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Аннотация
The final part of the epic story, a full length novel which brings everything to a close.
Two lives, one love, one destiny.
In the wild north of Sheninglas, Jeren and Shan have finally made a home together. But the Holtlands are not finished with them yet. When an assassination attempt claims innocent lives, Jeren can stand it no longer. She must make a stand against the tyranny of her brother Gilliad before it is too late. Shan meanwhile struggles against the seed of darkness planted in him by the Fell�na sorceress and the growing knowledge that no matter what he does, he is losing his beloved wife. All their efforts to stay together just seem to tear them further apart, underlining the differences between them. When Jeren declares her intention to go to war, Shan makes one terrible mistake which changes everything.
Their destiny is written. How can it be changed again?
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Chapter One 

Scrolls and parchment piled high on Jeren�s desk, curling riotously, rolling off the edge. More letters had been delivered this morning, more than ever. Letters of desperation, letters begging for aid, letters requesting or demanding that she return home. Drawing her ancestral blade, Jeren stood very still, staring at the mess, wondering if there was any way she could just set fire to the lot of it and run.
Instead, she laid the sword across the pile of papers, holding them down in place so she wouldn�t lose any of them. Kneeling down in front of the desk, she slid the first one out and broke the seal. It came from South Holt. A long way across vast and often hostile territory, to reach her here in exile in the far north of the Feyna ruled province of Sheninglas. Up here, where humans had no place, where she and those who followed her were making a home among the other race they had once feared and reviled. So she could be with her Feyna husband. So she could find some peace.
A thread of sunlight penetrated the gap in the tent flap, a summons to a new day. Jeren tried to ignore it, squinting at the spidery handwriting. A breeze stirred the papers and she scowled, as much at the things she read of as the interruption.
�That sword is a Feyna-forged channel for magical power. It is not meant to be used as a paperweight,� said Shan solemnly.
She snorted briefly at her husband, hearing the hidden tone of his amusement. Anyone else might miss it. But Jeren knew, and loved, Shan far too well.
�Maybe it�s more use this way.�
He moved silently as ever, placing a bowl on the table before her�right on top of a demand from the High Temple of Al-V�Annin that she appear before them and explain why she fled her home�and knelt behind her.
As she moved, Shan�s arms�pale as marble, skin like silk�slid around her.
�You should eat,� he told her.
It wasn�t that he was bossy, not really, but he was always trying to protect her. She ought to be used to it by now, although for years she�d let people do that without a fight. Having finally broken free of it, she wasn�t eager to return. But this was Shan. She wriggled in closer against him, turning her face to his chest. The scent of him filled her nostrils, sweetly seductive. �Is that the porridge-thing again?�
�It�s made from rega-berries, if that�s what you mean. And it�s good for you, a Feyna speciality. And you don�t eat enough, especially in the morning.�
�Yes, my love.� She stretched to press her lips to his neck and smiled against his skin. She felt like teasing him this morning. Just to pretend that things were normal. �But not rega-berry porridge.�
�And why not?�
�Because it tastes like sawdust. Come to that, why do Feyna delicacies have challenge the taste buds? Aren�t your Shistra-Phail warriors fearsome hunters? Can no one track down anything so exotic as eggs?�
Shan growled, the deep rumble in his throat reverberating through her. �Maybe I can distract you with something else?�
Jeren breathed out, every fibre of her being agreeing with him. There was nowhere in the world she would rather be than here with her husband, her mate. Outside his embrace the world was hard and evil, everyone wanted something of her. But Shan wanted only this.
Here, within the span of his arms, here was freedom.
Jeren frowned, her teeth nipping at the inner flesh of her lower lip. She shouldn�t. There was so much to do. Her father had taught her to deal with things from the first to the last, not to procrastinate in her duty. He would never have turned his back on those in need, hidden away here in the northern expanses of Sheninglas in this way. It didn�t feel right to lie low like this.
But she didn�t want to know what Gilliad had done now. Every tale was worse. Dear god and goddess, after the last reports, after burning temples and slaughtering innocents in the streets of River Holt, seizing people in their homes, people who had never been seen again�
Jeren forced the thoughts from her mind. She just wanted some time to be herself, to be with Shan. For once.
�You promised to teach me some of those scouting skills,� she said hopefully. �Let�s go. Just you and me.�
He grinned at the thought. �We�d have to be quick though. New refugees came in early this morning and they��
�Want to gawk at me?� She tried to make her voice light, no mean feat when it felt like a millstone plunged to the pit of her stomach.
�Pay their respects perhaps?� He brushed his fingers down the line of her cheekbone and she shivered.
�Same thing, isn�t it?�
Shan laughed a little. �We�ll treat it as a test of our stealth.�
They picked their way along the back of the tents, skirting the training grounds. It was like a game, one which should have made her laugh inside. But they had to steal time together more and more these days and it didn�t seem funny anymore. With her hand in Shan�s like a pair of naughty children instead of members of an elite group of warriors, they neared the edge of the camp. Not that she could imagine Shan as a child. He moved like a great hunting wolf, all hard muscle and sleek lines beneath skin the colour of alabaster. Not like her. Or her people. The Feyna were as far from human as wolves were from a noblewoman�s lapdog.
Shan knew all about wolves. When he thought she wasn�t looking his eyes still scanned the horizon for the grey wolf who had been his companion. More than a companion, more than his friend, his totem animal. Part of his soul, he�d said, that was the only way he could explain it. Anala had given her life for them both.
The moment was a frozen in her memory, eternally held there, unshakable. Running through the woods outside of Brightling�s Dale, her breath trapped in her throat with her pounding heart, the shouts of the men pursuing her ringing through the trees. She fought with everything she could, fought and fought, but they were too many. And all the time the same thing ran through her mind... wishing... praying...
Drop out of the sky, Shan. Please, drop out of the sky and save me.
Shan had come for her, with Anala the wolf at his side. And saved her, just as she asked. Even though they should have been enemies, even though her brother had murdered his sister. He�d rescued her, comforted her, held her close.
Until her brother found them. Gilliad�s guards had killed the wolf, right in front of them. All in a moment the world tilted to horror. They�d been taken prisoner, Shan tortured for Gilliad�s entertainment and Jeren only just managed to rescue him. A nightmare. One that still returned no matter how much time had passed.
Giving up a life of privilege she already hated to be with him didn�t seem like much of a sacrifice compared to all he�d lost.
Jeren wondered if Shan regretted saving her in the first place, plucking her out of the shattered carriage at the foot of the cliff and carrying her to safety through the snow. Had it been worth it? Or did he wish he�d left her to the assassins pursuing her. It was a dark and ungrateful thought, but she couldn�t help herself. Stress and constant demands made her irritable, short tempered, and often as not he bore the brunt.
It would be good to get away from everything if just for a while. Good to be alone with him.
They almost made it.
�Shan, Jeren, there you are.�
Jeren bit back a curse. Shan didn�t manage quite so well. He turned on the source of the voice with a snarled word. Indarin, the Feyna Shaman, raised one eyebrow. �Really? I don�t believe that�s physically possible, little brother.�
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With a respectful bow, deserving of his brother�s position as Shaman, Shan bit back other words that he longed to say.
�We were just�� It didn�t really matter. He wasn�t going to apologise for wanting time with his wife. �What is it, Indarin?�
All Feyna were born with magic. It flowed through them with their blood. Few used it, however. Magic corrupted. One glance at their evil cousins, the Fellna, confirmed that. The Seers were taught to control it, to live in peace and focus on healing. But Seers could not fight. That was the preserve of the Shistra-Phail, the warriors, and sometimes magic was necessary. Indarin�s ability with magic manifested itself late. He was already a warrior and couldn�t change his course�or wouldn�t, Shan suspected. After their sister�s murder, they�d both faced dark and terrible grief where rage was the only outlet. So Indarin became instead a Shaman, the warrior magician, the healer in times of battle, the teacher of those like him.
Those like Jeren, whom the Seers shunned. Holters had no business here, they said, no place learning Feyna ways.
Luckily Indarin thought differently.
�Jeren,� said Indarin, solemnly. �Kindly remind your mate that you have many roles in this life and you are not his alone in all matters?�
Jeren cast Shan a regretful glance, and he saw the resignation in her eyes. There was a flicker of something else too, her wicked sense of humour.
�You�re fortunate to have such a wife,� she said solemnly, in formal tones that belied her disappointment. Her duty always came first. Though he knew, and loved that about her, it stung when he was the one to lose her to it. Once he�d told her she was too obedient, too willing to put others before herself. But how could he recommend that his perfect wife become more selfish? Especially when he was the selfish one, wanting her to himself?
�A party from River Holt wishes to pay their respects to you, Jeren. They�ve been waiting quite some time. Shan,� Indarin�s voice hardened, stopping Shan�s departure. Just enough that one who knew him would hear the urgency. �I also need to speak to you.�
�Very well,� said Jeren. �I�ll go now.� Her shoulders tightened with determination and Shan�s heart surged with sympathy for her as he watched her leave. He knew she didn�t want this, any of it. When he turned his attention back to Indarin, however, his brother�s stoic gaze quelled the anger in him.
�All things considered, I haven�t seen you so happy in years, brother,� said the Shaman. A different voice from Indarin�s, it seemed�cautious, thoughtful, deliberate.
�I doubt I�ve felt so content in all that time,� Shan replied, curious as to where this was going. �And yet�� He sighed. A weight of foreboding settled over him, drawn by Indarin�s dark mood perhaps. Or of the thoughts that came unbidden of how much he had to lose now. �I still fear the future.� He picked out Jeren�s form as she crossed the Feyna part of the camp. �I fear I�ll lose her. And if I do...�
He couldn�t say the words. Bad enough to even think of losing her. That night at the Vision Rock she�d seen two futures, one with him and one alone in River Holt. Either was possible. Both... he couldn�t see a way.
But Indarin wasn�t to be put off.
�And if you do?�
Shan shook his head. He didn�t want to answer, but he couldn�t lie to Indarin. �If I do, I�ll lose not just my mind, but my soul as well.�
Indarin snorted, disgust and laughter intermingled. �Better you keep her safe then. Such melodramatics ill become you. She�s a fine student, Shan, perhaps the best I�ve ever encountered. She marries the sword and her own magic together with hardly any effort at all. She will, I think, survive should Gilliad�s power pass to her.�
That was his fear. His greatest fear. Once he would have given anything to take Gilliad, Scion of Jern�s life. It had been his whole purpose, it drove him forwards as surely as his heart beat. Gilliad had trained with them, one of the Shistra-Phail warriors, a brother in arms at Shan�s side.
Falinar, Shan and Indarin�s sister, had loved the boy. She�d adored the awkward and faltering Holter. Since it was her wish and her choice, Shan had tried to be happy for her. Until the previous Ariah decided Gilliad didn�t belong there and tried to send him home. Perhaps she�d sensed his sanity slipping. Perhaps she caused it. Whatever it was, he murdered Fa by the holy pools of Aran�Mor and fled.
�Once,� said Shan to his brother, �all my being was dedicated to killing Gilliad of River Holt. Until I found Jeren, and then despite everything�losing Anala, our capture, all the deprivations and our battles with the Fellna�all that mattered was keeping her safe. Which meant keeping him alive.� If her brother died, if the magic that eroded his increasingly fragile sanity should invade her mind as the foremost Scion of Jern and the Lady of River Holt, if she lived�all these things were his constant fears.
Indarin�s hand closed on his shoulder. �The magic their ancestors stole is not like ours. It became a curse, a punishment. But we know that it does not overcome them all. Gilliad was flawed to begin with.�
�And Fa paid the price,� Shan muttered darkly.
�We all paid the price. Jeren too. You must not forget what she sacrificed. Her duty was part of her. A vital part. To walk away from it, to leave her brother ruling her people, even though she knew what he was... I think it would have broken her heart if it had not been for you.�
Shan gave a brief snort. �Me. I should be so much more for her. I wanted to kill him, Indarin. I wanted to so much.�
�But you didn�t. And you have given Jeren time to grow into herself, to know the small power she has and control it. You�ve given her love and a people, and something of a purpose again. Isn�t that enough, Shan? That she has time to prepare should Gilliad die without an heir. The curse of magic that falls on her will be terrible, it will threaten her mind and her soul. But I truly think she will survive.�
�Survive,� Shan echoed, dubiously. �Survive unchanged?�
�Change is a part of life. Nothing is unchangeable.�
�I don�t need the spiritual guidance at the moment, Indarin. What did you want to talk about?�
The look Indarin turned on him reminded him uncomfortably of their mother. It had a lot to say about wilfulness, arrogance and disrespect. But the words didn�t come. The tirade of anger and resentment never transpired. His brother was not their mother, after all.
�The Ariah feels that we should agree to support Jeren�s claim to River Holt, that she should indeed take her brother�s place as its ruler.�
He hid his shock behind a mask as smooth as marble. �Even if Jeren makes no such claim herself?� She expressed no wish to lead the rebellion everyone expected of her, not even in private. Quite the contrary. But revolution simmered among the Holters. They only needed her to embrace it too and they�d follow her anywhere. She only had to say yes once.
�Should she do so. And I believe she will eventually, Shan. No matter what she says now. Something will push her to it, some act of violence and desecration. This cannot go on. Gilliad is too dangerous and he hates us.�
Shan stopped in his tracks. �You�ve had news.�
�Yes. Grim news from the south. And grim news from the Ariah herself.�
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��Lady Jeren! Lady Jeren!�
Their voices ranged from hushed whispers to shouts of joy. Devyn Roh, her self-appointed bodyguard at such times, though he was only a boy, appeared like a shadow through the crowd and took his place beside her. Still too thin, but taller than her now, his dark eyes scanned the crowd with a frightening clarity.
�Haven�t seen this many before,� he muttered. �Should I send for my da? Get them back a bit?�
�No. Not yet. It�s fine,� she whispered the words to him, keeping her voice calm. The Roh family�the few of them who remained�took their duties as servants to her line far too seriously for Jeren�s comfort. From bodyguards to ladies in waiting, she had always been surrounded by Rohs. Following her escape from River Holt, Gilliad had accused them all of treachery and by his actions made the survivors even more devoted to her. She couldn�t just dismiss them. They�d laugh at her if she tried. A Roh was born, not made.
Jeren allowed her gaze to sweep over the newest wave of refugees. Many were here because they�d encountered one of Vertigern�s raiding parties, still launching guerrilla-style raids along Gilliad�s borders and sending all who needed to flee north to Sheninglas. Ostensibly answering to her, but really... really just attacking wherever they could. Getting people killed.
�Go to Lady Jeren and the Feyna. They will help you. They will keep you safe.�
Safe. Get them killed even more quickly, most likely.
Jeren straightened her spine and let them sweep her along, aware all the time of Devyn�s presence beside her, his warning glares that made people pull back if they got too close. She nodded and smiled. She shook hands and told people not to bow or kneel before her. They didn�t listen.
All of the refugees watched her, some covertly, some with open amazement. Awe, one might say. To be honest, she had grown used to the disbelief she saw in their eyes, at her outlandish clothes, her hair tied in the fine braids of the Shistra-Phail warriors. How savage she must look to the cultured people of the Holts.
But what did she care what they thought? Their hopes, their demands, all they wanted from her�she had given that life up. And yet, still they came.
Perhaps they thought sheer force of numbers would change her mind.
Perhaps, she feared�as more sick and exhausted children took food from their Feyna hosts with pitiful gratitude that outweighed their inbred fear of the other race�they were right.
Eventually, having heard more tales of woe and desperation from children, old women and young men whose eyes burned with a need for vengeance, she managed to excuse herself. She strode back towards the Feyna section of the camp where she and Shan made their home. A little patch of safety. The newer the arrival, the less likely they were to tread on Feyna ground, regardless of their charity. Jeren looked back, watching the people who had followed her here, on only a hope.
�We don�t deserve them,� said Devyn. She followed his gaze to where three Shistra-Phail warriors were letting a group of children peer in wonder at their braided hair. They sat still as statues, apparently lost in discussion with each other while two girls and a boy crept up behind them. Neither Jeren nor Devyn were fooled. No Shistra-Phail would let anyone get that close without their knowledge.
�No,� she replied. �Sometimes I think we never will. How�s your sister?�
�It�s just a fever, Mam says. Nothing to worry about.�
Jeren frowned. Fevers could be nothing in a child, but they could just as quickly worsen. �I�ll come and see her nonetheless. We can�t risk her. Your family are the only Rohs left to me now.�
Last of a line, the Body Servants of Jern. Their families had been entwined since the first True Blood lords took power. Gilliad had almost wiped them from the face of the earth for imagined disloyalty.
�Lady Jeren, I�� He stopped abruptly and lowered his eyes to the ground.
The tone surprised her. �What is it, Devyn?�
�I wanted to ask�I want to join the militia, Vertigern�s men.�
�You want to leave?�
�I want to fight.�
Her heart might have stopped beating. Oh gods, she had dreaded this. She�d known it had to come eventually but she�d thought there would still be time. He was so young.
She pushed her fears and dismay to the back of her mind. �I see... What do your parents say?�
He snorted. That told her everything. Well, she could imagine what Doria had said, no doubt in the most strident tones possible.
�Devyn, you know that you�re important to me, don�t you? If anything happened��
�Nothing will happen up here. Neither for bad or for good. We�re just sitting here, Jeren�my lady,� he added hurriedly. �We sit here as the days unfold and he does one terrible thing after another. People are vanishing all over River Holt lands. They say even the prisons are empty now, the poor quarters deserted. You know what he�s doing to them, where they�ve gone.�
Yes, she knew. It wasn�t too hard to guess anyway. He voiced her own fears. But if she stood against him, it would be war. And if it came to war, who knew how many would die?
Jeren looked up at the new group again. Not enough made it here. Nowhere near enough. One old man bent over his pack, adjusting the straps, intent on his task. Gilliad didn�t need the infirm or the poor. He needed those who could work and those who could fight. He tended to dispose of things he no longer needed with alacrity.
She hardly needed to ask the question, where? They already knew he was somehow working with the Fellna, had given them Devyn�s entire family to feed upon. The shadow creatures had captured Shan and the sect mother Ylandra, had almost killed them. The dark cousins of the Feyna, long corrupted by magic and the blood they spilled for their dark god, had almost killed them all.
The old man looked up, as though aware of her eyes upon him. His worn face stiffened, as if in pain, and he finally opened the pack, never taking his gaze off her.
�Devyn,� she said as some kind of primal alarm stirred at the back of her mind. �Do you know that man?� Devyn shook his head, more interested in his own affairs that those of the refugees. Keeping her voice low, she tried to convey the sudden concern seizing her. �I need you to go and get one of your parents. Whoever�s nearest. Quickly, but without rushing, do you understand?� The quiet urgency in her voice got through to him. He was, after all, a Roh, loyal to the core.
The old man muttered to himself, his lips moving rapidly. Jeren�s uneasiness grew. Something was wrong here, very wrong. She took a step forward, then another.
The air sparked with static, with the heightening sense of magic. Jeren felt its call, her blood quickening in response. A lump formed in her throat. Shan was within shouting distance, but he�d never get there in time. Whatever the old man was doing felt dark, dangerous. So very wrong.
Jeren slid her hand around the hilt of the sword. It went icy cold. She couldn�t move quickly enough, her feet dragging as if through mud. She saw him pull out the knife. Sprinting now across the cluttered campsite�too slow, too slow�she knew she wouldn�t make it either. He fixed his eyes on her, his lips still moving, tears streaming from his eyes making his face glisten. The air between them thickened, heated, charged.
Jeren screamed for Shan.
And the old man slit his own throat.
Blood gushed from the wound, a glossy sheet flowing down his body and onto the pack he had opened.
On to whatever was inside.
The magic writhing in the air between them detonated in a silent explosion of power and darkness. It took Jeren�s legs from under her, throwing her back like a leaf in a hurricane.
She slammed into the ground, all breath knocked from her body.

