


Dewan looked slyly at him. “But can you kiss a girl when you’re nothing but a shadow?”


“Maybe you should ask your sister,” Seeth flashed back, grinning as Dewan punched him on the arm. “Come on, race you back to the top.”


“No, we are not jumping again,” Dewan groaned, but Seeth had already leapt to his feet and started jogging up the narrow trail.


He ran quickly, his feet light and sure on the slippery stone, hoping to catch his brother before he rode off. At the top of the trail, Seeth spun in a circle, but there was only the sound of fading hoofbeats and mocking laughter carried on the wind. Sitting down to wait for Dewan, he stared out over the mottled blue sea.


At twenty, Arkin rarely acknowledged Seeth’s existence unless it was to remind him how unworthy he was. Born six years apart, Arkin was the rightful heir to the kingdom of Galaway. Seeth was just an afterthought, a product of the union between his father, King Lucius, and the kind nursemaid who had cared for Arkin after his own mother died giving birth to him. Like Arkin, Seeth had lost his mother before he could crawl. The poor woman had fallen to her death in a tragic accident.


Seeth tried to like his brother, but Arkin had hated him from the moment he’d been born. At the age of two, Seeth had nearly drowned after an unseen hand pushed him into the sea. At four, Seeth had been left on the open moors in a freezing storm. By the age of six, Seeth had learned to avoid Arkin, but the torment continued, and now he was taking it out on Seeth’s friends.


Arkin could do nothing openly to harm Seeth while their father lived, but what would happen when their father passed? The king was old now, sick with a cough that never ended. The blustering winters of Galaway took a toll. Tucked away in this remote corner of the Ninth Realm, it was like they were a forgotten land, overlooked and ignored by all.


These tiny Aran Islands: Galaway, Skellig Rock, and the Druid’s island, Tartus, had been dragged into Odin’s Ninth Realm when Odin had banished magic from the world of men. Their ancient gods, the Tuatha De Danann, had sent their islands along to protect their magic. Seeth knew they were meant to feel grateful, to have been allowed to preserve their way of life, but at times the world felt small, as if time stood still more than it passed.


The Fomorians had long ago been defeated in battle and driven out to Skellig Rock to live in exile. But with the Tuatha gone, the Fomorians hatred of Galaway had grown until it had erupted in yet another protracted war that had only ended when Seeth’s father had struck a deal that had terrible consequences.


Seeth sighed as Dewan caught up to him, out of breath and red-faced. He would deal with his brother when the day came. For now, there was a cliff to dive off.












q Chapter 2 r






Seeth’s quarters were located above the stables. The small room suited him just fine. It was warm and dry, and the horses were good company. He woke at sunrise to visit with his father. Jumping down the ladder to the barn floor, he pumped water into a basin and splashed his face as the rooster let out the first crow of the day.


It was best to visit before Arkin arose. Seeing Seeth with their father always upset him. Seeth had taken to visiting as the fingers of dawn crept across the moors, wheeling his father to the terrace to watch the sun break over the purple heath. They would talk endlessly about the tales of Galaway back when his father had fought in the great battles against the Fomorians, before the peace treaty had been forged.


He bit into an apple as the king recounted an old memory. “Those Fomorian devils called on the kelpies, Seeth. Have I told you about the kelpies?”


Seeth smiled. He had heard the story a hundred times, but he shook his head. “Tell me again.”


His father settled back in his chair, watery blue eyes shining in a heavily lined face that bore the scars of battle and age. Wispy gray hair flowed over his shoulders, but he held himself stiffly upright as he told the tale. “The Fomorians had these devil horses that were monsters. You could always tell a kelpie by its mane. It would be dripping wet as if it had just come from the sea and tangled with seaweed. It would invite you to jump on its back with its siren call, but you must never ride a kelpie.” He shook a wavering finger at Seeth in warning. “They head straight out into the sea, galloping across the waves as if they can fly. Then they dive down and take you to their underwater lair to eat the flesh from your bones.”


Seeth tossed his apple core over the balcony. “What happened to them?” He had never seen a kelpie before. It was hard to tell when his father was spinning tales or recalling the past.


The king was taken by a sudden fit of coughing. Seeth handed him a cloth. When his father wiped his lips, there was a spot of blood on the fabric. Seeth’s heart skipped a beat. The old king was worsening. He would have to have a word with the court physician.


King Lucius continued. “The Fomorians took their cursed horses away when we fought the last battle with them. I was a young man then.” His father sighed heavily. “We paid a steep price for peace. The Zel were stripped of their shadowing, all except for me. How selfish a king I must have seemed. Can you imagine, Seeth, what it would be like to lose your shadowing?”


Seeth shuddered at the thought. Shadowing gave the Zel the ability to travel swiftly and, with practice, shape shadows into weapons stronger than any blade. Seeth had inherited the gift from his father, as had Arkin. But they were the only ones left who could master the shadows.


“The Zel were the sworn protectors of Galaway, of all kinds here—magic and human alike. In the treaty that was forged, I alone was allowed to retain my powers. The rest held onto their titles as Knights of Galaway, but without their shadowing, I suspect they are hollow inside.” His father’s eyes grew cloudy. “I wonder if I did the right thing, bringing that Son of Odin to this land and using the power of the gods to solve our problems.”


Seeth leaned forward to take the king’s hand in his. “You stopped the fighting, Father. You saved many lives. The Zel gave up their shadowing willingly to forge peace. Balor’s army of sorcerers were stripped of their powers. Only you and Balor retained your magic, and you swore never to use it against each other again or lose magic forever. It was a fair and just treaty.”


His father smiled and patted Seeth’s hand. “You’re a good boy, Seeth. But sometimes I think we should have kept fighting, fought to keep our people whole. It was a steep price to pay to curse my people to live without their magic.” His face grew serious. “He’s waiting for me to die, you know, and then Balor will strike again, mark my words.”


Heavy footsteps echoed in the hall. Arkin announcing his arrival. Seeth pressed a kiss to his father’s forehead, then slipped out the window as the door flew open. He lurked in the shadows of the balcony, watching as Arkin ignored their father and plonked himself down at the breakfast table and began to eat. Seeth silently dropped down to the ground, heading for his morning classes with Master Ushram.


He might not be the official heir to Galaway, but his father still educated him and trained him in the ways of the Zel. The capital city of Falias where they lived bustled with activity as he made his way past the shops and open-air market to the temple where Master Ushram waited, impatient as ever. Ushram was a portly man, wearing a plain brown robe belted at the waist. His head was bald, his face round and smooth.


“You’re late,” he said peevishly.


“A thousand apologies.” Seeth bowed slightly. “I was tending to my father.”


That silenced Ushram. They began their lessons in shadowing. The teacher was helping Seeth master his powers. Although Ushram was not a shadow elf, he knew more about the ways of the Zel than anyone. The ancient manuscripts that lined the walls of the temple recorded centuries of knowledge that Seeth had only just begun to learn. A life-sized bronze statue of his father stood on a large stone podium in the center of the room. In his right hand he held a sword, and in his left, a shield carved with the Galaway crest: a black lion pawing the air.


Ushram took a seat on a woven mat and waved Seeth over to join him. He sat, resting his palms on his knees, and closed his eyes.


“You must learn to control your breathing,” the teacher began. “When you transfer into your shadow form, you must always maintain control or lose your grip on this world.”


“What do you mean?”


“The Zel alone can turn their physical form into shadows, but there’s a cost. Shadowing drains you of energy which is why you must build up your stamina. The longer you shadow, the harder it is to return. Like a hunger, the lure of your shadow form urges you to stay but the mind needs the physical world to stay sane. The key is to be quick about it. Shadow and return. Shadow and return.”


Ushram lumbered to his feet. “Enough chatter. Show me how strong you’ve become. Move the statue of your father across the room.”


Seeth scrambled up. The statue weighed over a hundred stone. Shadowing gave him a tensile strength that magnified his own, but could he move something that heavy? The first time he had shadowed he could not lift a teacup, let alone push a statue across a room.


“Arkin couldn’t do it until he was fifteen,” Ushram challenged. “Show me what you’re made of.”


Arkin’s name was all it took. Seeth shifted into shadow. The warmth of the room left him as his physical body faded away. He could feel the slight breeze in the window blowing through him. Everything was sharper when he shadowed—he could hear Ushram’s heart beating, smell fresh bread from the bakery three doors down.


“Concentrate your breathing and pool your energy.” Ushram moved behind him. “Focus on the statue and pour your thoughts into that one action: moving the statue across the room. See it. Feel it. Believe it.”