Chapter Two 

Jeren�s shout echoed across the camp. Shan shouldn�t have heard it, not over weapons training and the general noise. But he did.
His name. Her voice.
And terror.
Shan broke into a run without a word to Indarin. He leaped over the cook fire�s ashes, the tent-stays and water points. He tore past those just turning to wonder at the burst of raw energy which rocked the entire camp.
Jeren lay sprawled on the ground and Shan�s heart stilled in his chest. It couldn�t be. Not Jeren. Not like this.
Others were scattered around her, some bleeding, some still, but he could only see Jeren. So far away from him.
She stirred and his heart beat again. Pushing herself up, she shook her head as if dazed, the braids of her chestnut hair sliding across her back. But she didn�t turn around or look for him now. She crawled forward, heading for the crumpled body some feet away from her.
A column of light rose from the spilled pack as she neared it, like dust motes dancing in a beam of sunlight. The height of a human, and a little bigger around. It looked like a wonder, so beautiful that no one could resist stopping to stare at it. Shan slowed, his fear draining away, while Jeren got to her feet and reached out with one slender hand. She touched it. He heard her sharp intake of breath, even though he knew that was impossible. She was too far from him. But he felt her pulse quicken too.
Magic.
Dread flooded him, chill water in his veins. It was magic, a magic that called directly to her, and through her to him.
Like a serpent within her, no matter how many lives it saved and suffering it spared, he could not trust her magic and neither could she. Jeren never accepted that. She might seek to use it only for good, but it would always betray her.
The light fell on her hand and she froze at its touch. He saw her shoulders stiffen, her whole body tense.
�Jeren! No!� Indarin yelled from behind Shan�s wondering, horrified body. �Don�t touch it!�
The column of light surged forward, even as she tried to turn, tried to pull away. It engulfed her and she twisted in its embrace, struggled, turning to face them. Her mouth opened wide, her eyes staring in shock, in agony, and she screamed. The magic holding her distorted the sound so it came out high and wavering, unnatural.
Devyn Roh reached her first, his young face white with horror. He tried to grasp her, but with a noise like a thunderclap, the column of light repelled him, throwing the youth back into one of the tents. It collapsed beneath him, a tangle of material and broken wood. He lay still.
Shan pushed forward, determined to free her where the boy had failed, but Indarin hauled him back. Two warriors seized him, holding him and containing his struggles.
�It�s a Shimmering,� Indarin said, his voice clear despite Shan�s rage. Indeed, the whole camp fell silent, but for Jeren�s terrible cry which just went on and on, maddening him. Finally, it trailed off to a series of low moans. She jerked helplessly in the light, her arms pinned to her side, her body held upright by a strength she no longer possessed. He watched as her eyes rolled back in the sockets and pain etched creases on her face. She struggled weakly and each effort brought another ever waning whimper of pain.
�We have to get her out!� Helpless, Shan forced himself to go still so the Shistra-Phail would release him. When they did he lunged forward, but Indarin was quicker, using that wretched staff to trip him. He was seized again, more firmly this time.
�It�ll kill you. It�s magic, Shan. You can�t fight it.� Indarin heaved out a breath and his long fingers tightened around his staff until the knuckles turned ivory. �And it�s dark magic at that.�
�What is it?� Leithen Roh arrived, Doria not far behind. Devyn didn�t move, though some of the Holters had pulled him clear.
�It�s a spell designed to attack those born with innate magic. People like Jeren. It�s stripping her magic from her, stealing her powers, using them... I don�t know what for.�
�And then?� Shan spat out the words. Magic was a curse. If it stole that from Jeren, freed her of it, even so painfully, why call it dark?
�If we don�t get her out, she�ll die. And every second it will feel like someone is flaying both her body and her mind.�
Tears streamed down her face, gilded by the unnatural light. Jeren sobbed a word, only one but Shan knew its shape on her lips. His name. Then she went still, her head lolling down to her chest.
�Do something! Break the spell, Shaman. Help her!�
His brother pursed his lips. �I don�t know if it can be broken. It�s a Shimmering. Blood made it. It will want blood. And more.� He kicked the old man�s lifeless body aside and ground the butt of his staff into the earth.
�It�s going to kill her.�
This couldn�t be happening. Not right in front of his eyes. Not again. Anala had died because he couldn�t save her, the wolf taken down by a spear as she tried to defend Jeren. His guide and friend dead, the contact of soul to soul torn apart in an instant. In truth every torture he�d endured after that was a pale shadow of agony. It had almost destroyed him. He couldn�t lose Jeren too. Couldn�t and wouldn�t.
�That�s�� Indarin�s voice cut off as he choked. �That�s what a Shimmering does.�
�How did it get here?� Leithen dragged the old man�s corpse up, shook it as if it might provide an answer if he could just rattle it loose.
�It was summoned, by him. It�s a thing of death, of the darkest magic.�
Jeren whimpered and Shan bared his teeth. There had to be a way to get her out of it, to dispel it or even just to knock her free.
His guards had loosened their grip and he seized his moment, tearing himself free. He snatched Indarin�s staff, even as his brother cried out a warning. But Shan didn�t heed him. Light danced around Jeren�s face and body, sparkling in her tightly braided hair, and against her skin. But beneath the beauty of the Shimmering�s embrace, she was dying, caught in a web of sun kissed dewdrops. He hefted the staff and thrust it towards her, striking her in the side and hoping his blow hurt less.
She staggered like a drunk, but didn�t fall. Held like a puppet, she lurched to the side and glistening tears crept down her face. The thing moved with her.
Shan lifted the staff to try again, but Indarin grabbed it from him with a growl.
�What are you trying to do? Maim her for it?�
�There must be a way.�
�There is,� said Indarin grimly. �Stay still. Be silent. No matter what.�
He spoke as Shaman rather than brother. Of that there was no doubt. The tone would brook no argument.
Slowly, Indarin advanced on the Shimmering. His lips moved, but Shan could hear no words. All around them a breeze rose and everyone, Feyna and Holter alike, shivered. Indarin moved onwards, staff in hand, the butt striking the ground in a slow rhythm. Jeren gave a soft moan. She couldn�t have much time left, Shan feared. He shifted anxiously, not used to waiting, not used to feeling so powerless and cast out a prayer for her. To give her strength, to remind her of their love, anything to keep her going. A sharp cry brought his attention to Jeren�s totem owl. It plummeted down, a whirl of feathers and terror. Kiah fell from the sky and landed in a tangle between them. She flailed around, weak, angry, hurting. If she was suffering this�
Shan knew the sensation, remembered it. When Anala died, he�d thought his soul had been taken with her. The pain, the horror, he could recall it all. Their bond was failing. No, their bond was being torn to shreds.
Indarin pushed on.
�What�s he doing?� Leithen asked.
�Magic, I fear.�
Indarin had almost reached her now. His body took on a faint glow of its own, a diffused light which nevertheless was dwarfed by the Shimmering itself. He reached out and now Shan could hear his voice. The words were another language, harsh and grating, something so old it sent chills through him. Even hearing them made Shan�s mind recoil from listening let alone translating.
Old magic. Feyna magic. Forbidden.
Like the songs the Fellna had sung, in their dark nests far below the ground. He shook his head to drive off the nightmare memory.
Indarin put out his hand, stopping at the edge of the glow. His fingers burned with a pale light. Shan could see the bones beneath the skin as clearly as if they had been laid open with a knife.
Indarin glanced at him. His eyes were wholly black, more Fell than Fey, and Shan started back in shock.
�Be ready,� Indarin rasped, not his voice either, not really. Part was, but it distorted with the magic filling it.
The Shaman thrust his hand into the depths of the Shimmering and the spell he had been brewing within his body ignited. Blinding light, brighter than the dark magic encircling Jeren, burst from every pore. The Shimmering twisted, recoiled and then surged forwards to envelope him. Indarin�s hand closed on Jeren�s upper arm and he threw her clear, taking that single moment to rescue her before the Shimmering snapped shut around him and his light was snuffed out.
Jeren hit the ground hard. Even Shan was too slow to save her that. Blood ran from her mouth and her skin was slick with cold sweat, too pale for a human. Her chest rose fitfully.
�Get help!� Shan yelled at the others. �Send for a healer, get the Ariah. Hurry!�
The Shimmering swirled around Indarin�s taut body, extracting his magic, smothering it inside him. Agony lined his face, but he didn�t cry out. For a moment Shan thought he saw something else in his brother�s features � redemption, release.
Shan gathered Jeren against him, cradling her. Limp and unresponsive, she hardly breathed at all. Not enough to sustain her. This couldn�t be happening. Not now. Yet here he was, helpless, useless, and all because of magic. Magic he didn�t have, couldn�t combat, and never could understand.
A voice rang out through the camp, a woman, strident and outraged. Shan didn�t understand the words, didn�t need to. The air throbbed with raw power � divine energy, sent by the goddess herself, channelled through her representative to the Feyna, the first children of the gods. The Ariah stepped out of nowhere, or so it seemed, four healers in attendance. She flung out both her arms and white light surrounded her. Indarin�s magic flared bright in response, reasserting itself. He threw back his head and cried out, his voice broken, a thin and anguished sound.
As if someone had smothered the sun, everything stopped. The Shimmering crumbled to sparkling dust and Indarin fell, a puppet with cut strings. The Ariah sagged where she stood, her face drained and worn, strangely young. Lara�s face again. She waved off an attendant irritably.
�See to the Shaman,� she said, and with a shock, Shan recognised Fethan, the leader of the Seers, the very healer who had refused to heal a human when last they met. Lara hated him. What was he doing with her now that she was the ruler of all the Feyna?
The Ariah caught Shan�s look and scowled.
�Don�t ask. We sensed the Shimmering and came as soon as we could. Does she live?�
Shan glanced down, his hand stroking Jeren�s cheek. �Barely. My brother?�
Fethan�s head jerked up from Indarin�s chest. �He lives too, but I... there�s a lot of damage.�
�Get them to shelter.� The Ariah closed her hands to fists at her sides. �Quickly. There�s no time to lose.�
Then they heard it. �Devyn!� Doria�s voice rose in a wailed lament. �Sweet gods, my Devyn!�
The boy lay sprawled on the stony ground, his eyes staring blankly at the sky overhead.
�Do something!� Doria tried to pull him up, tried to shake him to wakefulness. �Please Ariah... Lara! Do something!�
The Ariah�s face froze and Shan saw Lara through the veneer of power and command once more, Lara grief-stricken as she had been when she learned of her father�s fate.
�I�m sorry,� she whispered, but everyone in the camp could hear her voice as if she leaned in close to their ears. �I�m so sorry, Doria. There�s nothing that can be done.�
As Doria�s keen rose into the air, as Leithen rushed to her side, the Feyna leader turned her back and began the task of directing help for the survivors.
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Pain. Everything was pain. Needles prickled her skin, piercing her at every follicle. Jeren tried to cry out, but fire filled her mouth, her throat and her lungs. It boiled the blood in her veins and held her in vices of iron so there could be no escape.
She could see them, for a moment, through a swirl of gold and a red haze. Devyn, thrown back with the force of a giant�s blow, Indarin stopping Shan from the same fate and then her teacher approaching, warily, reluctantly.
�No,� she wanted to tell him. The only coherent thought she could form. �No, Indarin. Don�t.�
But she couldn�t speak for the agony eating through her. And he wouldn�t have listened if she could. Not even if he could hear her.
Indarin reached for her, his hand brushing her skin like acid and she screamed. Light burst around her, even brighter than before, stealing her sight and sending her tumbling into darkness.
All was still. She tried to move, but her body was still held by irons, stretched out and immobile. There could be no movement, no escape.
When she tried, metal cut into her skin and she realised that this time... this time the iron was real, not magical.
A sob filled her chest, ripped its way out, but it wasn�t her voice. It sounded like a child, lost, terrified, beyond hope.
Footsteps echoed through damp halls on cold stone. In the distance, a roar of water reached out to her memory. Water permeated everything here, the rock, the air, her shivering form. It dripped down from overhead, running insidious fingers across her skin.
No, not mine. I�m not here. This is some kind of enchantment, some kind of dream.
Or a nightmare.
The footsteps came closer and light grew from the shadows.
�You�re certain it worked?� Gilliad asked, his voice, though low and even, filled with an undercurrent of dark excitement.
Jeren�s breath caught in her throat and she shrank back within herself. This wasn�t happening. Couldn�t be happening. She was in Sheninglas with Shan. She was safe, far away from this madman who had once been her brother.
Her world twisted again, as another voice filled the air. One she would never forget.
�Of course, Lord Gilliad. Just as I promised.�
The Enchassa strode around the corner with Gilliad at her side. Jeren�s voice burst out in a hiccough of fear and denial at the sight of the Fellna enchantress who had once tried to enslave Shan.
Gilliad grinned. �She can hear me, yes?�
Jeren tried to speak, but was abruptly reminded that the body and the voice were not her own. A thin, high whimper of terror came out as she struggled, tearing the skin holding her on the metal restraints in an effort to escape them.
�Shh...� Gilliad pressed a cold hand on his victim�s chest. A single pulse of power rippled from his touch and the child�dear gods, it was a child, she knew that now�sagged into submission.
Jeren stared into her brother�s face, and saw nothing there she knew. Eyes without mercy gazed back, all love drained from them by madness.
Once they had laughed together, once they�d shared their lives but that was before their father died and the taint of magic in Gilliad had grown to ominous proportions. He�d become obsessed with her, obsessed with loyalty, with power, and her brother had vanished behind this monster. The curse of their line, vengeance on them for the theft of magic, had stolen him from her long ago. This thing was not her brother anymore.
�I know you�re in there, Jeren.� His hand slid lower on bare flesh and her stomach twisted in revulsion. She could feel his touch as if he caressed her, though she knew it wasn�t her. Gods, she had to keep telling herself that�that this wasn�t real, that she wasn�t there. But knowing that made it worse. He would stop at nothing to possess her. Nothing at all.
Now he was using an innocent to fuel the spell, one designed by the Fellna enchantress. Jeren�s two worst nightmares had banded together.
�She can�t respond.� The Enchassa�s hands closed on Gilliad�s shoulders. He shuddered with pleasure, his eyes half closed. When they reopened, the fire of madness burned like an inferno.
�But she is there. She can hear me.� He laughed. �For once, she can�t answer back.�
It was a nightmare, or a hallucination. It had to be. Jeren tried to will herself to waken, tried to call on her own magic in hopes it would tear her free but all she could see was Gilliad and the Enchassa, all she could feel was another body wrapped around her consciousness, a body too weak, too hurt to struggle anymore.
�The old man thought we�d let her go if he brought you here,� said Gilliad. He drew out a knife, toying with the blade. �But you know how gullible people can be when you have their grandchild trussed up like this.�
The girl sobbed. Jeren felt it around her, the body trying to close itself off with shock and grief. Despair.
�Don�t,� she tried to tell her. �We�ll find a way.�
But the girl couldn�t hear. Or didn�t believe her.
The blade pressed to the skin of her cheek, cold as ice. �I wanted to send you a message, Jeren.� Gilliad slid the tip down, marking her. Pain dug right into Jeren as if it was her own, a cold vicious line to reinforce his words. He moved to the other cheek and cut again, carving deep gouges in the girl�s flesh. Jeren cried out, or maybe it was their captive. The Enchassa smiled, drinking down their suffering with her endless eyes. �I want you to know what awaits you if you stand against me. I want you to know what it feels like when you die. You need to understand what lies in store one way or the other.�
The blade kissed her throat, a prelude to agony.
But he couldn�t kill her. Her brother. He wanted her, however sick his obsessions. He wanted to create a what he called a �pure dynasty�. He wanted an heir and thought she was the one to give it to him.
Jeren stared in horror into his eyes, past the madness and into the darkness beyond. Like the Enchassa�s, it never ended. They were windows into the pit of Andalstrom where the dark god lay chained. Her brother, even the insane monster she had known before she fled, was gone, shattered and lost in the evil spread by the Fell.
�I don�t need you anymore,� he said through gritted teeth and slashed her throat. �Don�t come back.�
The wash of hot blood, the shock of sudden pain, the bubbles of air she couldn�t grasp, all this struck her in an instant. And denial. Horrified denial.
Even as the Enchassa stepped forward to claim the blood, to feed on the spent life, to take the soul, Jeren�s mind found itself flung into darkness.
She flailed outwards, fighting the shadows clinging to her, pulling her down to drown in gloom.
A growl rippled around her and with it came light. She reached out for it, but something wrapped itself around her, pulling her back.
Back to pain. Back to fear. Back to all her doubts.
She woke to find Shan leaning over her, a damp cloth in his hand, his face exhausted and lined, but his eyes brimming with relief.
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Grim faces greeted Jeren beneath a slate-grey sky. High overhead Kiah circled them, never too far away, never close enough for Jeren to reassure her. The owl had felt everything, had suffered as she had suffered. Of that much Jeren was sure. She was angry, as Jeren was angry. In pain, as Jeren was in pain. Clouds hung low over Sheninglas as if the mountains themselves had pulled down a shroud of mourning. Leithen Roh, with his youngest son Pern clinging to his side, stood like a guardian statue outside their tent. The moment she stepped outside, Vertigern of Grey Holt appeared, his face stricken. He didn�t speak, but she saw more in his eyes�he needed to tell her something, some new piece of terrible news�but he couldn�t say it now. His lover and bodyguard Elayne caught his arm, stopping him. She wasn�t in armour, but rather wore a green gown of simple design. Jeren stared at her, wondering what that meant, but a shake of Elayne�s head made her hesitate to ask.
The Ariah paced outside Indarin�s tent. So strange to call her that instead of Lara, even though the change had been Jeren�s doing. Name and title all rolled into one, magic and an all-compelling destiny... that was what she had heaped upon her friend. Lara was no more. There was only the Ariah now.
Another life given for you, Gilliad sneered deep inside her mind. She flinched.
Shan�s arm�s encircled her at once. �Are you all right? You should rest. You shouldn�t be up.�
She leaned into his warm strength. �I need to see.� Her voice came out as a hoarse croak. Her screams, it seemed, had been real.
�It was dark magic.� She had never seen Shan so shaken as when she had told them what had happened.
�But I�m still here.�
His hand brushed the length of her copper-brown braids, so simple a gesture, so comforting, that for a moment she could dream it had never happened. Then a chill would pass through her again, and she felt the trace of Gilliad�s touch, and she knew it had.
The Ariah took a step towards her and stopped. She opened her mouth to speak but someone else got there first.
�What he did was an abomination.� Fethan�s voice rang out angrily as he pushed his way out of Indarin�s tent. The Seer wore his customary black, but Jeren knew him at once. He seethed with distaste. It seemed to be his usual state when she was around.
The Ariah didn�t turn to him, but she stiffened. Fethan advanced on them, his face twisted in disgust.
The words washed over Jeren like a flood of ice. �You don�t know my brother.� It shook her to admit it, but the truth needed to be said. �He thrives on such horrors.�
The Ariah�s smooth forehead furrowed, still she said nothing.
�Not him. Indarin.� Fethan gave a snort of frustration. �He should have known better.�
�He saved Jeren�s life,� Shan argued at once.
�At risk of his own. His magic...�
�Enough,� the Ariah snapped. �Enough of this. How is he?�
�His magic is gone. He�s dying.�
For a moment her mouth just opened but no sound came out. Just for a moment, then the will of steel the Ariah needed to rule the Feyna reasserted itself. �Then save him. You are a Seer, chief amongst our Seers. Do something.�
Fethan turned away and went back into the tent, muttering curses.
Her expression softened. �I�m sorry, Shan. We will do everything we can for Indarin. You know that.�
Shan bowed, suddenly awkward and stiff. �Where�s the boy?�
�With his mother. I will show you.�
So she was hiding behind formality. Jeren couldn�t blame her. Even she wasn�t sure of all that had happened while she was captured by the Shimmering. Shan had told her though�about Indarin, about Devyn. Before she had become their leader, Lara had been passionate and impulsive, almost reckless. And she had idolised Indarin. Jeren could sense the conflict in her now, the dreadful pull between what she wanted and what she had to do that Jeren understood far too well. Though she knew the way, she let the Ariah lead her nonetheless. It was more than an honour, it was one friend offering comfort to another in the only way she could at the moment, and Jeren couldn�t deny Lara that.
Not when her position tied her hands from doing more.
Another tent, in the Holters� section of the camp, as plain and unadorned as the others, but the figures gathered outside identified it as Doria�s. Her little girl, Jerryl sat at the door, clinging to a cloth doll Leithen had made for her. Inside, Doria knelt on the floor of the narrow tent, next to a low cot. They�d covered Devyn�s face with a sheet, but his mother still held his hand. She wept silently, tears silvering her face. When Jeren entered, Doria looked up. Grief, that was all. Dreadful, numbing grief.
�Lady Ariah, Lady Jeren.� Doria�s voice cracked. �I didn�t think you�d��
The Ariah bowed her head. �I must go back. I leave Jeren with you, Mistress Roh.�
Doria started to get to her feet, but Jeren caught her free hand, dropping to her knees as well. She couldn�t bear it if Doria became all Body Servant of the line of Jern now, formal and consumed by duty in spite of her loss. It was wrong. And she would. Jeren remembered seeing it when her father reigned, servants from Doria�s family so devoted to hers that death, illness and disaster meant nothing, were pushed aside for the sake of their lord.
She couldn�t bear that.
�I�m sorry, Doria.� The words came out fast and hard. �I�m so sorry. It�s my fault.�
But Doria shook her head. �My son...� Her voice broke and she tried again. �My son was a Roh. To the end. He died defending you.�
�They... they gave her some sedatives,� Shan said. Jeren winced, wishing he�d stayed silent. Emotional women really weren�t his area of expertise. Doria�s eyes sharpened when they fixed on him.
�Is that what you think is talking now? That the drugs have dulled my mind? No. How can you understand? You aren�t one of us, not a Holter, not a Roh. My boy...� But then her tears came again and she crumpled, sobbing without noise, her whole body shaking.
Jeren held her, closing her own eyes. What was there to say? She was right, Shan couldn�t possibly understand. On one hand, the bond between the lines of Roh and Jern was iron fast. Body servants were more than honour bound to protect her family. Their souls cried out to do it, some old part of Jern�s magic. They raised their children with that single purpose, married only those who felt the same call and helped them learn. Born to it, Devyn had not hesitated, had not feared even though he knew the danger of magic in general.
But Devyn was barely more than a boy, a boy who had seen countless horrors. He�d deserved a life, not a cold grave. And as long as he�d been close to her, that life would never have been pleasant.
It was her fault. She ought to be blamed.
The temptation to reach out to him even now stirred inside her. She could heal wounds, but could she draw someone back from death? Damn it, she knew it was wrong, but she longed to try, to see that shy smile again, to hear him laugh.
To free him from all his blood obligations and send him to make a life for himself far away.
All it would take was a touch, a surge of magic, a single moment.
She shook, already reaching out for him, and forced herself to pull back her hand, to wrap it around Doria once more.
It was only then she realised the woman was looking at her again. Pride filled her eyes.
�He died for you, Jeren. He is a Roh. We would all do the same.�
�But I don�t want you to.�
Doria almost laughed, though laughter was beyond her now. �No one wants it, child. But in life, and death, we�re bound together. And we�ll do what we must. All of us. You�ve been true to us, Jeren, you�� she glanced up at Shan.��you and yours. My boy...� Her face fell again and the pride melted back to grief and pain. �My boy would want no less.�

Chapter Three 

Shan waited outside, stopping those who would have paid condolences to Doria and keeping a close eye on little Jerryl. After a while, she came to nestle at his side and, finally, she fell asleep. When Jeren came out, her face was bleak, but softened at the sight.
�I�ll get Doria.�
Shan shook his head. �Let her be for now. We�ll take her to Leithen.� Doria needed time with her grief, to let it fully form, to let the understanding that Devyn was gone take root. He�d seen it before. Whereas Leithen�gentle soul that he was inside, a Roh by marriage rather than blood�would need his children around him now, to give him purpose. Just as they needed him. Everyone handled grief differently. He recalled the days following his sister�s death, the way he and Indarin had reacted. So different. And now, Indarin was dying, and he was playing nursemaid.
He gathered the child gently against his chest and got to his feet, carrying her through the camp until they found Leithen, still keeping watch by the tent they shared. Guarding it even when Jeren wasn�t there. Tears had carved lines in his face, and he looked up with dull eyes when they approached. Pern was asleep, wrapped up in his father�s cloak, but even he stirred as they approached, and opened his dark eyes. Too like Devyn�s. Jeren looked away.
Shan gave him Jerryl, and fixed him with a stern glare. �She needs you all now.� He didn�t mean the little girl. They both knew that.
�Doria is still with Devyn, Leithen.� Jeren placed a hand on his shoulder. �She shouldn�t be alone.�
And that was all it took. A Scion of Jern spoke, and the magic held true. Leithen Roh obeyed. Carrying Jerryl, with Pern trailing behind him, he took his leave of them. Shan watched him make his way across the camp, watched the gazes that followed him of Holter and Feyna alike, the pain and loss like a pall over him. Jeren�s shoulders slumped, and Shan caught her before she could fall.
�I�m all right,� she assured him, though her voice was weak. �I... I�d like to see Indarin. If they�ll let me.�
�They�ll let you.�
She looked up into his eyes and he saw the same grief there. The bond between the Rohs and his mate made no sense to him, but he could not doubt its existence. And it operated in both ways.
�But Fethan...�
Something black and angry ghosted up from the base of Shan�s spine. The Seer was as proud and obnoxious as ever. His previous shaming when Lara had become the Ariah had done nothing to quell that. And the Ariah seemed hard pressed to hold him in check. As a new ruler, her position was hardly absolute and it was already apparent that he was blocking her at every turn.
And now his brother and his mate had become pawns in that power struggle.
Well, no more.
The Seers closed rank before the tent as they approached. Shan pushed them aside without pause. He was all set to tear open the door, when something seized him, unseen, and unassailable. It coiled around him, held him there and for a moment, just a moment, he was back in the shadows, in the darkness. He sucked in a breath and he could hear her voice.
If you fight me, it will hurt.
The Enchassa�s hands held him, her mouth descended to his, ready to tear out his life-force and make him her thrall.
Jeren�s hand pressed against his back. Small and warm, full of life and magic. His lover. His mate. Her love washed through him and the spell fragmented, falling away like shards of ice.
Shan found himself face to face with Fethan and snarled. Before he could stop himself, he seized the Seer by the throat and that dark and wrathful thing inside him had full control.
�You�d use my own memories against me?�
Not just his memories. His nightmares. His very worst nightmares from that moment on. The ones which brought him sweating and screaming back into reality in the dark of the night.
�Shan,� Jeren was saying. �Please, put him down. Gods, you�re killing him. Put him down.�
But he didn�t want to put him down. He wanted to wring the life out of this petty, over-ambitious fool. He wanted�
�Enough, Shanith Al-Fallion. Control yourself.� Indarin propped himself up on one elbow, his taut face the colour of parchment, his eyes dull and yellowed.
Shan released Fethan so sharply the Seer dropped to the ground like a pile of discarded rags. He came up on shaking legs, spitting out threats, but Shan hardly heard him. Satisfied, Indarin slumped down again and Jeren ran to his side.
�She can�t touch him!� Fethan screamed, spittle spraying out in front of his mouth. �Her magic is unclean.�
Shan turned on him again. �She can heal him. Which is more than you can do!�
�She�ll corrupt him! Like she corrupted you!�
Shan�s hands itched to throttle him again. He balled them into fists at his sides. �And yet she has never used her magic as a weapon against me, Seer.�
�Enough!� the Ariah yelled, as she stormed inside throwing the canvas doors back like wings. �Silence, both of you! Shistra-Phail and Seer should treat each other with respect, with love, and you are like a pair of bickering children when Indarin needs peace.�
But Fethan was beyond reason now. He stalked towards the Ariah, who stood firm before his approach. �What would a child like you know? You don�t deserve to be the Ariah! You�re nothing but an accident of a moment.�
Shan threw the punch before he even thought about it. His fist connected with the Seer�s jaw and threw him back to the ground. This time he didn�t move.
For a moment everything stilled in shocked silence.
�Oh, very good,� said the Ariah. She glared at him, her arms folded across her chest. �Really. Very impressive. That�s really going to help me bring the Seers into line, isn�t it?�
�He�s a fool.�
�One I�ll deal with,� she said and turned her back on them, facing Jeren instead. �Jeren, can you help Indarin?�
�Won�t the Seers�� Shan began.
�Enough about the Seers, Shan. Jeren, help him!� Tears sprang into her eyes and Shan could only stare. An Ariah didn�t show emotions.
�I�ll do what I can,� Jeren said.
Indarin�s eyes flickered open as she knelt at his side. He winced. �Shouldn�t do this.�
She half smiled. �Shouldn�t, but I will. I�m stubborn, remember?�
Shan watched in bemusement as they smiled at one another, jesting in spite of the situation. This was not his brother. Not as he knew him. But he was her teacher, her friend. And Jeren was not going to let him go anywhere.
�I�m dying, Jeren. The Shimmering tore the magic from me, part of me and it�s gone.�
�You shouldn�t have done it. I was��
He tried to laugh and grimaced instead. �You were dying. And Gilliad would have won. Couldn�t have that.�
She shook her head. �Couldn�t have that,� she echoed. �Or this. Hold still.�
But Indarin wasn�t finished arguing. �It�s too much Jeren. Too dangerous. There�s too much damage.�
�Just let her do it, Indarin,� the Ariah said, her words slicing through the intimacy like knives. �That�s an order. I command it.�
Indarin was not Fethan, however. He lay back, closed his eyes and snorted. �Command all you want, Lara. You can�t command life and death.�
�Shh...� Jeren placed her hands on either side of his face. A smile flickered over her lips, affection, amusement. She was magnificent, his mate, even in the face of such stubbornness. She was a River Holter, he supposed. No one could possibly be as stubborn as her. And he loved her for it. More every second. �Think of something good in your life. Think of something that brings you joy. A good thought.�
�Like my student?�
She laughed again. �Hardly.�
He smiled, and his gaze moved to the far side of the tent, towards the place where the Ariah stood. They grew distant, as if he was remembering or dreaming and the tension in his features bled away. Jeren nodded, and then she released her power into him.
Shan recalled when she had healed him, the glow of light and bliss, the memory of his home, his family, the way she had used that to give him strength while she pulled the pain and suffering out of him, used magic to reknit torn flesh and restore fragments of bone. He�d taken an arrow to the leg that would have killed him slowly and painfully. But Jeren couldn�t let that happen.
Stubborn.
Magnificent.
Magical.
Her skin glowed with power, healing energy that she poured into Indarin, bringing him back from the brink, refilling his body with the life that had spilled from him in the embrace of the Shimmering.
When Indarin groaned again, Lara took an involuntary step forward, but Shan caught her arm to stop her. She almost wilted against him. She didn�t speak, and he didn�t comment. There was nothing to be said. He squeezed her arm in support, in warning, and she froze, understanding how close to betraying her feelings she had come. Feyna didn�t show their feelings if they could help it, their leader least of all.
Jeren worked in silence and Indarin lay still, allowing this to happen, even though it went against all his beliefs. Because he trusted her.
It seemed to last for an eternity. But at last, Jeren sat back on her heels with a sigh. Indarin opened his eyes and sat up.
Shan released Lara, who rushed to Indarin�s side and Shan gathered his wife in his arms, helping her to her feet.
�I�m fine,� she murmured, though she didn�t look it. �Indarin should rest, regain strength. His body is whole, but I couldn�t do anything about his magic. I... I�m sorry. I think I need to lie down again.�
And with that she fainted.
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Jeren stood over Devyn�s grave beside the Rohs, listened to Doria�s sobs, watched shudders of silent agony ripple through Leithen�s body, and wished she knew what she could do. Easy to heal another, easy to snatch Indarin from the jaws of death... well, easy might be an overstatement, but she had done it. No one could bring another back from the dead. It wasn�t possible. She of all people knew that. When she healed, she wrapped the life of another around her will and used it, and her own life-force, to repair physical damage. If there was no life left, or if it proved too elusive to grab hold of, she could do nothing to help.
But he had been so young. And if it hadn�t been for her, he�d just be a boy growing up back in River Holt, without a care in the world.
They lowered his body into the cold earth and Leithen wrapped his hands around the sword hilt. The Shistra-Phail brought flowers to scatter around him and Jeren could only watch as his still form was laid to rest. The Ariah led them in prayer and song, and gradually everyone drifted away until only his family, Jeren and Shan were left.
No, not all. Two figures waited at the edge of the burial ground. Jeren bowed her respects to Devyn, Shan echoing her actions. Doria tried to smile for her, but failed. And then they stepped away, leaving the family to their grief.
Vertigern and Elayne stood close together, as if leaning on one another for support. Grief scarred them, more than the grief of Devyn�s loss. There was more. Jeren frowned, pulling away from Shan as she approached. Her former betrothed looked pale, worn with concern and grief. It couldn�t be good news.
�He�s taken my sister. Word is she carries his child.� His hand shook and Elayne�s tightened around it.
Jeren looked to her instead. The bodyguard didn�t look much better than her lord and lover. �Word came to us a week ago,� said Elayne. �We tried to catch up with them but it was already too late. He snatched her from some sort of banquet held in Grey Holt to discuss peace. Took her, wed her in some manner�legal enough or so they say�and raped her until she was bound to be with child. Then sent the joyous news home. The family is sick with worry. They hardly dared tell Vertigern for fear of what he�d do.�
Jeren nodded, mainly because she didn�t know what else to do. Vertigern looked desolate, and she recalled Shan talking about his sister, about how Falinar�s death had devastated him. The same thing wasn�t true of her. Gilliad had changed so utterly from the brother of her childhood that there was no comparing the two. She recalled his face, the hollow cheeks, the gleam in his eye and shuddered involuntarily. He barely seemed human anymore.
�Jeren... she�s little more than a child herself,� Vertigern said at last. �Our parents wouldn�t have allowed her to marry for several years. She�s...�
Jeren closed her hand on his shoulder, like squeezing stone. �I know. I�ll... I�ll figure something out. I promise.�
A flush of shame rushed through her. Mina Roh had always cautioned her against making promises she couldn�t keep. But Mina was dead. Dead like all the others.
�Go and get some rest,� she told them and heard in her voice the echo of a command. Vertigern bowed his head and left her standing there. Shan wrapped an arm around her shoulders and for a moment, just a moment, even that didn�t work. But his patience won out. Gradually she felt herself melt in against him.
�That�s what he meant, isn�t it?� she whispered.
�Who?�
�Gilliad. He said he didn�t need me anymore. He�s got a wife and he�s going to have an heir. So... he doesn�t need me. You�d think that would make me glad, right?�
�Perhaps. But it doesn�t.�
She shook her head. �There�s nothing to stop him now, is there? He can do...� Anything. Hurt anyone. He would have a True Blood heir. Not by her, but his wanting her was the one protection she could rely upon. Now that was gone. And that poor girl...
�I didn�t even ask her name.�
�It�s Alyssa.� She glanced at him sharply, but Shan was looking into the distance. He�d known? How had he known? Then she remembered, Indarin arriving with news. Was it really only that same morning? �She�s younger than you were when we met.�
�You knew?� He nodded. �Why didn�t you say something to warn me? Shan?�
�I wasn�t sure Vertigern would ask for help. In truth, he hasn�t. He simply told you.�
Part of her wanted to hit him. But the Feyna worked by different rules, a different system of honour, than the Holters. She never got used to it. Which didn�t make it any easier.
Silence made him edgy. �It was Vertigern�s right to deal with this himself.�
�I know that. But he wants help. Don�t you see that?�
�I see a warrior. One who knows his mind. He wants your support, but I do not think you can wholly trust him, Jeren. He still wants a figurehead for his cause.� Not to mention the strength she could give his cause if she was his wife as originally intended. Meeting Shan had changed all that. When he pulled her out of the wreckage of the coach, when he�d helped her, taught her... when she�d fallen in love with him instead of bowing graciously to the duty of marriage her father had intended. The shadow of that duty still persisted. The vision granted her at the pools of Aran�Mor had seen her wed to Vertigern, ruling as lord and lady of River Holt. One of her visions, anyway. The other had promised a life with Shan. How could both be true? �He hates your brother. Now more than ever.�
�So do you.� His grip on her tightened momentarily, then released. Yes, and she hated Gilliad. Now more than ever. And she pitied him too. �The Enchassa was with him, Shan. Helping him. Guiding him. She�s using him to get to us.�
He sighed then, a deep and desperate sound wrenched from his soul. �Of course she is.�
For a long moment, Jeren didn�t know what to say. He sounded resigned, as if he had expected it. But up until she saw the Fellna with Gilliad in that dreadful vision, she had hoped the Enchassa had gone forever. She�d believed them to be free of her.
But not Shan, it seemed.
She tried not to let the concern show, tried not to let him see that his behaviour worried her as much as the events unfolding.
�I should check on Indarin,� she said, to break the silence. �See how he is.�
�Of course.� He said it almost eagerly and Jeren tightened her mouth to hide the bitter scowl she felt beginning to form there.
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Shan left her by Indarin�s side. His brother would live. Jeren was safe. That was all that mattered right now.
Maybe he should have told her Vertigern�s news, but how could he? It was the Holter�s news to break to her. Alyssa was lost. Even if they could rescue her, even if she managed to survive marriage to an animal like Gilliad, Scion of Jern, or whatever form of torment he deemed a marriage. Bleak though the thought was, Vertigern�s sister was just another lost to Gilliad�s madness. Like the other girl tortured and slain to send his message to Jeren. Like her grandfather. Like Devyn.
So many lost.
He sat down on the rock outcrop and sighed. Each one lost left a scar on his beloved�s soul. He could see it in her eyes, the pain, the anger and helplessness. And each time her resolve weakened a little more.
�It will wear her down, you know. It is inevitable.�
The Enchassa�s voice dragged barbs through his mind and Shan jolted alert, every nerve tingling with alarm. Whether it was real or a memory taken root deep inside him, he couldn�t tell. But they had been joined, while he was her prisoner, mind to mind, enthralled, and some things could not be broken. That she still had a part in this was no surprise. She might be with Gilliad, she might be anywhere, but she was always�always�with Shan. Since the morning after he had thought all was well once more, that they were free. She had laughed from inside his mind and he had realised that nothing in life was simple. Magic or madness, whatever caused it, the Enchassa was his personal ghost, tormenting him when he least expected it. He never knew when her voice might appear to taunt him, just that eventually it would.
�You have no place here,� he whispered. No one was close enough to hear, but what would they think if they came upon him talking to his enemy, or himself, in this way? That he�d lost his mind, presumably. That all the stress had finally pushed him over the edge.
�I�m part of you, Shan. Where else would I be?�
�With Gilliad?� Her laughter echoed around his head. �Jeren saw you there. She told me.�
�Of course she did. Jeren tells you everything, of course.� Sarcasm dripped like venom from the words. �Just as you are so completely honest with her.�
�I don�t lie to her.� He clenched his fists.
�Only by omission. You�re hardly going to confess our little trysts, beloved.�
No. Not if he wanted to stay with his people, with his mate. Not if he didn�t want to be placed under guard for the rest of his miserable life. Or worse. If the Seers took charge of him it would be much worse.
When he didn�t reply, the Enchassa purred through his mind. Large parts of his brief captivity were blurred, indistinct, but he knew that somehow she had winnowed her way into his mind, perhaps even into his soul, and lodged herself there. Like a cancer, she tainted his every thought. She fed on fear, on confusion and all those doubts.
�Her love of duty is as strong as yours. It�s one of the things that makes you both such a perfect match for the other. And one of the things that divides you. She can�t take much more. Sitting here idly, waiting for her brother to kill again. Waiting for the war to come to you. She won�t do that, Shan. She wants revenge as much as anyone else. But there�s more. She wants justice too. If you don�t lose her to one, you�re going to lose her to the other.�
�No.� And yet the word had no force behind it. A plaintive mew, nothing more. He bit on his lower lip and closed his eyes. He would not... could not lose Jeren.
And yet, he couldn�t keep her. Not against her will. And he knew�gods help him, he knew�she was going to have to confront her brother. Devyn�s death, this kidnapping, all combined to take it one step too far. More personal attacks would follow. Not just assassinations, but systematic assaults designed to get to her through those she loved, through those she trusted.
And here he was, doubting her.
Perhaps he should be the one to leave, to take the fight to Gilliad. Once he had sworn to do so, for Falinar�s sake. His murdered sister had seemed to rest quiet in her grave since he had forsaken his vengeance for Jeren. But now... now he feared she stirred again.
�He didn�t just murder her, Shan,� the Enchassa reminded him gleefully. �He raped her, tortured her. He desecrated her and in the holiest place of all. In Aran�Mor. Poor Fa.�
�What do you want?� His hands clenched tighter as rage tore through him. �What do you want from me?�
Misery, torment. He knew the answer. She wanted him to suffer. It was all the Enchassa ever wanted. He�d tried to kill her, he had escaped her, and yet she would never let him go.
�I want you to be true to yourself.� Her voice even sounded like Falinar�s and tears needled the corners of his eyes. �If you want to protect Jeren, truly want to keep her from throwing herself into a war she cannot win, then you know what you have to do.�
And he did. Gods help him he did. He would have to do what he should have done all along, what he had intended to do from the very first. He would do it now. Without telling her, without giving her a chance to stop him. He had to, no matter what it did to her, no matter what happened to him. Gilliad of River Holt had to die and Shan had long ago sworn that it would be by his own hand. For all he had done to Falinar.
He got to his feet, the tension draining out of him as the Enchassa departed, her work done. His hands unfurled, blood covering them from where his nails had cut deep into his palm. But for the first time in as long as he could remember, he felt no pain, no fear, no concern for what the morning would bring. He would not lose Jeren to Gilliad.
He would kill her brother himself.