Seeth raised his hands, focusing on turning them into solid shadow. His fingers tingled as he centered his power, pooling his energy, feeling it spread to his fingers and toes until it was like he was invincible.


“What are you waiting for boy? Are you weak?”


Gritting his teeth, Seeth focused on his father’s bronze figure. He flew forward, throwing his shoulder into it. In a blink the statue slid across the floor and crashed into the far wall, knocking books off the shelves. He quickly shadowed back, feeling a thrill run up his back as he did.


“That was amazing!” Then he sank to the floor as his knees turned wobbly. Ushram was right about the energy it took. His legs were like noodles, but he couldn’t stop grinning.


Even Ushram looked pleased for once. He clapped his fleshy hands together. “Bravo. I think you’re almost ready for weapons training. Now for your history lesson.”


The master opened one of the sacred books and began reciting from a chapter out of the history of the Zel.


Midmorning, seven bells rang out, interrupting Ushram’s droning on with their strident pealing. Seeth raised his head as the last knell faded to silence. The sounding of the bells could only mean one thing.


The king was dead.


His heart clenched in grief. He’d known it was coming, but nothing had prepared him for the impact of this moment. The king was really dead.


Long live the king, he whispered to himself, thinking of Arkin.


He looked up at Master Ushram and waited for him to say something. A thin sheen of sweat broke out on the teacher’s broad face as he stared at Seeth with eyes that had gone cold. Fingers of unease crawled up Seeth’s spine.


So it begins.


He dropped into a fighting stance. Then the teacher who had been with him since he had been weaned pulled a blade from the folds of his robe and in one smooth move threw it at Seeth’s head.


He didn’t have time to shadow. Instead, he ducked and rolled on the ground, shadowing as he came up. The knife struck at empty air.


“Show yourself, orphan,” the tutor hissed, fumbling around the room looking for him, another knife in his hand.


But Seeth had overstayed his welcome. He climbed over the ledge, and fled, shifting back when he was a safe distance. Crowds were gathering as the realization set in that their king was dead. No one paid any attention to Seeth’s headlong rush to get away from Falias once and for all. But as he reached the walls of the city, the gates dropped with a crash. Guards lined the ramparts, taking up a stance with lances aimed outward.


He had underestimated Arkin’s grasp on power. Already those loyal to his brother had turned on Seeth. He hid in the shadows of a building, gauging the distance across the square to the walls. He would have to shadow. They might see the dark streak cross the stones, but they would not be able to catch him.


Gathering himself, Seeth shadowed across the open area as fast as he could, heading for the wall, but a guard sensed the coldness as he passed by and swung his lance, crying, “Oy, he’s here.”


Seeth faltered, then continued on, reminding himself no human could match his speed. He would be over the wall in seconds, gone forever from this place, but as he reached the top, a strangled shout for help halted him.


Dewan.


He turned to see his friend on his knees in the square, a rope knotted around his neck. Arkin stood behind him, arms folded, his eyes on the exact spot on the wall Seeth clung to. His heart froze and his shadow form flickered. He couldn’t leave his friend.


A net shot out and tangled around him. He tumbled backward, flailing his arms, but he was trapped by the thick ropes. He hit the ground with an oof and rolled to a stop at a pair of black-booted feet. He looked up into the flinty gaze of his brother.


Arkin gave him a solid kick with his boot. “Get up before I end the life of this miserable wretch.” He tightened the rope until Dewan’s face turned purple.


Seeth threw off the net, shooting to his feet. Arms grabbed him from behind, but he jerked free. “Let him go. He’s done you no harm.”


Arkin’s face was a tight mask of rage. “I am the king now! I decide who lives or dies.” He cinched the knot tighter around Dewan’s neck until the boy’s eyes bulged.


His brother was provoking him, but Seeth could not stop himself from flying at Arkin and wrapping his hands around his brother’s neck. “Let him go, or I will kill you myself.”


A triumphant look flared in his brother’s eyes. “You all saw that. He tried to kill the king!”


Seeth staggered as rough arms grabbed him. The throng of guards murmured in agreement. He searched for one of the knights that had served his father, but the former Zel guard were not part of this rabble. His shoulders sagged. He was trapped. But not for long. No cell could hold his shadow form.


“He is a traitor of Galaway,” Arkin pronounced. “He will be locked up in the Round Tower until he can be executed.”


Then as if he could read Seeth’s mind, Arkin turned his gaze back, hatred etched into his face. “Shadow away and we will execute every member of this worthless peon’s family.”


Then his brother cocked his arm back, a satisfied smirk lighting his face as he cuffed Seeth under the chin.





When Seeth came to, he was lying on cold stone. He looked around, blinking until the room came into focus. Wind whistled in through a rectangular hole cut into the stone. The Round Tower was reserved for the worst of criminals. He staggered to the opening, gripping the ledge for support. The sun was just setting across the moors. Purple light cut across the shadows, illuminating the landscape with the last remnants of the day.


A solitary tear escaped and ran down his cheek as he stared at the moors, sifting through the memories of his father until the sun had fully set and dusk turned to evening. He was tempted to shadow down the face of the tower and disappear across the moors but Arkin didn’t make idle threats. Abruptly, the door behind him was flung open. He swiped at the dampness on his cheek before turning to face his brother.


A pair of guards set torches in the wall, filling his cell with light. Arkin paused in the entrance. He was tall and thin like Seeth with high cheekbones and black hair. Only his eyes were different. Where Seeth’s were a silvery gray, Arkin had a set of steely blue eyes that seemed to be carved from ice. He wore a black tunic belted at the waist. Behind him, his Fomorian girlfriend Silvana stepped into the room. Her raven-colored hair was swept up into a knot on top of her head. She wore an elegant gown of shimmering yellow embroidered with precious gems. She was Arkin’s age and had his brother firmly under her spell. She folded her arms and stood quietly, watching Seeth with her catlike green eyes.


Seeth knew her sorcery well. She was rooting around in his mind with her powers, trying to push his feelings the way she wanted, but he steeled himself to block her out by focusing his anger on his brother.


“Well, well, well.” Arkin pulled off his gloves and took a few steps around the cell as if admiring it. “Isn’t this cozy.”


“You had no right to lock me up.”


Arkin shrugged indifferently. “You had no right to be born, but there you have it, what’s done is done.”


“Why do you hate me so much?”


Arkin pinned him with a glacial stare. “Because our father loved you more than me. From the moment you came into this world, I saw the way he looked at you. All because of her.” He said the last word with disgust.


Seeth had to think who it was Arkin hated more than him. “My mother?”


“Yes, a pity she died so young. Fell out the window. I think perhaps she jumped when she saw how ugly you were.”


“You’re lying.”


Arkin circled around him, his eyes bright with anger. “I saw her looking at you as she cradled you in her arms. She was my nursemaid! Mine!” He thumped his chest. “And yet suddenly all she could think of was you, singing to you, acting like you were going to be king one day.”


Seeth shook his head. “You were only a child.”


“I was six. But I knew the score. My father was replacing me with you and her. So, I got rid of her.”


The floor shifted as sudden dizziness swept over Seeth. “You did what?”


“I got rid of her. Are you hard of hearing?” His brother barked with laughter, and for the first time Seeth saw clearly how unstable he was.


“How?”


Silvana folded her arms. “Yes, darling. Tell us how you did this. I’m dying to know.”


Arkin walked to the window ledge and looked out into the darkness, as if recalling the day. “I was leaning out the window. I’d dropped my toy on the ledge. I made a big show of trying to reach it. She rushed over to help me.” His eyes swept left to look directly at Seeth. “She was such a dear. When she leaned out, I gave her a little push. You should have heard her screams as she fell.”


Rage swelled up in Seeth like boiling tar. He vaporized into shadow the same instant his brother did. They flew at each other, grappling in the darkness. In a heartbeat, long fingers wrapped around Seeth’s throat, choking him. He shifted back, hoping to find a way to release his brother, but Arkin was too strong. Fueled by hatred, his black shadow fingers only wrapped tighter until Seeth saw stars.


“Stop!” Silvana snapped her fingers. Instantly, Arkin’s grip loosened around Seeth’s throat, and he shifted back to his human form, but he did not move from his position.


“Why, my love?” His eyes continued to burn into Seeth as his chest rose and fell with exertion.


“I have a better idea, one that will bring you even more satisfaction.”


Arkin shoved Seeth aside, smoothing down his tailored vest. “Do tell.”