Chapter Four 

Jeren stepped into the tent expecting to find Indarin alone, but instead found the Ariah sitting at his side, holding his hand and scowling.
�I�m sorry,� Jeren exclaimed and made to retreat. But Lara just looked up with exhausted eyes.
�Jeren?� Her eyes were rimmed with red. �I�m... I�m sorry. He couldn�t be alone. So I stayed.�
Awkwardly, Jeren nodded. Indarin didn�t react. He stared at the roof of the tent without blinking.
�What�s wrong?�
�He�s trying to will himself to die.�
�To... why?�
�Because he says he has no value anymore. He�s a Shaman and he doesn�t have any magic left in him. And he�s a stubborn fool who won�t listen to reason.�
Jeren couldn�t help the smile that tugged at her lips. �Yes, I�m aware of the family trait.�
Lara stared at her for a moment and then nodded. �Can you... can you talk to him?�
�I�ll try. Will he listen?�
It was enough for Lara it seemed. She released his hand, replacing it on his chest with gentle reverence and got to her feet. She smoothed down the white gown she wore and tried to compose herself, fussing over her appearance to hide how upset she was.
And she was upset. Far more than was appropriate for the Ariah trying to deal with a stubborn Shaman.
But not too much for Lara, trying to convince the man she secretly loved to live.
�You should get some rest,� Jeren kept her voice soft, gentle. �Leave the Seers and the Shistra-Phail to themselves for one night. Don�t worry about the Feyna and the Holters. Just for tonight, sleep.�
Lara flinched. She started to glance back at Indarin but stopped herself. �And him?�
�Let me deal with him.�
If she couldn�t solve her problems with Shan yet, at least she could do something about Indarin. Oh, yes, dealing with at least one of the Al-Fallion brothers was going to be her pleasure.
Jeren waited until the Ariah left them, letting the minutes tick by until she was sure there was no way she would still be within earshot. She took her time, approaching Indarin, her anger growing inside. She couldn�t get Shan to talk to her. She couldn�t make Gilliad stop from here. She could do nothing but what was within her power, here and now.
Standing over Indarin, she looked down into her teacher�s face. He was pale, even for a Feyna. His cheeks were hollow, his eyes distant.
Jeren slapped him with all her strength. His head snapped to one side but he didn�t react.
He didn�t want to live without magic?
Well, too bad.
She hit him again.
�Get up and stop this.� She raised her hand a third time, but his lashed out catching her wrist.
�Let me be, Jeren.� His voice came out as a croak, wasted.
�I�m sure it�s not fitting for the student to strike the teacher in this way, but I�m willing to keep going if I must. Get up.�
�Why?�
�Because you�re needed, Indarin. That�s why.� She wanted to plead, but that wouldn�t work with him, would it? That was what the Ariah had been trying.
He pushed himself up on his elbows. �Needed for what? What kind of Shaman do I make with no magic left?�
She almost hit him again. �The same as you were with it, if I�m any judge. You never used it.�
Indarin stared at her, open mouthed. Finally he found words, and not what she expected. �I suppose I asked for that.� He chuckled to himself and sank back onto the low cot. For a moment he lay still again, but then he let out a long sigh. �I never wanted magic. I wanted to be like my brother and sister. A warrior. I only just managed to keep from being a Seer, you know. Much like you. I couldn�t have stood that. At least, as Shaman, I still had a place amongst the Shistra-Phail. But now? What do I have?�
�You�re still my teacher. You�re still Shistra-Phail. And Lara still loves you.�
The silence went on a moment too long, and his reply was just a little too calm. �The Ariah loves all her people.�
Jeren almost snarled at him. �You know exactly what I mean and don�t pretend otherwise. She needs you, Indarin. Now more than ever. She�s struggling. And, yes, she loves you so stop pretending you don�t know it. Besides...� She would have to tell him eventually. There was no way she could do this alone. �Besides, I need you too. I have to go back to River Holt.�
There. It was out. She�d thought admitting it would make her feel better, but it didn�t. Now it just gnawed inside her as she waited for his answer.
�Putting aside for a moment the thought of the Ariah�a woman for whom personal relationships are all but impossible�and I�a powerless Shaman who the Feyna would never accept as a consort for their leader... you plan to leave my brother?�
�No... yes...� And the strength drained out of her. �I don�t know. I don�t know what to do anymore.� She sank down to sit on the edge of the cot, buried her face in her hands and fought back tears.
She was startled when she felt him move to sit beside her. He didn�t hold her, or try to comfort her as another might. He just sat there, patient as a stone. That was Indarin through and through.
�What do you want to do?� he asked at last.
She shrugged. �I just want to help. I don�t want anyone else hurt. I don�t want Shan in danger. I don�t... I don�t want...�
�What?�
She drew in a long breath, until she couldn�t put it off anymore. �I don�t want to go back to River Holt, or face my brother, but I don�t see how I can avoid it. Gilliad won�t stop, Indarin. He won�t ever stop.�
�Then you must find a way to stop him.�
She paused, letting this sink in with all its ramifications. �You know Shan. He won�t want me to go. He won�t let me.�
Indarin snorted a bitter laugh. �Since when has he been able to stop you doing anything you wanted to, Jeren?�
She�d hit him already this night. What was one more time? But when she turned to face him, there was no humour in his face. Indarin was in earnest.
�I have to do it. But how do I leave without him? How do I persuade him to let me go?�
�You could ask him to come with you.�
He�d want to do it for her, as he always did. To spare her. To keep her safe. To protect her. And she would open him up to that same old temptation of revenge, the thing that had almost destroyed him before.
�I can�t. I have to do this on my own. Gilliad is still my brother, even if he has become some sort of monster. My blood. And it could just as easily happen to me.�
�And what do you want me to do?�
�Help me. I need... I need to know how to use my powers in other ways. Not just to heal.� She stared at her hands again. Curled her fingers, uncurled them and then once more, curling them this time all the way into fists.
�That�s not the way your magic works, Jeren.�
�I know. But if I�m to stand against him... he�s so strong, Indarin. He�s so dangerous.�
Cautiously, as if afraid to touch her, Indarin wrapped his fingers around hers. �Yours is a magic born of healing, of life, not death. Yours is the stronger magic by far. You don�t need to kill or maim someone to take them out of a fight. What if they were to simply fall asleep instead?�
Could it work? She gazed at her hands. There was no reason why not. Often now, after she healed another, she sent the suggestion that they should sleep in order to cement that healing. That had been Indarin�s suggestion too, for when someone was hurt, sleep was usually one of the best medicines available.
�I could work on that, I suppose.�
A smile flickered over his lips. �Don�t fall into the trap of thinking you must become like your brother to defeat him, Jeren.�
�No,� she said. �You�re right. You... you�re the best teacher I�ve ever had, Indarin. Don�t you see that? Even without magic.�
He raised his eyebrows. �I think you flatter me, but...� He sighed, releasing her. �But I also think you�ve made your point. Now, it�s late and I should be resting. Tell the Ariah I will focus instead on living and she too may rest easy. Is that enough for you?�
He was a hard man to read, let alone to help. Much like his brother. �For now.�
�Good.� He lay back and closed his eyes. He looked like a statue in repose, still and serene. �A little help with getting to sleep would be appreciated, Lady Jeren.�
She pressed her hand flat against his chest and sent out the feelings of sleep, of warmth and safety, of a cocoon of comfort closing around him, of being cradled. It only took a moment, and as it wasn�t an offensive gesture, the body welcomed it. His breath deepened and slowed. In moments, he slept the peace-filled sleep of the blessed.
Now, she just had to tell Shan her plans.
Or find another way.
Finding Shan didn�t take long. Though he wasn�t in the camp, some instinct guided her effortlessly. Old tracks let her feet to a familiar place. Jeren picked Shan out, a silhouette against the low moon, perched on a rock at the edge of the hollow. They�d met there once, when the sect mother Ylandra had bound him to serve her and had instead got him captured by the Fellna. He�d called Jeren �his guiding light� and Jeren had believed she was losing him forever. She almost had to Ylandra�s petty stupidity, to the Enchassa.
And now, she thought, I am. Not through another�s machinations or because of the Fell. I�m the one to blame here. No one but me and my accursed duty.
She�d ignored it, and look what that had cost. Tears stung her eyes, but she pushed them back ruthlessly.
Tell him? Or not?
He, of all people, deserved the truth. To lie to Shan was like lying to herself.
But wouldn�t it be kinder to leave him in ignorance? To just use this newfound skill to make him sleep a bit deeper, a bit long so that when he woke...
By the gods, when had she become so manipulative?
Or maybe it had always been there inside her. Maybe it was simply part of being True Blood.
She flexed her fingers, forced the strain of indecision from her face and tried to imitate a smile.
�Shan? There you are.�
If it was anyone else she would have said he started. But she knew it would take someone far more skilled to sneak up on her husband. He�d been deep in his own thoughts, that was all.
�You�ve finished your discussions?� Shan�s voice fell flat, deadened. It was more a statement than a question. He rose to his feet, a statue no more.
�What are you doing out here?�
�Just... thinking.� Their eyes met and something flared, hot like shame inside her and she dropped her gaze from him. It was as if he could sense she was hiding something. Or as if he was. And this sort of doubt could only fester. It would get worse and infect everything in their lives. Shan�s voice gentled. �Do you remember when last we met here?�
�I�d rather not.� Her laugh sounded false even to her. �Are you thinking of Ylandra? Of what happened to her?�
There was no way for sure to know what had become of the sect mother. If she was lucky the Fellna had killed her. Certainly Indarin had mourned her as dead. But Jeren suspected the Enchassa was more vindictive than that. Ylandra had failed to bring her Jeren.
Shan sighed and stretched out a hand to her. As their fingers entwined, Jeren�s stomach twisted a little tighter.
Ylandra had betrayed Shan. And now she was potentially to do the same thing.
�I have to do this,� she longed to say, and yet dreaded forming the words. To see his face as he heard. To form them would make them real. Make it final and unchangeable. And even though she knew what she had to do now, perhaps she could still find a way. Or at least pretend so.
In a rush of movement, Shan pulled her to him, crushed her against his chest and held her tightly. She didn�t fight him, wouldn�t have had the strength to do so even if she had wanted to. He breathed calmly enough, didn�t tremble or shake, but his heart pounded against his ribs, where her ear pressed up against him. It raced as if he had run for miles in fear of his life. His fingers tangled in the tight braids of her hair.
�Jeren, I...�
He stopped when she looked up, like a spell had snatched his voice away. His mouth stayed open, the sensuous lips parted to continue, but there were no words.
Did he know what she�d decided? How could he?
But something was wrong. Something hidden and unspoken. Something they couldn�t share. And it hung between them, an insuperable barrier.
She wriggled closer, lifted her face to his, and kissed him.
For a moment, he held still, shocked and then, as if she had triggered another spell, one of action not stillness, his body surged back to life. Shan�s mouth descended on her, his tongue filling her, claiming her. His hard muscles ground against her, his hands running down her back, up her sides, all over her. She pulled at his shirt, needing to feel the skin beneath. He was like velvet stretched over steel, all heat and musk, pure strength and terrible need. She tore her mouth from him, desperate for air.
�Oh gods, Shan, please...� The gasp ripped its way from her and he needed no more encouragement.
He lifted her, kissing her again, holding her as he moved. He kissed her so thoroughly that time, space, and reality itself seemed to waver around her. Suddenly, she was on the ground, lying in a nest of their discarded clothes. Shan claimed her body, with his mouth, with his hands. His kisses burned her skin and her nails scraped against him. He was hers, no matter what was to come, for this moment, this time, her husband, her wolf. She bit his shoulder, pulled him to her.
If she had to leave him, let the last time be like this, she told herself. Fierce and wild, a desperate branding of Shan�s name on her soul, his flesh on her flesh. Let it be something she would never be able to shed the memory of. Let it burn in her forever, as he burned against her now.
He caught her wrists and held them down on either side of her head. Something feral made his moonlit face strange, alien and so beautiful that she wanted to weep.
�Jeren.� Her name resonated like a prayer on his lips.
But he entered her slowly, so carefully, as if he needed to make each second last a lifetime. He filled her so completely, so perfectly that all she could do was whisper his name again, and when he moved, slowly, so slowly the joy of it rippled through her, driving away the ferocity, and leaving tenderness in its wake.
She forced her eyes to open, and found him watching her again, his silver eyes focused with the agony of restraint, of holding himself back for her. And behind that, she saw... grief?
�What is it?�
His voice was a rough growl, a wolf sound, but no less beautiful for that. �Tell me you love me.�
�I do. Always.� Startled, she tried to thrust towards him, to resume their lovemaking. But he held her still, denying her. �What�s wrong, Shan?�
�Tell me, Jeren.�
�I love you. I�ll always love you. No matter what. I love you.�
He winced, his brow furrowing. �And I love you. No matter what happens, little one.�
His mouth descended and he thrust deep inside her. Wrapping her body around him, holding him to her for this last perfect time, Jeren wept as she took him inside her, and cried out his name with her climax.
Jeren struggled out of sleep. She was back in the tent, wrapped in furs. Shan must have carried her back there last night. She reached out, pressed her hand to his sleeping form and sent the command that would deepen his slumber, keep him still a little longer. Once it was done, once she had spoken, there was nothing he could do about it. But she couldn�t look at him and say the words. She just couldn�t.
He murmured something and rolled over, his perfect face coming into view. She pressed the gentlest kiss onto his lips before she got up. Shan smiled in his sleep but he didn�t stir.
So simple a betrayal.
A surge of guilt twisted inside her and she pulled on a tunic. �Sleep well, my love. And forgive me.�
As she pushed her head outside, she saw the camp was already in action, its morning routine with all the clattering and noise that entailed unfolding as it did every morning. But this morning she would change it. She had no choice in the matter. Not anymore. Events of yesterday had taught her one vital lesson. No matter where she hid, no matter how she tried to distance herself from her old life, Gilliad would never forget that she was here, that she was a threat. And as long as he thought that, those she loved, those she cared for, and those who looked to her for support, would suffer.
There would never be peace while her insane brother ruled River Holt.
�Fetch Vertigern,� she told one of her guards. �Tell him we need to talk.� He sketched a rapid bow and scurried away. She�d have to get used to that as well, much as she had grown to hate it. She sat down to wait, watching the way he moved through the camp like a ripple in a still lake.
Her messenger clearly wasn�t quiet about the request. Holters approached rapidly, some she knew, more she didn�t. They sensed it, perhaps. Or it was inevitable. It had only been a matter of time, in all of their minds, before she gave over this foolishness and returned to lead them. She�d heard them say so, on evenings by the fire, when they didn�t know she�d passed them, gathered around to cook or wash, murmured to their children in lieu of a prayer. Only a matter of time...
Vertigern appeared, shouldering his way through the gathering crowd. Elayne followed him, and several of his company, warriors, each and every one.
Swallowing down panic and dismay, Jeren forced herself to her feet and stepped out into the cool morning air. The eyes of the entire camp, Feyna and Holter, were on her now. Each one held interest, pity, and the same dismay she felt. Jeren reached out her mind for the owl and with a cry, Kiah answered.
It only took her a moment to bond, mind to mind. The bird swooped low and settled on her outstretched arm. Just the touch of the owl was a comfort, the talons never piercing her. Kiah would never hurt her. They were as one. Jeren drew in a deep breath and exhaled it slowly. She closed her eyes, unable to look at them as she gave the word that most of them were so desperately waiting to hear. The command that could see all of them dead.
�We�re going south.� She opened her eyes, swayed where she stood with the enormity of it. Every ear around her was straining to hear what she might say, everyone studying her, waiting for the cracks to show. �We�re going to stop Gilliad.�
There was a shocked whisper from the Feyna camp, through the Shistra-Phail looked less horrified than the rest. They were warriors too, of course. They�d relish the chance to fight. Sitting idly around like nursemaids to a pack of refugees did not become them.
Indarin emerged from their midst, his face still pale, his eyes round with shock. He looked immediately to her side, for Shan and his jaw dropped when he realised Shan wasn�t there. That she�d done it. His suggestion of course, but he never expected her to carry it through alone, she saw that now. Had he thought she was just toying with the idea?
�Jeren,� he said, his voice travelling as clearly as hers did over the hushed and expectant crowd. �This is no time to let vengeance dictate. We have had losses, that is true, but revenge is not the way.�
Once she�d imagined that her life with Shan had given him new meaning, that he was no longer consumed with revenge and death, but she�d merely staved that off, hadn�t she?
Now she was going right back down the same path.
But no one else moved. And Jeren was ashamed to admit it, neither did she. It was Vertigern who spoke, who said the words they were all thinking.
�Not revenge for one person perhaps, but for a nation, for all of River Holt.�
Indarin gazed at them, one after another, but to her horror, his glance came to its final resting place on Jeren. �That lust for revenge almost destroyed my brother before. It could have cost his soul. I told him that years ago and my opinion has not changed. Now you would give up your own instead? Did I not say you do not have to become like Gilliad to best him, Jeren? Does no one listen?�
Lara stepped closer to him, her hands gently restraining. She caught Jeren�s eye and nodded slowly. No matter what Indarin thought, Lara agreed.
�Where is my brother, Jeren? What have you done?� Indarin gave a snarl of frustration and tore himself away from her, leaving them all behind him in rage.
Jeren pursed her lips together.
�We have to stop Gilliad,� she said and the roar of outrage nearly swept her from her feet. �You don�t understand!� She didn�t shout. The True Blood never needed to shout. She projected her voice just enough that they couldn�t fail to hear her. �You have no idea what he is capable of, but I do. We have to stop him. This fight is mine.�
She pulled Felan�s sword from its scabbard, the sword of River Holt, and it sang as it broke free. The hand-like hilt closed around her grip and its blade flashed silver in the morning light, as she held it aloft.
�We ride for River Holt!�
They cheered like madmen, their faces transformed in bloodlust and the rage of revenge.
Jeren turned away, leaving Vertigern to swoop in and issue commands to prepare for war. War she had never wanted. She sheathed the sword gratefully and then lifted her face to the door of the tent.
Where Shan stood, watching her, his face etched with heartache.