Seeth gasped in air as Silvana withdrew a silver collar made with thick interwoven links from the pocket of her gown.


“If I place this around his neck, he will no longer have the power to shadow. He will be helpless as a baby.”


Arkin scowled. “But I want him executed.”


Silvana ran her fingers up his chest and cupped his cheek. She was bespelling him, but his brother was too smitten to notice her use of a charming spell. “Dear Arkin, surely the people of Galaway do not want to see another death so soon after losing their beloved king? Leave the boy to suffer, then later, when the timing is right, you can take his life.”


Arkin nodded, his eyes narrowing. “Yes, make him suffer. I like that.” He smiled, his teeth gleaming white. “I like that very much. Proceed.”


Silvana slinked her way over to Seeth and stood before him. She gave him a half-smile, tilting up one side of her lips. “This is going to hurt you a lot more than it hurts me,” she whispered. Then she clasped the necklace around Seeth’s neck.


Pain shot through him like he had been jabbed with a thousand tiny needles. Seeth arched his back as the muscles in his throat tightened and constricted. He wanted to scream, but he had no air. He buckled, falling to the ground as all feeling left his body. His fingers went to the collar, tugging on it with all his strength but it was no use. She had blocked his shadowing. It was like ripping out his soul.


Silvana clapped her hands eagerly like a child. “And there you have it, my darling, he’s a toy for you to play with. Come, we have to announce our engagement.”


Arkin’s eyes lit up as she held her hand in the air and waited for his hand to join hers. “Yes, my love, a wedding and a coronation. Truly, the kingdom of Galaway is blessed.”


They left Seeth on the ground helpless to move, to scream, to even lift a hand.
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Mavery slammed the door with as much force as a twelve-year-old witch could muster and stomped over to the window of her room. It overlooked the winter tulip gardens of Ter Glenn, her home these past couple years. Prison more like it, she thought, resting her chin on her hands. Gael was insufferable. The Eifalian king thought she should just forget her magic when magic was all she could think about. A gray morning dove flew past and out of spite, Mavery sent a tiny blast of witchfire at it, singeing its tail feathers, then immediately regretted it when the bird squawked in protest.


The wintry sun was faint and weak and even with the fire that burned in the hearth, she felt a chill down to her bones. She missed the warm days of Balfour Island where she had spent her first few years. Even if her life there among the witches had been miserable, it had been home. She was almost twelve now. At an age when witches learned to access new powers. She should be learning the deeper magic of the Tarkana witches, not stuck in the north with baby magic that could barely light a candle.


And now Gael thought she had broken his favorite healing crystal. It was all Theo’s fault. He had dropped it when Mavery had caught him playing with it, then blamed it all on her. The boy was arrogant and complained about everything. He made Mavery so mad she could burst. A knock sounded at the door. She opened it to find the Eifalian king looking down at her with that disapproving stare of his. In his hands were the broken shards of his crystal.


“Mavery, a word please.” Behind Gael his nephew and heir, Theo, stood gloating.


She opened her mouth to argue, but the set of Gael’s shoulders left her suddenly tired. “Whatever he said, he’s lying,” she muttered, but she knew it would not do any good. Gael believed what he believed about her.


A witch is a witch. Nothing good to be found there.


“Theo says you were in my chambers and broke my crystal.”


“I was only in there because I followed him,” she pointed at Theo. “He’s the one who picked up the crystal.”


Gael accepted her words then asked, “But then you attacked him?”


“Well, he made me mad. He said he was going to tell on me.”


Gael’s brows drew together. “So you sent a blast of witchfire at him?”


Mavery hung her head. “Maybe.”


“What was that? I didn’t hear you.”


She raised her head, feeling her temper rise. “I said yes, yes, I did, and I’m not sorry. He’s always getting away with everything, and you never punish him, only me. I hate this place. I wish I’d never come here.”


Gael stared down at her, a muscle twitching in his cheek. Theo looked wide-eyed at his uncle. No one spoke to the king like that. Mavery knew she had gone too far. She wished she could take back the words. Gael and his wife, Queen Rayan, had been nothing but kind to her. They had no children and had been raising the orphaned Theo and Mavery as their own.


Before she could apologize, an attendant dressed in white robes came running down the hall.


“Your Highness, there is a stranger demanding an audience. He insists on speaking to you.”