Chapter Five 

For a moment Shan didn�t know what to say. He didn�t know what to feel. All he could hear was the laughter roaring through his mind as the Enchassa enjoyed every moment of it. Oh yes, she loved this.
He�d decided to leave, to deal with the problem for Jeren. And at the same time, Jeren had made the same decision. This wasn�t fair. It was like the gods were laughing at the two of them, spinning them in circles just for fun.
Jeren stood before him like a frightened rabbit, staring up at him with eyes turned wide with her guilt.
�What have you done?� he asked in as quiet a voice as possible. She shook her head and to his amazement he saw her hand stray to the sword.
For comfort, his rational mind told him, to balance her magic with her emotions... that was all. Surely not because she felt in need of protection? From him?
�What I had to. What I should have done long ago.� Her voice trembled. She didn�t want this either, none of it. She�d fled the Holtlands and that life to make a new one with him. That was what she had said, wasn�t it?
Shan entwined her arm with his and drew her away from the camp, away from the chaos her announcement had caused.
�You used your magic, didn�t you? On me?�
She pulled away from him, defensive and angry. So very angry. �I did what I had to do. What I��
�What did you think I�d do, Jeren? Why didn�t you tell me? I�d do it for you. I still will. I�d killed him in a heartbeat. For you.�
He swept away from her, shaking so hard he thought he�d break apart. That at any moment his anger would make him snap.
�It nearly destroyed you,� she whispered, her hands trembling as she reached out to him. �Hunting Gilliad. And yes, I know, you would kill him. You still want to kill him. I know that. But I can�t let you do it, Shan. It�s my responsibility. Three lives ended yesterday because of me, because he hates me. Three lives, two of whom had barely begun, and Indarin�s magic was wiped from his body. Because of me. Because of him. The Fellna have joined him. The monsters we stirred up��
�We didn�t bring them into this!� His protests sounded hollow, even to his own ears. When had they not stirred up the Fellna? They�d been dormant until he and Jeren returned to Sheninglas, lingering in their dark halls and empty chambers beneath the earth. They�d taken Ylandra, and they still wanted him...
�Maybe we�ve taken you too,� the Enchassa sneered. �Maybe you just don�t realise it yet.�
Jeren took his silence for defeat. �But we did. And whether we did or not, my love, they�re involved now. We have to stop him, stop them.�
�And what if he kills you?� Shan grabbed her shoulders, shook her hard. �What if he has his way and destroys you? What if he has his way and does something worse?�
She froze in his grip, her eyes so hard and cold that he barely knew her. He felt it coming like ozone in the air but it surged up so quickly there was nothing he could do to stop it�magic, her magic, surging through her body.
Jeren�s hands moved faster than he could see, slapping his arms away with unnatural strength. When she spoke, her voice was all Scion of Jern. Nothing of his wife remained in the tones.
�Then someone else will take my place. This is the way it must be. I�m not going to argue this with you again. I�ve made my decision.�
And she had. It blazed in her eyes, and her body shook with rage.
There was nothing he could say. Nothing she would listen to. Stubbornness didn�t even begin to describe it.
�I�ll leave right away,� he told her.
Jeren stared at him, her mouth open a little, and confusion entered her eyes. �You�ll... you�ll what?�
He didn�t even say goodbye. There was no way to say it. Just headed for their tent and gathered his belongings.
�Shan?� She followed him, less certain now, more the woman he knew and loved. Part of him wanted to turn back, to gather her in his arms and hold her close. But his anger was too great. He couldn�t believe she�d done this, started the war they�d tried to avoid, the one which they knew would destroy them. �Shan, what are you doing?�
Didn�t she remember her vision? Didn�t she recall the nightmare she�d seen in Aran�Mor with herself as the Lady of River Holt?
�What you want. Making sure you go safely to your Holt. I�ll take care of it all. Make sure we�re never together again.� He snatched up his sect knife last of all and rammed it into the sheath.
�Shan, please��
If he looked at her, he knew he�d see tears in her eyes. He could hear it in the tightening of her voice, the pain that stretched her words. But that didn�t matter anymore. Not to her. They didn�t matter. Only revenge did.
�I�ll make sure there�s nothing to stop you.� Not even Gilliad. Especially not Gilliad.
He turned and strode from the camp without so much as a backward glance. He had to. If he saw her cry, he�d never forgive himself.
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It took so much longer than Jeren would have thought to get the Holters ready to set out. Those who had mounts, herself included now, were vastly outnumbered by those on foot. The logistics of it all was staggering but she had to focus on that. She had to. To think about Shan would be a disaster. He�d left. That was that. She closed off her heart and focused on the job in hand.
She had to ensure that only those fit to travel came, as so many too young or too old were trying to inveigle their way into the troops. The Shistra-Phail helped, their veneration of the elderly, and their care for the young making them eagle-eyed in this task.
�But I�m strong enough,� one grey haired man argued. �I made it here, didn�t I?�
�Of course, elder,� said the Shistra-Phail who could well have been three times his age. �But if you, with your wisdom and experience leave, who will guard the children who must remain behind?�
Jeren left them to it, relieved to have such help. But some people were not so easily swayed.
�Doria, listen to reason!� Leithen�s voice sounded exasperated. �Lady Jeren will be fine. I�ll guard her with my life.� They stood just outside the main muster, Doria with all her belongings packed, the two children looking lost and alone beside her.
Doria just glared at him. �Oh, aye. And I can imagine what a state she�d return to River Holt in then!�
�It�s not a procession, woman!�
No, it was war, but no one wanted to say that. Least of all Jeren.
Doria opened her mouth to argue, but fell silent as Jeren approached. She swept into a far more graceful bow than one would expect of her.
�Lady Jeren, can you talk to her?� Leithen rubbed his hand across his pinched brow in frustration. �Perhaps she�ll listen to you.�
Few people did, it seemed, but it was worth a try for Jerryl and Pern�s sakes.
�What�s the problem?� she asked, as if she didn�t already know.
�Leithen doesn�t think it�s a woman�s place to take part in the ride south.�
That stung. And if he�d put it to Doria in that manner, Jeren hardly pitied him the ear bashing she must have given him. She had half a mind to lay into him herself. It was the type of stupid, overprotective thing Shan would have said. But then she looked his way and saw the concern in his gentle eyes. Not for her, but for Doria and the children. And something inside her gentled.
�Nonsense,� she replied. �If I can go, anyone can. But I had hoped...� She let her voice trail off, waiting expectantly.
She wasn�t disappointed. Doria leaned forward. �What is it, Lady Jeren?�
�Just Jeren, Doria. You know that.�
The woman flushed. �Jeren. You had need of something?�
�I�d hoped...� She caught Doria�s arm with hers, linking the two of them together like conspirators, and leading her slightly to one side. �Jerryl and Pern are among the last of the line of Roh, and as such are very precious to me. You all are. But the two of them...� She glanced back to see them hugging Leithen, small children, nothing more. �There are so few of you left and what will the future Scions of Jern do if anything happens to them? Doria, I hoped you�d stay here and guard them for me. For the future, you see? I regret asking this of you, but there�s no one else I can trust. Not in this. Not so well as you.�
The indecision strained Doria�s features and Jeren hated herself to doing it. But she had to. The Rohs would follow her to destruction, and she wanted to at least spare these two little ones, and their mother who had already lost so much.
�Is this your command then?� Disappointment deadened the former fire in her voice.
�If it must be. But I would rather you did it willingly.�
Doria nodded and tears sparkled in her eyes. �I�d do anything you ask of me, Lady Jeren, if it didn�t harm you. But you�ll need us.�
�Yes. But I�ll need you more in the future. When all this is over. And I�ll need them. Please, stay here with them, my friend.�
Doria embraced her, so like Mina in her mannerisms and her care that Jeren felt a rush of unexpected grief. She hadn�t imagined that parting from her would be this difficult. She hadn�t imagined that leaving Sheninglas would hurt so much.
The temptation to just run away, to pursue Shan now as fast as she could, still burned brightly. But she would never catch up with him. She had spent the whole morning deliberating with herself. But it seemed like all her options had gone with her husband.
She had never imagined Shan would leave her. Not like that. It hurt. There was no other way to describe it. Like an open wound, giving constant, unrelenting pain. It was her fault, after all. She had caused a rift between them with her actions. Things might never be the same.
And yet she knew she had done what she needed to do.
�I�ll guard them for you, Lady Jeren,� Doria said. �If you�ll guard him for me.� She nodded at Leithen. �He�s an old fool, but he�d lay down his life for you given half a chance.�
�Then no chance will be offered,� Jeren said solemnly. �I promise.�
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Shan pushed on longer into the deepening night than he should have done had he been planning to return. He covered good ground, though in the deepening twilight he knew he wouldn�t be able to go on for much longer. The terrain was treacherous enough, without the added complication of darkness. As he walked, he tried to push the amusement of the Enchassa from his mind. She didn�t speak. She didn�t need to. She was spying on him again and his internal debate with himself was giving her all the amusement she could ask for. She didn�t even need to intervene to make it worse. There was no worse.
A soft whoosh of feathers and air brought him upright in an instant and Kiah, Jeren�s owl, landed on a nearby rock. Her yellow eyes glowed in the fading light, accusing him, baleful as a demon.
�So, Jeren sent you after me, did she?�
Kiah hooted softly, and then proceeded to preen at her feathers. Clearly she wasn�t intending to move anywhere for the moment.
�And she isn�t with you. She couldn�t be, not at this distance.�
Kiah turned her head around completely, deliberately ignoring him now.
�Well fine, then. Follow me if you will. But don�t even dream of trying to slow me down.�
The owl swooped ahead of him, spiralling and dropping, her flight effortless in comparison to his trek south. Shan squinted against darkening sky, trying to follow her. He didn�t want to pay her so much attention, but he couldn�t help it. She made him think of Jeren.
�You�re a fool, torturing yourself,� the Enchassa muttered from her niche in his mind.
�Why? Is that your vocation?�
He knew he shouldn�t engage her, but the words were out before he thought to keep them in.
The Enchassa chuckled, like someone whose pet dog just showed his teeth. �If you would have it so. Come back to me, Shan, and anything is possible.�
He refrained from calling her a bitch on the grounds that it would be an insult to bitches everywhere. He trudged on, his head lowered, his shoulders bowed. The end of summer still clung greedily to the Holtlands and it was months yet before the snow would descend.
�She�s probably used to desertion by now.�
�Shut up.�
�Very eloquent. Well done.�
He ground his teeth together and pushed on in silence.
The owl and the Enchassa were his constant companions, whether they spoke or not. Talking to the owl would only result in the Enchassa jeering him, and talking to her would only lead to frustration. And probably madness.
At first he thought it was just a shadow, tiredness playing tricks in the corners of his eyes. But it wasn�t. Shan knew how to differentiate what was real and what was not. This flicker of silver, fluid as moonlight before the moon had even risen, was real, though not natural.
Shan slowed his pace, caution making his senses sharpen all the more. The owl gave a violent hiss and took flight in a flurry of indignation. And the Enchassa fell curiously quiet.
Leaving Shan alone with the ghost.
Anala had always been graceful, more than any normal creature. In the moonlight, her silver fur shimmered like water, her eyes glinted. She sat back on her haunches and regarded him with that familiar, toothy grin. His heartbeat seemed to have moved up into the back of his brain and his breath misted before him, a cloud of white.
It was Anala. Who else could it be?
The Enchassa had tried to deceive him in the past, had lured him away from Jeren with an illusion of the wolf that was close, but he�d seen through it. This wolf... this wolf, aglow with moonlight and defined with shadows... this was the real thing. He couldn�t know it but he could tell. His heart knew.
The pulse in his mind was deafening now, drowning out everything else. His head throbbed with it, his breath tangled around it, his strength had gone.
�You�re dead, beloved.�
She had come to him before, or maybe that was just a dream, a nightmare during his imprisonment with the Fell. And she�d told him to get up, to fight, to go on living. She�d admonished him for even thinking of giving in.
�You would not leave your mate in jeopardy, would you, young wolf?�
She�d said the same thing in his dream, in the darkness when he was imprisoned by the Fellna. A shiver ran down his spine. Her words blossomed directly in his brain, like a burst of awareness, like Jeren�s magic, something not natural, but a part of him. Vital.
�She�s not in any danger, Anala. Not yet. She won�t be if I can help it.�
The wolf didn�t comment on that. She tilted her head to one side and her tongue lolled from her mouth.
�Some would say a wolf who leads her pack to kill has become rogue. What would they say of one who leaves his mate to do the same?�
He knew the wolf�s response to any rogue. His chest tightened.
�It must be done, Anala. There is no alternative. Gilliad must be stopped.�
�Come.� She got to her feet, the plume of her tail swishing behind her and she stepped forward, rubbed against his legs. He expected to feel a breeze, to feel the warmth of her body but there was nothing. Nothing at all. �I have need of you.�
She turned to go, in the wrong direction. Shan hesitated, and the wolf�s ghost glanced back over her shoulder expectantly. �Here. Now. Come.�
It was a simple as that. He could deny Anala nothing. Ghost, figment of his imagination, however she had come to be with him, there was no doubting it was her. Though she had lacked the capacity for speech in life, she had never failed to make herself fully understood. Wolf or not, for many years, she had been his closest friend.
He followed her in silence, crossing the rough ground, which never seemed to hinder her for a moment. It was growing darker, colder, and he would not have strayed so far from the path without her. But Anala would never lead him into danger. Never.
He pushed on, determined now to keep up with her. To do what he could for her. But what did she want? Her body was gone. Jeren still had her fur. Her spirit should have been free from the bonds of the world to go wherever it was wolves went for their afterlife. He wondered if he should ask her why she was still there, but imagined the look he�d receive in response. Anala always had a way of making him feel like a child, even though he was fully grown long before he found her.
�Come. Now Shan. Hurry.� The sudden urgency in her voice made him quicken his pace. He scrambled across a rocky outcrop.
And missed his footing on treacherous scree. Loose debris slipped beneath him, sending him down the slope in a small avalanche of hard stones.
Panic yanked its snares taut around him, but he spread his arms and legs wide to slow himself. Had Anala had led him to a trap? Had Anala tried to kill him?
And then he stopped, at the bottom of a steep incline where jagged rocks hung over a narrow shelter. Anala�s glow greeted him. She was peering into the shadowed hole.
The accusation leapt to his mouth. �Are you�?�
�You are still alive, are you not?� she snapped. �If I intended to kill you, Shanith Al-Fallion, you would be dead.�
She peered into the darkness again.
�In there,� said Anala.
Shan edged nearer to the rocky hollow, wary of starting another avalanche of scree. A dead wolf lay in the narrow space, smaller than Anala had been, and far thinner. As he looked closer, he saw her cubs as well. All still, all dead.
�Goddess, shelter them,� he murmured and reached out a hand to touch the cold fur.
Anala lifted her head, stretching out her throat, and howled. The ancient, mournful tone echoed over the mountainside, ripped through Shan�s heart.
And one of the pups moved.
�There!� Anala danced forward with excitement. He should have felt the push of her body, her tail slamming into his body. But again there was nothing. She really was just a spirit. �Help him, Shan!�
Shan seized the leggy bundle of fur and drew him out of the darkness. The cub squirmed, snapping weakly at him, trying to growl. But Shan cradled him close, assuming a dominant posture to both reassure and comfort him. Anala nuzzled in against them both until, bathed in her light, the pup settled.
Eight weeks or so, Shan reckoned. Almost big enough to join the pack, except that there had been no pack to join. Not much food either. And a mother slowly dying. Had they fallen down here and become trapped? Had a pack driven them out? If she was a mother, they�d never do that. Strong stock too, Shan thought, as the wolf pup bit at his fingers, searching for food. His little teeth were sharp. A reluctant smile found its place on Shan�s lips as the bond between them formed, effortless as breathing, strong as his bond with Anala had been. Because she was weaving it. Tears needled the bridge of his nose with the enormity of it. Few enough were lucky to form such a bond with once in their lives. To do so twice�
And then he thought of what lay ahead.
It was as if a cold knife slid between his ribs. His hands shook and he lowered the wolf cub towards the ground.
�Anala, I can�t do this. Even if I was going back, they�re going to war.�
�Would you leave him here to die?� 
No, he would not. And of course she knew that. And how could he bring a pup with him if he was to travel like an assassin to River Holt? He clenched his teeth together and the wolf�s ghost looked distinctly self-satisfied. She had always been cunning and determined. She�d snared him with barely any effort at all.
That was Anala, through and through.
�His name is Naul.�
Naul released Shan�s fingers, gave a yawn and nuzzled a wet nose into the cup of his hand. Looking for food. Shan sighed.
He turned to tell Anala as much, but she was gone.