Gael turned at the interruption. “Did he say where he was from?”


“No, sire, only that it was urgent. He wears a strange silver coat of arms with a black lion on the chest.”


He paled. “Gather the elders. They will want to listen to what he has to say.”


The Eifalian king looked back at Mavery, grasping her shoulder in his hand and pulled Theo forward by his collar. “You two must learn to work together. You mustn’t argue all the time. It is not the Eifalian way.”


Mavery wanted to blurt out she was not Eifalian, she was a witch with all sorts of bad habits, but she just nodded mutely.


Theo looked smug as he hugged Gael. “Yes, uncle, I will try to get along with her.” He said it as if she was the difficult one, not he.


Gael left them, his long robes sweeping the ground as he marched off.


Theo turned on Mavery. “If you hate it here so much, why don’t you leave?”


“Maybe I will.”


“Good. Because I am the heir to the Eifalian kingdom. You’re an orphan nobody wants.”


Mavery ignored the lick of pain and snapped back, “You’re an orphan same as me. Now get out of my way.” She gave him a shove. “I’m going to follow Gael to see who this stranger is.”


She left Theo behind and made her way down the winding corridors lit by trillywigs, luminescent beetles that glowed brightly when someone was nearby. She ran lightly up the curving steps that led to the atrium where Gael held court. The atrium was dotted with pillars. There were no walls, no ceilings. White cloth stretched between the columns, fluttering in the afternoon breeze. The marble was still warm under Mavery’s feet from the day’s sunlight as she crept from pillar to pillar. In the center, a throne made of polished alabaster and curved whale bones awaited Gael’s arrival.


Mavery ducked behind a column to hide from the small throng of Eifalian council members talking quietly in the corner. Quickly darting behind the throne, she crawled under the curtained skirt that rimmed the lower half and found Theo already crouched there.


“Get out,” he whispered.


“Make me.”


There was nothing the boy could do or they would both be discovered. He shook his head in disgust and peeked out through the folds of fabric. Mavery elbowed forward and parted a small fold.


A loud gong rang out. Gael entered and made his way to the throne. He had changed into his formal robe embroidered with tiny crystals that glinted in the sunlight. On his head, he bore the mother of pearl crown his father had worn before him, decorated with fine gemstones. In his hands he held the king’s staff, a long smoothly polished whale bone topped with a white crystal the size of a goose egg.


The council members assembled, filing in to take a seat on scattered rugs. Each held a glowing crystal in the palm of their hand. Gael stopped at the foot of the throne and waited. Two Eifalian guards escorted a man forward. Mavery peered around Gael’s feet to see better. The foreigner was dressed in a long black cloak over a shimmering silver vest embroidered with a black lion pawing the air. At his side was a long sword. He looked tired, as if he had been traveling for several days. His skin was etched with fine lines and his long black hair was streaked with gray.


“I am Sir Oswald, Knight of the Zel.” He spoke in a lilting accent, bowing low. “I bring grave tidings, your highness. The King of Galaway has passed.”


“The Eifalian kingdom offers its condolences. We, too, have lost our king in recent years. It brings great sadness. But it has been many eons since we have heard from our elven brothers in Galaway. The path between our realms is treacherous and known to few.”


The man stepped closer. “I have risked my life and the lives of others to make the crossing. The news is much worse. The people of Galaway are in grave danger. Our new king, Arkin, has been bewitched by a Fomorian sorceress.”


Mavery’s ears pricked up at the mention of sorcery.


Oswald continued. “Her father, Balor the Third, is a powerful enemy of Galaway. We have heard a rumor that he is seeking the Ogma Stone.”


“The Cipher of the Gods?” Gael asked sharply. The assembled Eifalians murmured softly as they took in the information. “But surely there is no chance of it being found? We were assured it was hidden well.”


“Indeed. It was taken into the underworld by three knights of Zel who sealed it with a series of sacrifices so grave it would never be raised.” Oswald stepped closer, his voice low. “We have reason to believe Balor intends to make these sacrifices and use it for unspeakable reasons. He wields a poisonous eye that can destroy all he faces and a sorceress named Anarae helping him. We are no match for his magic.”


Gael rose out of his seat, his voice shaky as he spoke. “If what you say is true, then we are all indeed in grave danger. If this Balor gains the power of the gods, he will be unstoppable. I will send word to Skara Brae. The High Council must be informed.”