Chapter Six 

It had been a long time since Jeren had been on a horse. Used to relying on her own body, it came as something of a shock to find that she was now at the whim of a sullen and self-obsessed beast with no more sense than a block of wood. Once she�d considered herself a fairly good horsewoman, but not with this creature.
A week out of Sheninglas and there was no sign of Shan. She�d thought he would come back, that first night, and every night since. She�d never believed he would leave.
Just another example of what a fool she had become.
She stared ahead of her, the lazy gait of the horse lulling her to sleep again. And she almost welcomed it, but this time she shook it off. Better to put it behind her. She was in no position to stop him and she needed the information he provided.
Not with all the refugees from the Holtlands relying on her, looking for her to lead them. Not with her duty to them rearing its head once more. Not when, in a fit of grief, she had accepted it.
Elayne drew up alongside her, far more comfortable in the saddle than Jeren. Well, she�d spent the last six months or more on the move, at Vertigern�s side, Jeren supposed. The once awkward warrior woman seemed so much more at home in her own skin now, comfortable, confident, and yes, happy.
�How are you, Lady Jeren?� she asked in a placid voice. Strange that she was so soft-spoken and shy when not in battle. She was a formidable warrior, but take away her sword and armour and she was lost.
�I�m fine.� Belatedly Jeren remembered her manners. �Thank you, Elayne.�
Elayne nodded and chewed on her lower lip. �Are you... I thought it might help to talk.�
Jeren gave her a long hard stare. �About what?�
�Your husband?�
�He�s scouting ahead.� She turned her gaze ahead, kept her face immobile. At least she hoped that was all he was doing. Days had passed and he hadn�t reported back. She could still feel a sense of him, not so very far ahead. But Shan moved so much faster than a human, certainly faster than this large a number. Kiah�s occasional returns were a comfort. At least she knew he was still alive and not yet in River Holt lands. At least she knew he was out there somewhere, not exactly perhaps but in a vague sense, like an instinct.
Elayne closed her mouth with a snap. �You�re angry with him now.�
�Yes. Very.� And with them. And with herself.
With Gilliad, with the Holtlands for pulling her back, with her ancestors for stealing magic to begin with and letting her end up in this nightmarish position.
But at the moment, mostly with Shan.
She was, indeed, angry.
Instead of saying any more, Jeren ground her teeth together until her head started to throb.
Angry didn�t begin to cover it.
The bustle of the camp never failed to leave Jeren bewildered and more than a little confused. The Shistra-Phail moved with quiet efficiency, their whole lifestyle devoted to quick movement, with a nomadic route that safeguarded their people. She set up the tent with the same ruthless competence Shan had taught her. Not so the Holtlanders. In the brief time since they�d called a halt, the Shistra-Phail camp had been erected and food was already being prepared. The Holtlanders were still arguing.
Glad though she was that the Ariah, Indarin and a number of the warriors and seers had agreed to come with them�for a time at least�it embarrassed her to see the lack of organisation at the heart of her own people. She was gazing in dismay at Vertigern arguing about where the pavilion should be set up, when Fethan appeared at her side.
�Lady Jeren.� He gave a brief bow. It made her instantly suspicious. �If all is in order, the seers would like to offer their assistance.�
She eyed him warily. Ever since she had turned down a place among the Seers, Fethan had been hostile. More than hostile.
Still, there was no point in hammering another nail into that coffin. She needed all the help she could get on this march. �In what way?� She purposely kept her voice as calm and considerate as possible. A thin smile played across his lips. It made her blood turn to ice.
�Since the Shaman has been stripped of his powers, the Seers wish to offer their assistance in your training in the use of your abilities. There is no other alternative. I�m sure you see the logic of this.�
She returned her attention to the tent. The one she had shared with Shan. She tightened the guy-rope as she would a garrotte. �And whom do you suggest should instruct me?�
He drew himself upright. �I would have that honour.�
Jeren fought to keep her face composed. There was nothing else for it and he knew that. She needed to know how to use her powers, especially if she was to use them to stop her brother.
Because that was what she had to do now.
For everyone�s sake.
�I will consider it, Seer.�
�Consider it quickly, Lady Jeren. You�re running out of companions.�
She launched herself upright, turning on him, the sword already in her hand, the steel ringing with her anger. Fethan stepped back, startled and suddenly unsure. A fierce satisfaction raced through her, dark rage centring on him as prey, as an enemy.
But one she needed.
�You know who I am, do you not?�
A hush around them told her that the exchange had not gone unnoticed. How could it not in a group on the march, in a camp so hastily put together? Hurried footsteps, hushed voices, outrage, interest, all these things surged around the edges of her consciousness, but she pushed them away. The calm centre of the storm, that was what she had to be. Because if she lost control�
The sword trembled in her hand.
�Jeren?� It was Vertigern. Good natured, well meaning, thoroughly out of his depth in this horrendous affair, a warrior desperately looking for someone to follow rather than to lead himself.
�I�m in the middle of a discussion, Vertigern.�
He cleared his throat so that his voice came out as calmly as hers. �I can see that. But Lady Jeren... we have need of you. Could you finish this... debate later?�
She exhaled slowly, gripped the sword a little more tightly, and felt its magic ripple through her. Abruptly the anger was gone.
Shame filled her like a mouthful of ashes. She pushed herself away from the Seer and turned around.
Every eye was trained on her. Vertigern, Elayne, the Ariah, Indarin, Leithen... all of them. And there was fear in their eyes. Buried deep perhaps, but there all the same.
Had people looked at Gilliad this way? She had. She knew she had.
�Later, yes. Fethan, I�ll think about your suggestion and let you know. Later.�
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Shan had never underestimated the movement of a march before, not this badly. Part of him wanted to blame Anala, but that wasn�t true. When he�d left, he hadn�t been planning on returning. Not until Gilliad was dead. So intercepting Jeren�s army on the move had never occurred to him. He�d been heading for River Holt, for Gilliad and hadn�t thought of what would happen after that.
No, he hadn�t thought at all.
The wolf cub slowed him down and he�d gone the wrong way twice. Something else he never did. And something he couldn�t blame on anyone else �neither Anala�s ghost, or this new exuberant pup, who couldn�t really keep up with him yet. The joy of the bonding wasn�t lost on him, but the growing need he felt to get back to Jeren ate away at its core, leaving him on edge with desperation. He couldn�t shake the feeling that she needed him. He�d made a terrible mistake.
Shan traced his path back along the hilltops then down into the trees towards the main road the Holters would surely follow. By tracing the route they would take, he should be able to meet them. So why wasn�t it working?
It was almost as if something else was playing with him, turning him around, getting him lost in this gods-forsaken forest. He cursed it, cursed his own rash decision to go after Gilliad on his own, cursed everything that had brought him here. And he wished he were back with Jeren. At night, he dreamed of her and woke up feeling even more desolate than before.
The voice was real, and harsh with terror. The voice he�d never expected to hear again. �Shan!�
Shan froze him in his tracks, stole all powers from his body. Only his heart responded, speeding up, thudding against his ribcage, in his throat, threatening to make his head explode.
Naul growled, a small bundle of fury between his feet. Shan closed his eyes, willing her not to be there, for this to be some new variation on his nightmares.
�Shanith Al-Fallion.� Cold fingers traced their ice on his cheek. She trembled, whether through fear or cold he could not say. But a leaf in a gale would be firmer.
She couldn�t be here. She was another ghost, but not here to help him as Anala had been. No. Ylandra would never help him. It wasn�t in her nature. She�d see even the need for help as a weakness.
He opened his eyes reluctantly and saw her�thin, so pale, her silver hair in knots, her cheeks hollow and her eyes�gods and goddess, her eyes were the worst.
Almost entirely black, with just a trace of their original grey around the edges. Dried blood smeared from her mouth to her neck, and she was clad in rags. Shadows seethed around the trees behind her, shadows that moved in ways no shadows could. He recognised a swarm of Fellna instantly. They�d brought her here, and now they were watching. Substantial enough to be seen, they could swarm again at any moment, taking the two of them with them, away to their dark nest. As they had before.
Shan could feel their laughter crawling across his skin on a thousand spiders� legs.
�Ylandra?� He whispered her name and couldn�t keep the weight of pity from his voice. She flinched at the sound, but didn�t withdraw, almost as if she didn�t dare to.
�I thought you�d never come.�
�I didn�t.� He reached out to touch her bruised face and she pushed her cheek into his palm, like a cat starved of affection. Naul�s growls grew louder, but the cub was too afraid to move. �You aren�t dead. Did they bring you here?�
She frowned, a crease marring her smooth brow, and she glanced around the clearing as if only seeing it for the first time. She sighed heavily and looked back to him, resigned, defeated.
�I don�t know anymore... where I am from day to day, or even what day it is. I can�t tell. Reality changes, blurs, when there�s so much pain.�
They had kept her, used her for whatever dark purpose served them, or perhaps just out of pure malevolence. Her life force would feed them, so would her blood. And her suffering would delight them.
No, the Fellna would never kill her. Not on purpose.
But her eyes... Dear goddess, what had they done to her eyes?
�Where have you been? What have they done to you?�
She pulled away and the Fellna gathered around the edge of the clearing gave a series of chittering cries. Ylandra shuddered and pulled back.
�Don�t�� Her voice failed. She turned back to him, stark tears on her face. She spoke quietly so they wouldn�t hear her. Standing a hand�s breadth away from her Shan could barely hear her. �Don�t let them take me back.�
This was not the proud warrior he had known, beautiful, treacherous, so self possessed as to believe she knew better than anyone else. This was a mockery, and he pitied her. It clawed at his stomach.
�Tell me why you�re here.�
She dropped to her knees before him, wary of the furious cub, but all the same she knelt, with her head bowed, shoulders shaking.
And her story, broken and desperate, spilled out.
�They took me back into the darkness, after I failed to deliver Jeren. And they did things... terrible things. But now we�ve a chance, Shan. They�re offering me to you. You can set me free. Just... just turn aside. Don�t go to River Holt. You don�t want to be there, to see it. He�s mad.� She looked up, her eyes maddened with anguish. �He�s insane. Worse than them. He... he...�
�Gilliad?� He pulled her into his arms. Shook her gently so she�d pay attention, would stop the spiral into hysteria. �Did they give you to Gilliad?�
She nodded, swallowing her words and a chill passed through him.
�The Enchassa gave me a choice,� she managed to say at last. �Join them, become Fellna, give up all I was or submit to him. It�s so easy to fall, Shan. Just a touch and the infection crawls inside you. It burns. Burns like acid in your blood.� She stumbled over the words, they came out so quickly. �The right incentive, giving in to rage and despair, or just... just blind need. We hold ourselves so high, but it�s just a lie. Away from the Ariah, from our kin, from the rules we live by... we�re no different. We came from the same roots and the same poison rests latent in our hearts. She can bring that forth.� She gritted her teeth. �Just a touch,� she hissed.
Her eyes, so dark, like the Fellna, with only traces left of the Feyna she had been. He�d always suspected they suppressed their more violent emotions for a reason. They blamed magic, but Ylandra had none. Not like Indarin. And few of the Fellna he�d encountered had either, beyond their ability to swarm like a group. But their Enchassa and her direct servants were different. Like a Shaman or a Seer, like the Ariah.
�She�s been... changing you.�
�It�s too easy.� She pressed herself against him, her body so cold, as if she could drink down his heat. Like one of them. Her face turned up to greet his, her mouth opened. Hunger entered the bleak despair of her eyes. A strange, violent hunger that didn�t belong there.
One he knew. He�d seen it before, but not in her eyes. The Enchassa wore that look.
�Ylandra.� He could hardly bear to whisper the words. �What have you done?�
�Choose them, choose to be like them, or let them torture me? Let her pass me to � to him again? To the brother of your Holtlands bitch? Do you know what he did to me?� Her voice broke and she burrowed closer to him. �Do you know?�
He could guess. Goddess help him, he could guess.
�I can help you,� he whispered, not really sure that he could.
�Take me away from them. Don�t let them take me back.� She nuzzled against him, her hands travelling over his shirt, tugging at it to reach the skin beneath.
The Fell made a low murmuring, unease or expectation. He couldn�t tell. Didn�t care.
Ylandra�s touch addled his sense in a way she never could before, much as she would have wished it. His body ached for her. His lips parted, ready to kiss her.
She gave a gasp, of surprise, of wonder.
And he recognised the trap.
Like all the Feyna, Ylandra was born not with magic she could use and manipulate, but there was magic there all the same. Not born with magic but of magic, that was what the elder stories said. Jeren said she saw it as a light. And the Enchassa was not just a mistress of manipulation and torture, she was a mistress of magic.
They�d changed Ylandra, it was true. They�d brought out the magic, made her use it, made it use her. Transformed her, almost into one of their own. Legends said that once the Feyna and the Fellna were one. His people called them the dark cousins, and not without reason.
�What did they promise you, Ylandra?�
She tried to smile. �You.� But the expression faded as she saw the understanding in his face. �Shan... please...�
Don�t let them take me back. Her words echoed through his mind. Her fingers brushed the end of the sect knife at his belt, pausing meaningfully before moving on. Her eyes pleaded with him.
There was no way they could leave this place, they both knew that. No way he would accept the Fellna�s offers or demands. No way he could leave her in their clutches, not now.
She embraced him, pressing her icy body close so she could whisper in his ear. Her breath played against his ear like a winter breeze.
�They want you. Either to join them, or to just... to go away, to let Jeren face her brother alone and fall, either his prisoner or a slave to her own magic. It isn�t a Holtlands matter anymore. They�re pulling the strings. They want her weak enough to be manipulated like Gilliad. Without you, she is. You�re doing their job for them, Shan. Do you understand?�
He nodded. She pulled back, her hands on either shoulder, her whole midsection exposed to him. She lifted her chin proudly and the long line of her throat stood out to him, pale and beautiful.
�Not much time.� She swallowed hard and closed her eyes. �They�re near but at the slightest danger they�ll flee, go to fetch her. You�ll have a brief moment to get away. Follow the path, get back to Jeren. Do it. Now!�
�Ghen�is, M�Rashina.� The old tongue flowed like music from his lips. Honour to you, Sect Mother. He could give her this last thing, this restoration of respect, if only for a moment. She smiled and her eyes glittered like broken glass.
Shan brought the knife up and out in an arc like a flash of lightning, so quick, so fast that at first only the shocked stiffening of her body indicated it had met its mark.
And the blood. It gushed from her neck, down her front and her face relaxed, as if she gave one last sigh of relief.
He caught her as she slumped forwards, brought her gently to the ground, wasting precious seconds. She was dead before she reached it.
The Fell gave a roar of outrage and swarmed, a tangle of limbs and shadows.
Something deep inside Shan hardened. He smoothed back the hair from her face. He should braid it for her, lay her out like the Sect Mother she had been, like the Shistra-Phail warrior she had become once more in the moments before her death. She deserved no less.
But there was no time.
�Come on Naul.� He gathered the gangly-legged pup in his arms and stood. South, that was the way he had to go. Nothing had changed. In fact, it had just become all the more urgent.
The Enchassa wanted to use Jeren. He could never allow that.
With the young wolf in his arms, he began to run.
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Jeren never gave Fethan an answer. Not that it mattered. One terse conversation with Indarin and the Ariah sealed her fate on that front. The evening after he had made his offer, she sat with them to eat, Indarin had insisted.
She�d been so angry she could barely speak. Shan hadn�t returned, so she couldn�t even turn to him for support.
�I can no longer teach you,� said Indarin. �And he is the most experienced of all here. But be wary of what he�ll teach you.�
�What do you mean?� the Ariah snapped.
Indarin�s face remained placid. �Your idea, I presume?�
�He came to me. I agreed.�
�You decided, you mean. For everyone.�
She drew herself up straight, her head held high. �That�s part of the role of the Ariah. You told me that yourself.�
Shan�s brother smiled, ducked his head and his voice softened. �Yes. I did. And it is. Forgive me, Ariah. I still stand by what I said. Jeren, be wary of what he will teach you, of what you can do with your abilities.�
Jeren studied him for a moment. �As the Ariah rightly said, what do you mean?�
But Indarin only sighed. �I mean only this. Just because a thing can be done, does not mean it should be done. Just because you can do something, does not mean it is right. Your heart is wavering, Jeren. I don�t need magic to see that.�
�My heart isn�t wavering, Indarin.� It�s broken.
She left them staring after her, wishing they would resolve their own issues before commenting on hers, knowing they would do nothing of the kind.
As she walked back to their tent, her head down and shoulders bowed Vertigern fell into step beside her.
�Is there any sign of him?� he asked. No need to ask who he meant. She knew.
�No.�
�Would you care to take my pavilion, Lady Jeren?� His tone was hushed, strangely respectful. Jeren flashed a sharp glance at him but saw that he was in earnest. �Just for as long as you need it, for your better protection.�
Jeren�s eyes stung and she blinked back tears of gratitude. And guilt. She shouldn�t be grateful to Vertigern for offering her a place away from her husband.
He�d been so angry. His face, as it flared in her memory, was barely recognisable. The monster from her childhood nightmares.
�Very well,� she whispered and her throat closed, tight on the words.
Alone in the huge round tent�at least three times the size of their one, their home�amid the luxuries even a minor lord of the Holtlands felt obligated to travel with, she felt like a traitor.
Shan wasn�t back when she gathered her things from their tent. He wasn�t there when she checked an hour later. For the first time she forced herself to come face to face with idea that he wasn�t coming back at all.
Jeren sat there in the darkness, staring at their belongings and reached out with her mind. Kiah wasn�t far off now, coming closer. The owl would know, would have news. Surely. Some small hope.
The sentry on the edge of the camp stiffened as she approached the darkness, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. It was cold this night, and that was why she shivered like a child waking from a nightmare.
�Lady Jeren?�
�Albrim, isn�t it?� He bowed low, his eyes averted in respect. �When my husband returns, have someone send me word.�
�The Shistra-Phail, my lady?�
It sounded like suspicion in his voice. She glanced sharply at him, but his face was obscured, gave away nothing.
�My husband,� she said with a little more force than was necessary and turned her back on him. Jeren walked back to the pavilion, holding her body stiffly to keep from breaking down completely. No one else thought he was coming back. No one at all.
She unrolled the cloak made from Anala�s fur and stretched it out beside her, wept into its soft depths where no one would hear her. Time unwound around her, and lost between grief and exhaustion Jeren slept.
Movement alerted her, a soft footstep and the swish of material. She woke with a start, only becoming aware that sleep had claimed her when it was swept away. Shan stood in the door of the pavilion. There was no mistaking his silhouette, the square of his shoulders, the proud angle of his head.
�Shan?� Her voice trembled more than she would have liked to admit.
�I didn�t know where you were.�
His voice sounded wrong. Lost and alone. Hollow somehow. Jeren pushed herself up and Shan�s sharp eyes flicked to the fur.
Jeren stared up into his unreadable face.
�You�ve been gone so long. I didn�t-didn�t want to sleep back there on my own any more.�
Her husband�s voice sounded thin with a mixture of anger and grief. �So you came here?�
The anger she�d been hording bubbled up through her body.
�It has been days. I didn�t know if you were coming back at all.� She blurted the words out before she even registered what they were.
Shan covered the distance between them in moments. He pulled her into his arms, too strong to fight against, but he didn�t hurt her. Instead, he cradled her against his body. His lips brushed her head and he held her close. His heart hammered against his ribs, so hard she could feel it in her own body.
�I will always come for you, my love. Always. Even if you don�t want me to.�
She nodded, and to her surprise the knot inside her eased a little. There was so much she needed to tell him, to explain, to say sorry for.
And then she saw it. Blood on his tunic. And all thoughts went away.
She pushed him back to see if better. Shan stepped away from her, his muscles stiffening in annoyance.
�What happened to you?� Jeren snapped �Are you hurt?�
Shan took another step back, his body hardening against her with lightning fast reflexes, honed for response to that sort of alarm. �No I� Nothing. Just a� I was careless.�
He released her and pulled the tunic off in one deft movement. She didn�t see where it fell. Jeren stepped back into his embrace, pressed her skin to his skin, her lips to his body.
�I�m sorry, Jeren,� he murmured. �I�m so sorry. I�m here now. I wish...� He sighed and the words slipped away. �I wish I�d never gone. But I�m no use to you here.�
Startled, Jeren looked up into his face. He looked so desolate, so very lost, towering over her. She touched his face, his sharp cheekbones, his sensuous mouth, tracing lines on his skin.
She wanted to feel the anger again, wanted to let him know how much he�d hurt her, how much she�d missed him. She wanted to rage at him, throw things. But she couldn�t. Not when he looked at her like that.
�Never believe that,� she said. Kissing him was easy. And yet it meant so much more. So very much more all of a sudden. �You�re my husband, my mate. You always will be.�
Shan gave a low groan of acceptance, of defeat, and returned her kiss, her touch, her love. And for a moment she believed once more that they could make this work. Somehow. That they could cheat the vision destiny seemed to be pushing them towards and win the other.
He was back. That was all that mattered right now. She�d just have to make sure he didn�t leave again.
Jeren woke with the morning light, asleep face down on Anala�s furs, her still clothed body aching and no sign of Shan anywhere. She shook her head, wrapped her arms around her and tried to make it not have been a dream. She failed.
But it had been so real, so very real. And why would she have dreamed of the blood on his clothes? Somewhere out there Shan was in danger. She knew it in her heart but there was no way to reach him.
If only he had really come back. Then she could protect him. Even if it meant protecting him from himself.
She fell uneasily in the pattern of the previous days�travelling in the morning, ushering her rag-bag troops south, dragging their pitiful supplies after them, camping come the afternoon and then, once she had eaten, training.
Fethan was not the teacher Jeren would have wished. There was none of the respect and sharing she had enjoyed with Indarin. Though a tough teacher, Indarin had always been fair. Fethan was petty, resentful and callous. When she failed he mocked her, when she succeeded it wasn�t enough. She hated him more with each sunset.
And yet, the magic grew and grew. From just a suggestion, she could heal wounds. Or reopen them.
She didn�t share the strange events of last night. For one thing they were too personal. For another... well... she recalled tales of ghosts who appeared to their loved ones at the moment of their deaths. And she had dreamed of blood.
Today Fethan seemed more urgent. His eyes flickered around the edges of the area set aside for them, as if watching for interruptions. But as everyone kept reminding her, there was nothing personal in this instruction. It had been born from necessity.
�You can take from the enemy what you need,� he suggested. �Weaken them, strengthen yourself. You�d do it with provisions, troops and any number of things in war. And do not doubt this is war. You must use everything at your disposal.�
His mouth twisted with disgust even as he suggested it. Oh yes, it was fine for her to do it. But not for him and his precious Seers. Yet he was the one suggesting it.
She studied the smooth-faced Feyna youth opposite her.
The Seers worked differently to Indarin. The main approach they favoured was to attack her all at once, armed and unarmed, with methods both magical and mundane. She was beginning to suspect it wasn�t so much a technique as a free for all with the objective of hurting her as much as possible. It was starting to feel like an enormous joke.
Jeren kept the sword with her all the times and her sect knife, identical to Shan�s. It made her think of him but that in turn made her long for him. But she couldn�t think about that now. Truth be told, the Seers toyed with her at the best of times and she knew it.
The first fireball roared towards her. She used the sword to deflect it, the magic imbued in the blade sizzling with the contact. The hairs on her arms stood up, bristling. She almost missed the knife in the second Seer�s hand, hidden by his long sleeve, but a tell-tale flash caught her eye at the last moment. She brought up her sect knife, twisting it against his, disarming him.
Breathing hard, they all paused, waited.
�Good.� Fethan clapped his hands slowly, almost in mocking, and the Seers backed off. �You�re improving. But there�s something else you can use to your advantage.�
Jeren struggled to bring her heaving chest and her emotions back under control. The proximity to their magic was making her own speed out of all control. It wanted loose, and if it managed to slip the bonds she kept on it, she wasn�t sure what it would do. More and more it seemed like a wild animal inside her, one she had to watch at all times. And there were two sides to the training. The more she used it, the stronger it got.
Control, she had to focus on control.
Silence surrounded her. She looked up and found them all staring at her with their silvery eyes, their expressions blank and loathsome.
�What?� she asked.
�Gracen,� called Fethan and the Seer nearest to her surged forwards. She knew him well�a bulky bully, vicious and unkind. His meaty hand closed around her throat and he propelled her back, slamming her against a tree. Jeren shuddered as his grip tightened but his spell wove around her, trapping her arms to her side, squeezing her tightly, holding the breath in her constricting lungs.
Fethan leaned in and a cruel smile danced across his lips. She could only stare at him. Had this been his plan all along? To persuade everyone he was training her and then �accidentally� kill her?
�Not so powerful now, Scion of Jern. Not so much in charge of all matters, even those that don�t concern you!�
Sparks of light burst before her eyes, dazzling her. Jeren opened her mouth wide, but no sound came. Instead a high-pitched whine filled her ears.
Was this it? The moment of dying? Was this burning, raging injustice what everyone felt? She tried to struggle but her strength slipped away, tried to lash out with nothing but her mind. Reached for the owl, for Shan, longed for him with every last instinct, recalled how he had once dropped out of the sky�or so it seemed�in answer to her desperate plea.
She reached for him. He wasn�t far. She could sense him out there, coming closer, desperate to reach her. He shuddered, his eyes growing wide in alarm as her peril slammed into him. And in her mind he called her name as he had last night in her dream. Oh god and goddess, had it just been a dream? Or some kind of vision sent to torment her in her final hours? Where the gods that cruel?
�If you�re so very powerful,� Fethan sneered, �reach out and take the strength you need. Use his energy against him. Fight him, Holtlands bitch. Fight him or die. You can�t do it, can you? You can�t control your own magic, stolen and unnatural as it is.�
She knew Fethan hated her. Hated everything she stood for. Why had she believed his offer? She was a fool. Panic made her mind flail wildly, and Shan came to her mind again, running towards her, exhausted, broken, but still running.
�I knew it,� Fethan sneered. �If you can�t face us, who could believe you could face your cursed brother? He told me as much, told me you�d fail in my dreams. You�d deliver us all to the Fellna. I didn�t want to believe a Holter, but he was right. Weak and vain female. You deserve nothing better.�
Her vision dimmed even as her instincts finally responded. And she saw him through a smoky haze, a man with a wolf at his side, leaping through the space between them, coming to her aid. Shan, her Shan, but he�d be too late to save her. He called her name again, ran along the narrow road that was taking them south. She knew the trees, the tall pines and the rocks scattered on either side. She knew where he was! She�d read the scouts reports that morning. He was an hour from her on foot. Coming back. Coming back to her. But still too far. She was going to die here. He couldn�t save her. He�d fail and never forgive himself. He�d torture himself with her death as he did Anala�s. Unless... unless she saved herself.
A force like iron gripped her. Her body turned rigid, her spine arcing like a bow. All she could feel was Gracen�s hand clamped on her throat, his skin burning against hers. He was riddled with light, a body-shape packed with fireflies. Jeren concentrated on that light, an ever-flowing river within him, his magic, his life force, his energy. Inside her, something cracked, opened and Gracen froze. From his lips came a small gasp of alarm, just a breath really, but he didn�t move away. Couldn�t, perhaps. They were locked together, and he had revealed his fear. All the chink she needed. His eyes widened, staring into hers as she reached out for his life-force, and then the light in them went dead.
Energy, pure and unadulterated magic, flooded into her, pouring through her veins and muscles, making her heart race and her chest ache. At the same time she drank it down, feeling it fill her, illuminate her. Her magic spun itself around it, controlling it. Ah yes, now she understood. Now she could control it. After so long, so many people telling her she couldn�t do it that she believed them. But here she was, revelling in raw power.
Gracen�s grip grew limp, but still he didn�t let go. He couldn�t. The connection between them, flesh to flesh, was the conduit she needed. She couldn�t allow him to let go, not when she needed him and the vast reservoir of power he provided. The Feyna were born with magic imbued in every last part of their bodies, while her kind, so the legends said, stole magic in order to become True Blood.
Now she understood how. So easy, so marvellous. She could take it, make it her own, control it. Make it part of her. Better than wine or the finest food, better than rest after the longest journey, better even than the peak of sex or falling into Shan�s arms after�
Shan!
A howl of rage ripped through her and she let go in shock as the image of Shan which leapt into her mind fragmented and shadows swept into his place. He was gone. Completely gone.
Someone tore Gracen away from her. Not Shan. It struck her like a bucket of ice-water. It wasn�t Shan. There was no wolf. The Seer dropped like a discarded rag at their feel and Jeren, drenched in sweat, tingling all over with raw power, slumped into Indarin�s arms.
It wasn�t Shan. He hadn�t come.
Even though he had promised, he hadn�t come. He�d left her. And dreams were not enough. He had not come back.
His vengeance was all that mattered to him.
�Are you all right?� Indarin�s voice was frantic, wild. Jeren�s head filled with the ringing of bells and the snarling of beasts. Fethan backed away, arms held out to ward off the former Shaman.
�I�m... I�ll be...� No sentences would form. Every nerve shivered, every follicle seemed charged with static.
�It�s what she must learn,� Fethan argued, his voice cajoling, whining at them. Lies, all lies. He�d tried to kill her. Tried to use Gracen as a weapon to do it. And her need for magic. Tried to use her own weaknesses on her. �It�s a power, a weapon.�
�Jeren,� Indarin shook her gently but insistently. He wouldn�t give up, she knew that. Her teacher was ever insistent. �Jeren, answer me.�
�I thought... I thought you were Shan.� The world swooped and soared around her, like the owl somersaulting high in the air, revelling in strength, freedom and power. But she had sent Kiah after Shan.
Fethan stepped forward and Indarin snarled.
�Come near her again... Come near her again and come through me!�
�A small threat, since your magic is spent.�
Indarin snatched Jeren�s sword from her hand and brought its point up to Fethan�s face. He gazed down the length of it. �I don�t need magic to deal with the likes of you.�
�He made a deal with Gilliad,� Jeren whispered, her voice harsh as if she had spent hours screaming. �He said�he told me��
Fethan made a snarl like a wild animal but even as he rushed towards her, Shistra-Phail warriors seized him. The Seers gathered up Gracen between them and fled.
Indarin waited before handing the sword back to her. Jeren took it willingly, welcoming it like an old friend. Before she could say another word, he scooped her up into his arms and carried her back to the camp. Vertigern�s pavilion stood nearest and that was where she found herself. The Holtlanders and Feyna alike exploded into chaos and panic at the sight of her.
Everything was too much, a tsunami of emotions and sensations. Her body rang as if filled with music and as he set her down on her feet she pulled away from him. Her legs wobbled but she held herself upright. Barely.
Shan hadn�t come. Her heart shattered. Her magic raced in to gather up the pieces and shield her from the pain.
Both Indarin and Vertigern followed her, ready to catch her, goading her irritation.
�I�ll be fine,� she assured them and slowly, away from the others, the sensations started to fade. Her body absorbed the magic, leaving behind such a sense of well-being and energy, she wanted to shout for joy, to dance. Jeren threw back her head and laughed. �I don�t think that was the lesson Fethan had in mind.�
Indarin and Vertigern looked less than amused. Their stony faces greeted her when she turned around.
�You must never do that again,� her teacher said. �Never. Fethan should never have even shown you how. He was trying to kill you, Jeren. He was trying to destroy you. It�s dark magic.�
�He was trying to serve your brother,� Vertigern added coldly, his eyes narrowing on Indarin too. �An assassin in our midst. You heard him.�
The euphoric mood which made it all seem like a joke was abruptly punctured. Indarin wasn�t just angry. She�d never seen him so enraged.
�And she didn�t care.
�You look like a Dew addict,� Vertigern rounded on her. �Off your head and wild. Shan�s gone. Accept that. Sit down, Jeren. Stop and breathe before you hurt yourself.�
Laughter bubbled up inside her again, so powerful she couldn�t control it. The breath that filled her lungs was fresh and invigorating, the scent of the fresh fruit on the desk like the most exotic thing she�d ever encountered. She seized an apple, bit deeply and the sweet moist flesh tingled against her tongue.
The two men charged with her protection looked like twin grey clouds.
�What happened?� asked Vertigern. �What did you do?�
�I protected myself. And I understand it now. It�s all about control. I can use it...�
�Not like that,� interrupted Indarin. �Jeren, it�s too dangerous. Don�t you understand?�
�What�s to understand? I can do it, Indarin, use it. I can finally��
A shout from outside brought all their attention away from her and to Elayne, who burst into the pavilion, armoured and pale with exhaustion.
�Fellna sighting. Less than an hour to the south along the side of the road.�
�An ambush,� said Indarin. �They�re waiting for us if we go that way unprepared. Call the men to arms. We�ll ride ahead and deal with them now.�
The exhilaration turned sour and dry in her mouth. Jeren shivered. She�d seen Shan out there on his own, on that narrow strip of road with the pine trees and rocks providing so many places for ambush. Out there where the Fellna waited, where they could catch him unaware, where they could capture him again. And there were few they�d prize as much as Shan. And she knew again, with a fire that seared her heart that he was on that road, coming back to her, just as she knew the dream last night was no dream. That is had somehow been real, in that world of between only magic could create. The magic that sparked between the two of them.
She breathed out, fighting the panic and alarm, fighting the need to tear out of the tent on her own.
�I saw Shan,� Jeren said. �On the road. If the Fellna are out there we have to find them and stop them. Before they find him. He�ll walk straight into a trap.�

Chapter Seven 

If it had been a dream, he asked himself�and all logical evidence said it was�why had he woken with the scent of her still lingering on his skin? With the chill of magic swirling through the air around him? She was heartbroken and he had caused that. She was in danger, and although that was nothing new, for Jeren lived her life in danger, this time he knew it was so much worse. He woke with the dawn, picked up Naul and began to run. He knew the site where they were camped. He knew it wouldn�t take long. He just had to get there.
All day he ran. When they would have set their new camp, still he ran. He didn�t need food or rest. All that mattered was Jeren.
Magic drove him. He knew that. The magic between the two of them perhaps or something greater. Who could tell? Certainly not the will and strength of a stupid warrior who should never have left her, no matter how sound his reasoning had seemed to him in the heat of anger. He ran, felt the attack on her like an attack on himself, ran and felt her drain the magic from another. He ran, and knew he�d never reach her in time.
They came at him like a swarm of shadows sweeping down the hillside, between the trees, bringing the night with them. Darkness whirled around him and the world changed. So many, far more than he�d ever seen in one place. Blind to anything but the danger to Jeren, he ran right into the narrow valley where they�d laid their ambush.
The Fellna burst over him, tearing Naul from him and pinning Shan to the ground. There wasn�t even time to draw a weapon and they were so many, so impossibly many, that he couldn�t shake them free.
The Enchassa appeared from their midst, calm and cool, her smoke-grey gown billowing around her. She moved like a wraith between the trees, between the shadows. Her eyes flashed like shards of obsidian as she came to a halt before him and her servants hauled him to his knees.
�I made you a very fine offer, Shan. It�s rude to reject me so out of hand.�
He clenched his jaw, struggling against the sinuous hands holding him, but they were too strong, too numerous. The Enchassa came closer, her bare feet silent on the leaves and twigs that littered the ground between them. A cat, stalking her prey.
This time, he thought, it�s gone too far. She�ll kill me for sure. 
And part of him welcomed that.
But he�d never see Jeren again, never hold her, never press his lips to hers.
�I�m going to give you a gift, Shan.� She unfurled her fingers, long nails glinting in the half-light. �Whether you want it or not. For those of us you�ve killed, for those possessions you�ve taken��
�They were people, not possessions!�
The Enchassa smiled thinly. �Not to us.�
�You�ve tried this before. I�ll never be your slave. I�ll kill myself first.�
She shook her head, her hair whispering against her shoulders. �I said a gift. I don�t need another thrall, certainly not one as unruly as you.� She tore open his shirt to expose his skin to the cool air and pressed her hand to his chest. Her nails dented his flesh. �My gift is transformation, as Ylandra might have intimated. I�m going to give you the gift of awakening your magic, Shan. I�m going to make you one of us.�
Her nails slid like knives into his flesh. He screamed in spite of his resolve. Burrowing fire like acid etched its way inside him. Shadows flowed from her touch, turning the blue veins beneath his skin to indigo, marking him, tracing through him like a spider web of darkness against the light. It caught hold of the desperate need to find Jeren, to protect his mate, to be with her. And it twisted it. Rage followed. Rage and hatred, uncontrollable, the need to hurt, destroy, to take vengeance on anyone who harmed her, anyone who threatened her, anyone at all. It grew, like mould, devouring as it spread. All the things that a Shistra-Phail could suppress, all the things he needed to keep under control. Shan threw back his head and howled out his agony. His captors released him, crowing in glory. He couldn�t get away from her now. He was lost.
A small grey ball of fury burst through the ring of Fellna. Snarling like a beast ten times his age, Naul threw himself directly at the Enchassa. She jerked back, more surprised than afraid, surprise which quickly turned to anger. She kicked him and his growl ended in a yelp of pain.
She flung one hand towards the wolf, a curse forming on her rosebud lips, but it was all the moment Shan needed. Pulling his knife and sword free, he attacked, his lips bared in the same wolfish snarl, his mind maddened with pain. More wolf than Feyna now. He could feel Anala raging within him, her spirit driving him to break free, to kill them all, to kill anyone who threatened their pack.
Four Fellna lay before him while the others retreated. The Enchassa gathered her swarm around her.
�This is far from over.� She glared at Shan and with a twist of shadows, she was gone.
Breathing hard, almost too afraid to drop his weapons, Shan sank to his knees by Naul�s crumpled body.
�Not again,� he whispered, and sheathed the knife so he could touch the cub. He couldn�t lose a bonded animal again. Couldn�t live with himself if he did. And Naul was so young, needed his protection and guidance. He failed everyone he cared for. His sister Fa�murdered because he couldn�t see what was happening with Gilliad� Indarin�his magic lost� Jeren, Ylandra, Devyn, Anala... Everyone.
Shan wept, because there was nothing else he could do.
Naul stirred, lifted his head weakly and tried to lick Shan�s hand. Alive. Thank the goddess. Shan stroked his head, lifted the pup carefully and set him back on wobbly legs. Naul whined, but managed to stand.
�We need to get to safety,� Shan murmured, petting the wolf cub�s head, scratching behind his ears. The camp wasn�t too far, but it felt like a hundred miles away. �Shelter.�
He tried to stand but a wave of dizziness swept over him, weakness such as he had never known. He was drenched in sweat, splattered with Fellna blood. His body ached inside and out. Pinpricks of acid poured through him again�the Enchassa�s spell still crept through his veins.
Shan cursed and his heart leapt erratically. She�d done it, hadn�t she? He could feel it. Something inside him was changing and not for the better.
�We�re running out of time,� he told Naul.
The wolf whimpered, and lifted his head. A long howl ululated through the darkness, high pitched, and heart rending. Naul was looking for help. But there was no help coming. Not for either of them.
They scrambled down the hillside, out to the road below. And found more Fellna there, hoards of them. They came from the shadows, swirling around him, ready to swarm.
God and goddess no, they�d take him with them after all. He�d promised Jeren he�d be back. Dream or not, he�d said the words to her and she�d heard him. He knew that. He�d promised. She�d despair if she thought he�d gone forever, if she thought he�d lied. Shan drew his sword, ready to face the hoard of shadows, ready to fight them all, to cut his way free of them. In the back of his mind he could hear laughter, the Enchassa�s terrible laughter.
The noise of horse hooves thundered towards them. Shan turned, sword still in hand to see a host of Holtlanders riding down on him. And at their head, the silvery blade flashing in the fading light, like a vision of the goddess incarnate, was Jeren.
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One second they were charging a swarm of Fellna and the next� Shan just stood there, staring at her. Jeren�s eyes took in the blood, the weapons, the dazed look in his eyes and the still form of Naul in his arms. Then her horse reared up, throwing her right off its back.
The ground hit her like iron, driving the air from her lungs, feeling from her entire body and every thought from her head, but �Please don�t let him be hurt!�
Horse hooves milled around her, cries of warning, of shocked surprise, curses and her name. Vertigern shouted in outrage and a dozen weapons were lifted, ready to attack.
Jeren tried to move, but her body wouldn�t obey her, tried to at least lift her arms to shield her head from the horses. Fine thing it would be to die here, trampled by the stupid animals.
But all she could see was Shan, standing there in the road, wounded but alive.
Shan. Her Shan.
His arms closed around her, lifting her and she opened eyes she wasn�t aware she had closed, to find him there, holding her, carrying her to safety.
Just as he had when they first met. She wanted to weep with the joy of it, but she�d poured out too many tears of grief for him. There were none left for joy.
�Where have you been?� she whispered. His grip on her tightened but he gave no answer. �Shan,� she tried again, �what happened to you?�
He dropped to his knees amid the trees and settled her on the ground, gazing at her.
�I could ask the same of you, my love. You�re... changed.�
�You...� The words choked inside her as her throat clenched shut on them. She half-sobbed. �You left me!� They came out as a shout, a violent accusation, as pure unadulterated pain. Shan flinched back from her, but only once.
Nothing scared him. Especially not her.
He bowed his head. �I was a fool.�
Not �I�m sorry�, she noted, not �I was wrong�.
The admission snatched her arguments and every reason she had to berate him from her. She blinked, trying to work out what she saw in his face. Something was different, deep in his eyes. Something that had devastated him.
�Shan? What happened?�
She reached out, tracing her trembling fingers over his lips and along his jaw, up the sharp lines of his cheekbones. He closed his eyes and sucked in a breath, which he held. He froze, poised beneath her touch, drinking down the intimacy, memorizing the sensations.
He wasn�t going to stay. She knew it with each anguished beat of her heart. He�d left once, concocted reasons to go, and he�d do it again as soon as he convinced himself it was better that way. Jeren�s mind turned black and red with rage. Not this time. She wouldn�t allow it.
�No!� She grabbed his tunic, shook him hard. �You can�t go. Not again.� Jeren released him, but Shan stayed where he was. He didn�t struggle or fight. Nor did he reach out for her. Just stood there, with his arms hanging by his side.
�You don�t understand, I can�t��
�No, you don�t understand.� She stiffened her resolve. If he wanted it this way then very well, she would play it this way. It would be a pleasure. If the only way to keep him with her in the camp was in chains, so be it. �That isn�t a request, Shan, so listen to me well.� Straightening her body, throwing back her shoulders, she became the Lady of River Holt, Scion of Jern once again. �You�re too much of a liability running around by yourself. You have no business leaving the camp, no business out here alone. The Fellna are drawn to you. You�ll put us all in danger. From now on you will stay here, with me.�
She spun away, dismissing him, unable to look at the pain in his eyes. Her followers stared, open-mouthed, but she didn�t care. She snatched the horse�s reins from Vertigern and swung herself back into the saddle.
�Vertigern, escort my husband back to the camp and see that he has a guard at all times. He�s not to leave our camp or company again.�
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In one sense, nothing had changed about the camp other than its location. The layout was the same; the same groups camped together, travelled together, trained together. And yet it felt like a different world. Shan knew the change lay in him, not in the world around him. And in his relationship with Jeren.
He watched her prowl around the pavilion Vertigern had furnished, more Holtlady than he had ever seen her.
She was angry. He understood that. He was angry himself. In a few days, it seemed that everything had changed.
And wasn�t that his own fault? He�d left. Deserted her, for the best of reasons perhaps, but deserted her all the same. The only reason he wasn�t long gone, already in River Holt, was that Anala had tricked him. He was changing as well, more fundamentally than he would ever care to admit.
And he could tell her nothing. He couldn�t tell anyone.
If they knew of the spell, even guessed it, his people would not have him here no matter what Jeren said. And that would cause another rift that wasn�t needed. If she knew about the spell... could he stand to see that knowledge in her eyes? No. Better the anger, better that to drive her than desolate despair. He would fight this battle alone, as he should.
He�d failed in everything else. He�d failed Ylandra and he�d fallen straight into the Enchassa�s trap. He couldn�t fail now or he would lose everything he held dear.
But most of all he feared he had already failed Jeren. And so she couldn�t trust him any longer. She might not know why, or what he had planned, or how badly he had stumbled, but she knew he�d failed her. She wasn�t going to allow it to happen again. He�d never really seen her anger, not turned on him. It was worse than seeing it in any other soul he�d ever met.
Bleak desolation took him. He walked through the days with his head bowed.
They reached the edge of River Holt lands. Brightling�s Dale was no more than spitting distance from them. The thought sent chills down his spine. Not just the memories of what had happened to Anala there. But the thought that the Enchassa had somehow brought them back here, that she had somehow manipulated Jeren�s path.
The sight of the Seers teaching Jeren did nothing for Shan�s worsening temper. That Indarin stood there calmly, watching from a distance, was even worse. At least Fethan was no longer with them. Whatever had happened, no one spoke of it. And that made it even clearer. Something terrible had occurred.
Was that the change he sensed in her? He couldn�t say exactly what it was, but Jeren was different. So very different.
�What on all the good earth happened?� he asked.
Indarin appeared unfazed by his surprise, as serene and infuriating as ever. �It made sense. Someone had to teach her.�
�Yes, but what will they teach her?�
�Not so much what they will, but what they already have. Or what Fethan tried to do.�
Shan bristled. �What did he do?�
Indarin shook his head, dismissing him with a single gesture. �I dealt with it. Took it before the Ariah and she is questioning him. She will call us when she has a decision. The Seers take their direction from the Ariah and me now. That�s an end to it.�
He turned his attention back to Jeren and Shan reluctantly followed suit. It wasn�t that he didn�t want to watch her. But it felt like succumbing to an addiction. He wanted it too much.
Jeren moved fluidly, like a weapon herself. Her body glimmered with energy, with magic, he suspected. It filled her so much that she could no longer contain it all. And yet, she channelled it into her body, fuelling herself, making herself stronger faster. And he found himself reluctantly approving.
�She�s a warrior, just as she was always meant to be. What do they know?�
�What she needs to know. It�s not uncommon for the Seers to teach a Scion of Jern as well as a Shaman.�
�But I�ll bet it has never ended well.� That Jeren�s ancestry included tyrants and despots was no secret, though no one really liked to admit it. They talked of those who excelled, likening them to Jern himself, or Felan who won the love of the goddess incarnate Mahailia. They shied away from talking of the others, consumed by magic like Gilliad, dangerous and insane.
Indarin broke Shan�s gaze and looked away, turning his attention back to the lesson unfolding before them and ignoring the statement.
�I find myself in something of a dilemma, brother,� he said at last.
Indarin?
�Really? What�s that?� Shan leaned back against the rocks, stretching out his aching legs.
�It has been brought to my attention that a woman I hold in high regard may... reciprocate feelings I haven�t been able to afford before this time.�
Shan narrowed his eyes. He�d better not mean Jeren. The Fellna poison in his blood writhed and dug its barbs deep inside his body, releasing anger, jealousy, rage. Dear god and goddess, he�d better not�
But he wouldn�t. Not Indarin. A mate was a mate for life and Jeren�s mating with Shan was sacrosanct to all the Feyna and to those who upheld their ways. As Shaman, Indarin led a strictured life. Mates were a distraction. But without magic, he was no longer so bound, was he?
�Who?� would be too blunt a question for one Feyna to ask of another and the formal language Indarin had used from the start of this exchange warned Shan to tread carefully. Indarin needed his advice, but he wouldn�t accept pity, or allow too much to be said.
�And the dilemma, brother?�
�Her position makes it awkward.�
Shock made Shan�s eyes widen and he snapped his head around to stare at his brother.
�You can�t mean�� His own mouth snapped off the words before he could name the Ariah, but Indarin�s rage-filled eyes would have done the same.
�A dilemma,� Indarin reminded him in an unruffled voice. �I�ve loved before. And lost.�
Shan felt a chasm open beneath him. Ylandra. Indarin had loved her from afar and her loss to the Fellna had shaken him to the core. Shan hadn�t mentioned his own encounter with her, or with the Enchassa to any of them yet. Now, he didn�t dare.
He tried to breathe but both inhalation and exhalation felt ragged and uneven.
�Shan, if someone needs guidance and support from one with only her best interests at heart, where should she turn?�
�To a mate.� It was a simple and honest answer, the only one he could give. Both of them, Jeren and Lara, deserved and needed such support.
Problem was Shan wasn�t sure he trusted himself to give it. He had already failed Jeren, left her when she needed him most not once but twice. If the Enchassa�s spell took hold, if he lost control to the Fellna... it didn�t bear thinking about.
But the Ariah�Indarin and Lara�
�Do you love her?� Shan asked.
Indarin�s head moved in a barely perceptible nod. No more than that. He didn�t want to risk giving that much away, even to his own brother. He kept his eyes distant, his mouth closed and his jaw very tightly clenched.
�Then you must tell her. And let her know that you will never fail her. And mean it, brother. Mean it with all your heart.�
Indarin gave the same nod again, then pushed off from their perch, striding across the camp towards the Ariah�s white tent.
Shan watched his wife, watched her working with the very people she couldn�t stand to make her magic stronger, so she could win a war she never asked for, and protect her people. She was slipping away from him. And there was nothing he could do to stop it.
And everything he had tried just made it worse.
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The Ariah summoned Shan about an hour later. He�d been expecting it, but the tone used didn�t sound good. Even Jeren picked up on it. Despite her earlier anger, despite the coldness she was trying to emanate, she wrapped her fingers around his hand and squeezed.
�You don�t have to come.� He couldn�t make the tone of his voice softer. What if the Ariah saw right into him? What if she realised what the Enchassa had done? He�d still told no one. How could he?
�Yes, I do.� She didn�t say any more than that. She didn�t have to.
The Ariah waited in the centre of the Shistra-Phail sector, Indarin standing at her side. He didn�t make eye contact with either of them. If anything he looked more like a statue than ever he did.
Shan cursed inwardly. Jeren should never have told him her initial impression of his brother. Now he thought of Indarin as a lump of stone every time he took on his stoic, miserable expression.
This wasn�t good. It couldn�t possibly be good. Lara�s eyes burned. She sat on a simple chair but still managed to make it look like a throne. But Lara was no more. The Ariah was the ruler of the Feyna race, not a hothead girl anymore. They all forgot that.
Fethan knelt at her side, his head bowed. Shan let his eyes pass over him noncommittally, but everything about him screamed disgrace.
Yet he had been training Jeren. Her hand tightened on his arm but Shan didn�t react. She wouldn�t want him to.
�I believe we may have made a mistake,� the Ariah said, in measured tones. Her gaze bore into him.
Shan quivered, fighting to control himself. The shadows kindled inside him and he pushed them down ruthlessly. Mistakes. He knew all about mistakes.
�In what way, Lady Ariah?� Jeren asked, her voice just as calm and controlled.
�In ever coming here, perhaps.� She glanced at Fethan. �In our choices since we came. I have to leave, Jeren. We have to leave.�
Jeren�s hand slipped free. She vibrated with anger. �I need the warriors.�
�I understand that, Jeren. But it cannot be. We are changing, just by being here. Our... our darker drives, things we have put away long ago have are coming back to the fore. I cannot sanction this.�
�What exactly?� Jeren growled, her voice low and dangerous.
To his surprise, the Ariah didn�t turn her attention to him but to Fethan. �Our Seers have been teaching you, and not in a manner which our gods would find seemly. It became... an opportunity for vengeance. We agreed to help you in a moment of anger. We should not be here. We are not wanted here. We have no place amongst your Holters, Jeren, and they do not want us.�
Jeren bowed her head. Her hands had tightened into fists, which she kept clamped at her sides. Shan wasn�t fooled. She might pretend to acquiesce, but Jeren would never give in that easily. Once she had been the obedient daughter of a Holtlord. No more. That didn�t mean she couldn�t play it. This new Jeren was dangerous. �I understand. But I still need you. All of you.�
The Ariah gave no answer and the silence stretched out painfully.
�If I may?� Indarin interrupted. Lara jerked her head around to look at him, her eyes blazing. She gave a curt not and dug her fingernails into the arms of the chair. �The Shistra-Phail would beg leave to stay.�
Her jaw dropped. �You�you would what?�
�I would stay, Ariah.� He didn�t make eye contact, not with anyone. �I believe Jeren is right. She needs us.�
�That isn�t your decision, Indarin.�
�Actually, it is,� Shan interrupted. �We have no Sect Mother since Ylandra was lost, no one to lead the warriors. Indarin is still our Shaman, no matter what he thinks. We have no one else, Ariah. No one but you.�
�And I have already spoken, Shanith Al-Fallion.� Her glare seemed to say more, something like �I haven�t even started with you yet, Shan�.
He swallowed hard. �But your duty is to the Feyna as a whole and often the Shistra-Phail must perforce operate outside that law. My brother is the wisest voice here, Ariah. You must admit that. Though he has no magic left, he still has wisdom and knowledge. We need that. And your people will follow his word as if it was your own.�
Lara�s throat worked rapidly and Jeren�s nails scraped against Shan�s skin as she tried to take hold of his hand too quickly.
And then, to his amazement the Ariah relented. �Very well, if that is the wish of the Shistra-Phail. But they must decide, Indarin, not you.�
They would. Indarin would never have spoken if he was not certain that the Shistra-Phail felt as he did.
The Ariah rose from her chair, still stately, still in command, her demeanour unshaken. �That is everything. You�re dismissed.�
Most of those present moved away, but Indarin didn�t. Jeren took a step forward, her voice quiet now, gently controlled.
�What�s wrong, Lara?�
To Shan�s surprise, a flash of jealousy lanced through Lara�s eyes. �I said you�re dismissed. I have much to do, Jeren, to get those of my people still following me on the road north.�
�But why?�
Lara stiffened, holding her back too straight. �So no more of my people head down dark paths. So no one else attempts to kill or corrupt you. So I still have a people left to lead.�
�But we do need you.�
�You need my warriors. Well, there, you have them. They�ve chosen you. Congratulations.�
Jeren glanced at Indarin, and Shan was certain his brother winced. Whatever he had said to Lara, it had not gone well. Not well at all.
�What happened, brother?�
�I never got a chance to speak my mind.� He folded his arms across his chest. �The Ariah had already made her decision and I was informed of it just before you were. Fethan stepped too far. On that we all agree.�
Overhearing their quiet exchange, Lara turned on him. �And yet you will not help me. You will not come with me. I must take the Seers in hand and make them what they once were, and you choose this moment to abandon me for another.�
Indarin�s jaw dropped. He stared at her while she spat out her words. Shan suppressed a groan. What had Indarin told her? How had he said it? For all his wisdom, when it came to their Ariah, his brother was an idiot.
�I�m no use to you in this, Lara. I�ve no magic left. I can�t be of any help.�
Something like that, probably. All duty and honour and what he had lost when she had asked for help, for a friend, for someone to back her up in probably the hardest task she would ever have to undertake. Had Indarin even been listening to him earlier?
Jeren rolled her eyes to heaven. �You know he�s most likely right, Lara. When a man is lost in this sort of self-pity he�s pretty much completely useless.�
They both glared at her, but she didn�t seem to notice their rising anger. Or perhaps, Shan realised with growing pride, she did. She was counting on it, goading them to indignation.
�Jeren is wise in such matters,� he chimed in. Jeren started, giving him a long hard look, and then a smile ghosted on her lips. �She�s already been through this with him, Lara, and the suggestion of another teacher was less than ideal.�
�I never suggested Fethan,� Indarin protested.
�You didn�t argue,� Jeren replied. �You let him take over. I think you were relieved to be rid of me.� Not all play, this. She cut perilously close to the bone. Rage flashed in Indarin�s silver eyes.
�Stop this.� The Ariah�s voice cut through them all. �It�s�it�s nobody�s fault. It�s just how things are. I have to go. He wants to stay with you instead of me. There�s an end to it. But knowing that, I�I have to go.�
But it wasn�t the Ariah�s voice, though the magic of her position coiled around it. The words, the loss, the pain, that was all Lara.
Shan�s heart ached for her. Jeren took half a step forward, her hands raised to comfort her friend, but stopped when Indarin spoke in halting tones.
�I would give my life to go with you, Lara.� It was no more than a whisper, as if he admitted something shameful. �I would do anything you asked of me. I thought you knew that.�
She stared at him, her eyes liquid, her mouth trembling. No sacred leader of the Feyna race. No being imbued with divine magic. Just a young woman, who so wanted what she thought she heard to be true, but couldn�t quite believe it, or trust it enough to risk having her heart shattered if it was a lie.
�Yet you stay.�
�I must. Duty demands it. Honour demands it.� He raised his arms and indicated the Holters camped to either side of them. �I made a promise, Lara. I swore I would help Jeren. I can�t��
�I release you from that promise, Indarin.� Jeren stepped back, reaching out blindly for Shan, terribly afraid yet determined. �I�d never hold you to that if it separates the two of you.�
Jeren�s hand found Shan�s. She was shaking like a leaf in a gale. He�d taught her far too much about separation and she had taken that lesson to her own broken heart. He hated himself for that.
But Indarin shook his head. �I can�t, Jeren. And Lara knows it, in her heart.�
Lara bowed her head, her long hair covering her face from view. �Of course I do. But I thought...� Her fingers worried together in front of her.
Indarin swept to her, catching her hands in his, pulling her gently against him. With one finger, he lifted her chin so she had to look him in the face. �I never realised how I felt about you until you were out of my reach. I have no magic. I�m no fit match for you, not anymore. Even if I��
�You�re such an idiot, Indarin.� Lara rose on her tiptoes and kissed him. �I�ve waited for too long for you to realise and you just make more excuses.� She smiled, a frail, wavering smile. But so beautiful. It was as if spring had returned to grace them all after a terrible winter.
Indarin�s arms tightened around her. �But I still need to be here. Until the end.�
�And I still need to go. But afterwards... come back to me.�
�I will, my Ariah. On my life.�
Jeren leaned in against Shan and he felt her relax. For the first time since he had returned it felt as if his wife stood at his side again.
�We should leave them.�� Her only reply was a gentle nod and they slipped away in silence, hand in hand, to leave Indarin and Lara together at last.
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Brightling�s Dale was as much a smudge on the landscape as Jeren remembered. The moment it came into view, Shan�s mood�poor already�darkened. Anala had died here, the brave wolf trying to save them both. Jeren thought of her pelt, stored now in the luggage her retinue pulled behind them. She wasn�t on horseback, for no lady of the Holtlands rode astride a beast and now she was back in the Holtlands, back to being the lady once more, even that small freedom was no longer allowed. She sat in an open wagon that they could pretend was a carriage. Shan sat less easy beside her. She reached out for him as often as she could, touching him for reassurance, to show her love, but she wasn�t sure it helped. He was like a caged animal, her wolf. Tense, angry, waiting.
Naul, on the other hand, stretched out at their feet, rolling on his back for attention. Jeren didn�t dare let the growing wolf roam free amid the camp for fear one of the Holtlanders might mistake him for a wild animal. When she tried to explain it to Shan, he all but growled himself.
�He is a wild animal.�
And so was Shan. Yet she kept him at her side like some kind of pet. The chains she bound him with were invisible, but they were chains nonetheless. Shame ground at her.
But at least now there was a kind of truce. It had been born of grief and bitter memories the moment they came in sight of the place.
�I never thought we�d come back here again,� Jeren whispered.
�Brightling�s Dale,� he whispered. It sounded like a curse.
�Yes. If there�s any chance of doing this peacefully, we have to start here.�
�But with me by your side? Jeren, they will never��
She kissed him into silence and Shan�her beloved, stoic, determined Shan�let her. But he didn�t kiss her in return. That was unmistakeable. Anger worked both ways.
She�d caused this rift between them. It was all her fault, but it couldn�t be helped. Not if she was to do all the things that needed doing. She swallowed hard and looked away.
The once prosperous little garrison town was a shadow of its former self. As they approached Jeren noticed a dearth of traffic through its gates in either direction. Its lands were ill-tended and the walls unmanned.
Jeren called a halt to the procession, waiting, and eventually a somewhat furtive looking runner appeared. Vertigern and Elayne rode out to meet him, a formidable couple, towering over him on two bay mares. The messenger all but cowered.
Good, thought Jeren. She had no love for the place, or its people. All her memories of it were foul. But if she could win it, and win it without bloodshed... Gods, she hoped it could be without bloodshed.
Whatever was said didn�t suit Vertigern. He bore that fixed expression as he rode back to her. Elayne stayed put, watching the messenger.
Vertigern drew up alongside them in a flurry of jingling tack and the heaving breath of his horse. �They�ve sod all to offer. A lot of pleas to ride on and leave them be. They think they�re cursed, said there�s nothing left to take. They can�t offer troops and can barely feed themselves.�
�How are they cursed?� asked Shan.
�He wasn�t too specific on that,� Vertigern snorted. �Cursed, he said, shadows that come in the night and spirit folk away.�
Jeren clenched her teeth. �If the Fell are in collusion with my brother, why raid his lands? Why attack his people?�
�Exactly. They�re lying, but why?�
�For sympathy? To make us think��
�Or perhaps,� Shan suggested in that calm, cool voice that drew everyone�s attention effortlessly, �he�s telling the truth and Brightling�s Dale isn�t as true to your brother as you believe. At least, not in his mind.�
And Gilliad�s mind had never been the most reliable. Jeren gazed across the open land to the messenger, who was staring up at Elayne in mute horror.
�Then why not welcome us?�
�Armed rebels turn up at your gates, looking for help against your ruler, who has already demonstrated an extremely heavy hand with treachery in the past,� Shan went on. �Would you offer them help and comfort? He�s terrified. Let me talk to him.�
Jeren�s frown deepened, almost turning into a dull headache now. �If he�s terrified now, Shan, I don�t think you are going to make it any better.� It came out more bitter and sniping than she intended.
Shan laughed his dourest laugh. �Of course not. But I can perhaps scare the truth out of him.�
Shan climbed down from the wagon and made his way towards Elayne and the messenger�his long gait covering the ground between them quickly, his head lifted high, his white-blond braids shining in the sunlight. He looked like a god, walking towards Brightling�s Dale. Jeren wished once more they�d never fought, that they were back in Sheninglas, just the two of them, before everything fell to pieces.
As Shan drew near, the messenger recoiled.
Elayne dismounted to greet the warrior, and there was no way to hear what she said, but the messenger�s eyes grew painfully wide and blood drained from his face. He dropped to his knees as Shan addressed him.
Did they know his name even here? Clearly. How many stories about Jeren, Scion of Jern and her wild Feyna husband had made it this far?
Total silence fell over the company�Feyna and Holter alike�as if everyone strained to hear what was said. Jeren knew better than to try. Shan would be using his calm, quiet voice that could still the world around him, reining in his temper to something close to a strained whisper.
Finally Shan turned back to her and made the return trip. Released from his attention, the messenger collapsed. By the time Elayne had helped him back to his feet and he had taken off for the town again, Shan stood next to the carriage. Naul scrambled to his feet, yapping for joy until Shan shushed him.
�The Fellna have been here, for certain. Shadows stalk the streets at night. No one can stray far from the town for fear of being spirited away like countless others. The garrison fled, or were recalled, or perhaps they too were taken. No one seems certain on that front. They took the strongest and the youngest first. A curse indeed, for which they blame Gilliad.�
�But why?�
The look he gave her said �why not?� but he didn�t seem to have another answer.
�Strategically, this is the nearest point in River Holt�s lands to the pass which leads to Sheninglas,� said Vertigern. �If the Fellna are raiding here, if Brightling�s Dale has become their chief feeding ground, then they must have a nest nearby, true?�
He looked to Shan for confirmation, who nodded curtly. �That would make sense.�
�So clearly, they are here to bar our way, and better yet to stop us. They�re here to capture you as soon as you enter the Holtlands. They weren�t here when I last came this way.�
Which meant Vertigern had been raiding the lands hereabouts, despite his assurances to the contrary, stoking the fires of this war. She let it pass. What was the point now? Gilliad had fallen further than she thought imaginable. Part of her wanted to weep and howl. The rest wanted to bury a knife in his heart.
�I told him you would rid the Dale of them,� said Shan, so quietly she almost missed it.
�You what?�
�You weren�t intending to leave a Fellna nest here behind us, were you?�
�Well, no, but I�� What had she intended? Damn him, nothing got past him. �But you had no right to make such a decision for me,� she hissed low, hoping no one else beyond the immediate group could hear. Naul�s ears flattened back against his head and he whined. Even Vertigern looked shocked. Only Shan appeared unsurprised. He didn�t flinch, just stared at her with a shadow of darkness filtering through his silver eyes.
�Did you, Jeren? Were you going to just ride on and leave them to their fate?� He paused, studying her. �What did you intend, my lady, Scion of Jern?�
The title was like a slap to the face. Emotions roiled inside her�anger, shame, regret, outrage, all tangled together.
�Make camp,� she told Vertigern, deciding it was better to block Shan from her consciousness entirely for the moment. Before she did something she really would have cause to regret.
�No need,� called Elayne as she rode up and heard the order. �He came back with a new message. The burghers will swear fealty to you if you can do what Shan promised. In fact, the message that just came back was that they�d follow you to Andalstrom itself if you can free them of this curse.�
The town council were all that remained of authority in Brightling�s Dale and though they clearly wore the remains of their finery, the effect was less than impressive. Aged furs and moth-eaten silks hung on frames too thin to carry them well. Their food stocks had dwindled with their safety.
Three men bowed as Jeren stepped down from the carriage in the market square. The rest of the townspeople�ragged, emaciated�stared open-mouthed at her. Or rather, at Shan on one side and Vertigern on the other, with Elayne, Indarin and Leithen forming a guard.
What must we look like to them? Jeren smiled graciously and listened to their greetings.
The leading burgher, a man who had lost less body weight than any of the others, oiled his words. �If Lady Jeren would like to take her ease in the town hall, some of the ladies have prepared a feast in honour of her presence.�
What with? Though the first thing that jumped into her mind, it could hardly be said out loud. Jeren glanced at Vertigern. He seemed to be thinking the same thing. And besides, there were many others in need of food here. She�d eaten heartily, if simply, only hours before.
�You are too kind,� she replied graciously. �But the food should be distributed amongst your people.�
He stared at her, with a little more anger in his shock.
Vertigern coughed, hiding laughter. The burghers, however, interpreted it in a different way.
�We should perhaps discuss the defence of the town with Lord Vertigern, if you will give us leave, Lady Jeren.� He tried to smile encouragingly. �I�m certain the ladies are keen to hear of your many adventures.�
It struck her like iced water. Run along, little girl. Thrill the women with your exaggerated tales. Leave the serious deliberation to the men. They were trying to get rid of her.
Her chest contracted as anger swept through her but she fought not to scowl. Nevertheless, her expression made him pause. �And why would you talk to Lord Vertigern?�
This was a man well used to dealing with Scions of Jern. He�d spoken to Gilliad and probably their father as well. He instantly registered her darker mood, and knew that in some cases that would spell disaster. If he�d done this to Gilliad though, he�d no longer have a head on his shoulders.
�Well,� he blustered, good-naturedly, humouring the little woman, �as your betrothed, Lady Jeren, your husband-to-be, we naturally��
She cut him off as if she wielded a blade instead of her voice. �Vertigern is neither my husband-to-be, nor my betrothed, gentlemen. I lead this company and I will handle this affair. Address your discussions to me. Besides...� was it devilment that made her do it? She wanted this put in its box as soon as possible and couldn�t imagine a neater way to do so. She reached out for Shan, felt his fingers enfold hers and smiled in triumph. �...I already have a husband.�
Their eyes slid towards him, over him and back to her, as if searching for a denial, praying for one. They couldn�t, or wouldn�t, accept what they saw or heard. Certainly there was no reconciling the two.
Jeren pushed the need to laugh deep down inside her and turned her smile amiable instead.
�Now gentlemen, shall we talk? Or should I just leave?�
�But... my Lady, he�s...�
Insult Shan or his honour in her presence, and these stupid, biased townsmen were going to have more than the Fell to worry about, that she swore. �What?� The edge of her gentleness turned to the ring of sharpened steel.
�He�s a Fair One,� someone hissed. No compliment that. Fair One around these parts was a by-word for demon. She wasn�t quite sure who said it but it didn�t matter. Every one of them was thinking the same thing, or worse.
Shan�s hand squeezed hers and he spoke, his voice lifting with the breeze and carrying to them all. Calm, certain, rational, in a way she could not have managed at that moment. Jeren�s heart blossomed with pride and love, but all she could do was smile and let him speak.
�Who better to help you defeat the Fellna then?�
No one offered a reply.