Sir Oswald bowed low. “We are grateful, your highness. Our numbers are few and without our shadowing, our swords are no match for the sorcery of this Fomorian devil.”


“How did you come to hear of this rumor? Is there a Fomorian on your side?”


Sir Oswald shook his head. “A stranger came to my door one night. His eyes were milky white, but he acted as if he could see. When he threw back his cloak, his arms were covered in a patchwork of scars. He says he is from your world, taken to live among the Fomorians many years ago.”


“What was his name?”


“I believe it was Hugo. Hugo Suppermill.”


“I have not heard this name. But rest now and take comfort.”


Oswald shook his head. “I cannot. I must return to Galaway before I am noticed missing.”


“We will put a plan in place. You are not alone.” The two men clasped hands and then Oswald turned and left.


The Eifalian king swept out of the atrium in a flurry of robes followed by the ensemble of officiates all murmuring in low voices.


“Did you hear that?” Theo asked as they climbed out from their hiding spot. “A bunch of nasty witches want to take over another realm.”


Mavery punched him on the arm. “He said a sorceress, not a witch. I’m going to follow him and see where he goes.”


“You’ll get in trouble.”


“Only if you tattle on me. Stop being such a baby and come with me. We’ll know the way to this Galaway place. Gael might actually give us a medal.”


Theo hesitated, then a glint entered his eyes. “If something goes wrong, I’m blaming you.”


“What else is new,” she grumbled.


They caught up with the stranger as he mounted a horse outside. The stableboy lashed on some supplies for his journey.


Mavery and Theo hurried to the stables. Theo’s pony was saddled and ready for his riding lesson. As Oswald clipped out the front gate, they rode out through a side gate. It was not hard to keep up with the strange emissary. He rode steadily north hugging the coastline.


After two hours of trotting along the rocky trail, Mavery’s bottom was sore, and Theo’s grumbling grew increasingly louder.


“Enough already, we should go back. We’re going to miss our supper.”


“Five more minutes.”


After another half hour listening to Theo grumble, Mavery gave a sigh of relief as Oswald finally pulled up his horse and swatted it on the rear. It came racing past them on its way back to the castle.


“What’s he doing?” Theo asked.


“I don’t know. Let’s get closer.”


Mavery looped the pony’s reins around a branch. There was a nip in the air as the sun lowered and the night promised to be cold. They crept forward to the edge of the woods. The knight stood on the edge of the cliff staring out over the water. Then he spread his arms out and slowly fell forward into the air.


Mavery squealed.


Theo clamped his hand over her mouth. “Quiet.”


But the stranger was gone.
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They raced to the edge of the cliff and looked over. There was no sign of Sir Oswald. The water formed a pool ten stories below, encircled by a ring of rocks. Waves broke over the barrier, swirling the foamy water.


“Where did he go?” Theo asked, searching the water frantically.


“I don’t know.”


“Did he drown?”


“I don’t know, Theo.”


“What if he’s hurt?”


Mavery was exasperated. “Then he’s hurt. We have to go back and tell Gael what we saw.”


Behind them a low growl sounded. Theo spun around. “What was that?”


“Dunno.” She tried to stay calm, but a prickle of fear ran up her spine. She’d heard a similar growl once before.


They backed up, but there was nowhere to go. Dislodged rocks fell over the edge of the cliff. Out of the woods a gray shaggy head appeared. It was a wolf the size of a small barn. Mavery recognized it.


Fenrir.


The giant wolf she had faced on Groll, the rock Odin had tied it to for eternity until her friend Sam, a Son of Odin and not half-bad witch, had released it when he had been trying to rescue Odin from the underworld.


“Do something,” Theo said in a panicked voice. “Use your magic.”


Mavery pushed back her terror. She was twelve now. Even though she was untrained, her magic was a lot stronger than it used to be.


Sending her hands forward, she let the magic flow through her. Sizzling green witchfire leapt from her palms and shot straight at the wolf. Fenrir yelped in pain and then snarled, leaping at them. A tall square-shouldered boy dressed in leather and furs stepped out of the woods, whistling sharply at Fenrir. The wolf pulled up, but it was too late.


As Mavery scrambled back, Theo lost his footing and went over the edge. She grabbed his hand, but the weight of him pulled her over and they both went spinning into the air, falling down the rocky cliff. Wind whistled past Mavery’s face. She clung to Theo, hoping the water was deep and there weren’t any jagged rocks sticking up.


They hit the cold sea with a slap. Mavery had the air knocked out of her and lost her grip on Theo. A wave broke over the rocks, and they were submerged. She tumbled around underwater, fighting to get her bearings. She kicked her way to the surface but something solid fell on top of her.


The next thing she knew, a heavy weight pressed down on Mavery’s chest. Annoyed, she tried to push it off, but it did not budge. Her lungs felt funny. Like they were stuffed with cotton. Then her stomach turned over and a gallon of water gushed out of her mouth.


She opened her eyes and saw a set of blue eyes looking down at her with concern. The boy from the forest, she realized woozily. The one who had called the wolf Fenrir.


Suddenly she remembered where she was. “Theo!” She sat up, ready to dive back into the water when the annoying boy climbed onto the rock, shaking with cold as he looked at her with accusing eyes.


“What have you done?” he shouted, his face pinched and scared.


Mavery rolled her eyes. “This is my fault? You’re the one who fell off the cliff.”


“It’s your fault we were out here in the first place. I could have been killed before I became king.”


“Is that all you’re worried about? Becoming king?” She turned to look at the boy squatting next to her. His face was set with piercing blue eyes. Shaggy hair hung to his shoulders. He was more than a boy. He was broad shouldered, almost a grown man. “Who are you?” she asked, wringing out her hair.


“I am Eithan. I saw you go over and tried to help. Fenrir didn’t mean to scare you, you surprised him, that’s all.”


Mavery had a sudden flash. “Wait, I know who you are. You’re a Vanir. One of the frost giants. Keely told me about you.”


Eithan’s eyes lit up. “You know Keely? Is she here? How is she? She was so nice to me.” The words spilled from him, revealing his loneliness.


“She’s been gone two years. When we brought Odin back from the dead, he let her go home to the world of men with Sam’s other friends Leo and Howie. But Sam’s still around. He visited a few months ago.” Mavery sighed wistfully. She missed Sam. The Son of Odin had been her constant companion since he had come through that stonefire and stopped the red sun from destroying the land, but of late he had left her behind in Ter Glenn with Gael. Now she only saw him on the odd occasion he had to travel to the north. “I’m Mavery. And this scaredy cat is Theo.”


“I’m not scared, it was just a long drop.” Theo looked nervously at the steep face of the cliff. “How are we going to get up that?”


Eithan frowned, looking around. “That’s odd. It doesn’t look like the same rock pool we fell into.” He pointed. “See how it’s bordered by limestone? We fell into a circle of volcanic rocks.”


Mavery snorted. “Come on, we’re just turned around. If we climb back up, we’ll be on our way. We have to get home before Gael sends an army out looking for us.”


Eithan walked behind an outcropping of rocks and then beckoned them to follow. Mavery came around the rock, relieved to find a narrow trail. The other boy was already a dozen steps ahead. Mavery glanced back at Theo. “Race you to the top.”


Theo shoved her aside and jumped in front of her, hurrying up the slick stones. He slipped and nearly fell over the edge, but Eithan was there to grab his hand and pull him back on the trail. By the time they made it to the top, Mavery’s feet hurt, and her clothes itched where the salt rubbed against her skin.


They stood in the flat open space at the top, catching their breath. Mavery was the first to speak. “Um, I think we have a problem.”


Beyond the rocks that lined the cliff, there was no forest of Torf-Einnar with the tall aspen trees and crisp layer of snow. There were only grassy fields in undulating green waves. The fields were lined with stone cairns that enclosed paddocks dotted with grazing sheep.



OEBPS/images/map.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Leaende

qlqw\gy
THE
O

GINA

brouc-

Book One

ALANE ADAMS







OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Copyright



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Map



		Prologue



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Epilogue



		From the Author



		About the Author



		Selected Titles from SparkPress











Guide





		Cover



		Copyright



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Prologue



		Chapter 1



		Epilogue



		Start of Content











Pagebreaks of the Print Version





		Cover Page



		1



		2



		4



		5



		7



		8



		9



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347











OEBPS/images/common.jpg








OEBPS/images/9781684631858.jpg