Chapter Eight 

The room in which they quartered the Scion of Jern and her husband was luxurious by the standards remaining in Brightling�s Dale, but the pavilion Vertigern had given her was a palace in comparison. The drapes around the bed and over the narrow window had certainly seen better days. Jeren tutted to herself as she drew them closed and dust billowed out. For a moment it seemed she could hear her mother in her voice, ready to call for a servant and admonish them. She had always taken on a certain tone with servants, and with her daughter. Less than the best was not acceptable. And her father had laughed, and humoured her, and teased her in private.
Jeren sighed. That was a long time ago. How strange to think of it now.
�It�s not like they had notice of your arrival,� said Shan, his voice gentle, his tone conciliatory.
�Still...� She didn�t finish. What was the point. �It wasn�t always like this. They were prosperous, rich. And now... Gods, it�s like their spirit has already died and is just waiting for their bodies to catch up.�
He sat on the bed, which sank beneath him, but thankfully didn�t elicit another cloud of dust. Soft with down, that bed, and a moment of longing swept through her. Once upon a time all her nights had been spent in such a bed. She�d slept on hard ground for so long now this didn�t feel right. Naul sniffed each corner of the room and then settled himself down beside the meagre fire.
�He�s content, at least,� she said.
�Where�s your owl?�
To Jeren�s surprise Shan stretched his arms out to her and she went to him, grateful to feel the warmth of his touch through the heavy brocade of her gown. The dress smothered her. She wanted it off. She wanted his hands on her skin. But how on earth could she tell him that after everything that had happened.
As if he sensed her need, Shan started to unlace the bodice.
�I don�t know where she is,� said Jeren, struggling to concentrate on her answer. �She doesn�t like crowds, or the camp. She prefers to be alone.� Jeren knew how she felt for the owl�s feelings mirrored her own. There was only one person she longed to be with and he was here. For now. She stretched out her mind, feeling her way across the space between herself and her totem bird. Kiah was coming, even now, catching the fastest wind to reach her, worried, and angry. She shuddered. The owl was trying to show her something, something vital, but the distance made it indistinct. She saw a pale figure, almost like Shan, and shadows, so many shadows, clustering around him.
His fingers paused in their work. �Are you concerned?�
�Not really. She�s not the social creature Naul is.� She glanced over to the wolf cub who was now sprawled on his side, belly to the fire, snoring. His hind legs jerked, as if he was chasing something in his dreams. A smile tugged her lips. �She�s always there when I need her. That�s what matters.�
�Unlike me.� It sounded like a dreadful confession, some deep and terrible sin he had to share. Jeren stared at him, opened her mouth, but couldn�t say anything. Unlike him. Yes, perhaps. She hadn�t meant it like that but still�
Shan pulled aside the fabric of her dress and stood, bending his head so he could plant his lips on her shoulder, where the curve of her neck began. That touch, and the zephyr of his breath stole all reason from her, sending waves of warmth from her stomach to the juncture of her thighs. She pressed her legs tightly together, but that just made it worse.
The words she couldn�t say tumbled out of her mouth. All the things she didn�t want to say, all those things it shamed her to admit. She wanted to cling to anger, to use it as a shield. But Shan kissed her and the shield fragmented.
�I thought you were gone forever. I thought the Fell had taken you. I thought you didn�t want me�I thought� Don�t leave me again.�
�I know.� Shan sighed and pulled her against the hard planes and angles of his body. He closed his eyes, perhaps the only way he could continue to speak. �I told you I was a fool. And sometimes I think it�s you who make me one. My love for you. I must protect you, Jeren. You are everything to me. I�ll do anything, whatever it takes. That doesn�t mean I�ll always please you, but I am always yours. Always.�
�I thought I�d lost you,� she said and her eyes stung. She closed her hand into a fist, ready to strike him, but she couldn�t. Her fingers uncurled again. �And I-I was lost without you.� The emptiness, the anger that had filled her still echoed in her veins. Loss and betrayal had stilled her heart. And terrible things had happened. There might have been worse to come if she had not found him again.
Shan�s lips closed on hers, brushing gently at first, then harder, demanding a response from her.
�Never,� he promised solemnly. �I�ll never leave you again.�
This time she believed him, even though her instincts told her she was a fool. She believed him in spite of herself.
Because if he thought that he�d protect her best by being elsewhere, he�d leave again. She knew he would.
�You went to kill Gilliad, didn�t you?�
�That was my plan.�
Ice ran threatening fingers across her heart. �What changed it? Why come back?�
He paused, trailing his fingers across the braids in her hair, studying them, their shape and texture. �Anala led me to Naul instead. And made me see that protecting one doesn�t always mean killing another. That to save him, I couldn�t go ahead with my plan. And that you needed me as much. I tried so hard to get back to you. But the Enchassa� she kept twisting my path.�
�I dreamed of you, of being here like this. I thought you might be dead, a ghost come to me.�
Shan rested his forehead against hers, drew in a breath. Pain danced across his face, tightening his brows. His eyes moved beneath his closed lids. And Jeren loved him, her heart blossoming again
�I dreamed of you too. It told me I needed to get back to you as soon as possible.�
His hands framed her face and he kissed her again, cradling her head, holding her to him. She didn�t fight this time, but gave herself up to the kiss, drinking it down. Her hands roamed up his arms, across his chest and when they finally fell onto the bed together, she lost herself in him, her husband, her mate who could use the most tender of touches to make her whole again.
They moved together and the world was made of sighs and whispers, of love and need. He filled her and his face took on that unstudied grace that drove her from her cares to a place where all that mattered was the two of them, one soul, joined in pleasure.
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Night came too quickly, the northern twilight turning Brightling�s Dale grey and silent. Jeren paced the meeting hall, no longer clad in the dress and jewellery, but in the simple grey she far preferred. Her sword hung at one side, her sect knife at the other. She felt more like herself again than she had for an age.
Shan sat by the fire, his fingers playing idly with the fur behind Naul�s ears. The pup slept again, his chest slowly rising and falling. He must think that fires were a wonder, Jeren thought fondly. Then a cool breeze drifted by her and she shuddered.
They�d left the window open and outside her people patrolled while she waited within. Indarin would have been outside too but Jeren hesitated to send him. He tried to hide the reproach in his gaze, but he didn�t fool her. Regret made her restless. Leithen stood beside the door, silent and determined. With two such guards and Shan beside her she�d come to no harm. That was what everyone said.
They were determined to shut her away�Holter and Feyna. It galled her to admit it, for she knew they meant well, but what they called protection was starting to feel a lot like imprisonment.
She turned her attention back to Shan and recalled when they first met, when they had fled through snow and sleet, over the mountains together, when they had escaped River Holt and its lands. Then she really had been free. Just then. The two of them together. She longed for it again, so keenly that it was an ache deep in her core. Duty meant she would never be so free again.
That thought made her want to break down and cry.
�What is it?� Shan asked. His voice was soft as a murmur, meant for her alone.
�Just thinking.� Even her voice sounded brittle.
�You looked so sad. Like you had lost something, my love.�
She tried to smile. At least her mouth moved, but it didn�t feel right. �I�ll be fine.�
They had reached a sort of reconciliation. And she loved him. But still something nagged at the back of her mind, something that told her this was all transitory, that it was only a matter of time.
Three men passed by the window, silent, watchful. She couldn�t tell if they were from the Dale or her own men. The thought came to her again that this was stupid. Why was she even trying to save Brightling�s Dale? She hated this place. It had robbed them of Anala, handed her over to Gilliad and made Shan his prisoner. Gods, how she hated it here.
And yet here, it almost seemed as if peace had been restored between them. Here of all places. Even if they had not yet talked everything through, had not worked out how they were going to survive this... she thought of the previous night and a smile played on her lips. She had missed their closeness, missed their intimacy, missed him. She could almost pretend everything was all right once more.
In Brightling�s Dale of all god-forsaken places.
�Better to see it just burn to the ground. Better to just destroy it and all its miserable inhabitants.�
Jeren froze, listening in mounting horror to the voice inside her head. It didn�t sound like her own voice. And yet, somehow, it did. It was horribly familiar.
�What are they anyway?� It went on. �Cowards who won�t fight for themselves. Traitors who would switch sides depending on the wind of circumstance. Bullies who would chase a lone woman, who would corner her and��
Jeren clenched her fists so hard that her own nails bit through her palm.
With a pained whine, Naul scrambled to his feet and gave a yelp of alarm.
And Shan, paler than ever, his face stretched with pain, met her gaze. Jeren stiffened in alarm. �They�re here.�
Before he could continue a spasm tore through his body. He gave a cry, more of surprise and anger than pain, though his body ratcheted in agony. Then he slumped forward, holding his head.
�Shan!� Jeren lurched forward to aid him, but Indarin�s hand on her upper arm stopped her, held her back. Naul yipped and barked, dancing around Shan in panic. �What�s happening to him?� Jeren tried to struggle free. �Indarin, what�s going on?�
In a whisper of feathers on the breeze, Kiah the owl arrived, perching on the windowsill and hissing in anger, in warning. She always comes when I need her. Jeren�s own words roared through her head. When there�s danger.
Shadows spilled from the corners of the room, from cupboards and the chimney, filtering up between the floorboards. Shadows everywhere, with gleaming, malevolent eyes and chittering voices, with teeth and claws. With a lust for blood.
Her dread quashed by the danger, Jeren drew her weapons in a chime of steel, two sparks of brightness against the dark. Noises told her that Indarin and Leithen did the same. But not Shan. He gave a tortured groan and she had to force down another desperate urge to drop everything and run to him.
�Shan?� She kept her voice calm and quiet this time. �If you can hear me, and understand me, bang on the floor with your fist.�
A moment passed, a moment of dread and horror.
His fist almost splintered the floorboards and made her heart leap. He was there, feeling everything. Still fighting.
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Shadows swarmed around them, and in the centre, like a beacon calling them, Shan fought not to scream in agony. He recalled Ylandra, when she had tried to kill Jeren, when the Fellna had spilled out of her body. Was this what she had felt, this terrible wrenching, tearing inside? They�d used her as a conduit to swarm into the Feyna�s midst. Were they doing the same now? Was this his fault?
But they weren�t coming out of him. The relief was short lived, and still the agony raced through him. It made him useless, no help or protection for Jeren at all. They were coming from the town itself. They had found a way to use Brightling�s Dale as prey and trap both.
Shan dragged in a breath, the air like razors in his lungs. At the back of his mind, he could feel the growing horror. She was coming
The Enchassa. He knew it. Could feel it. She was coming. She would take him back this time and eternity would be spent in her dark caves and prison pens. The rest of his life being used, drained and changed. Made into her pet and toy. Her thing. One of them.
Jeren called his name. He focused on her instead. She was his light, his beacon, the one thing he could cling to.
He couldn�t lose her. She was everything. If that was no more, he would be no more.
Strength surged back into him, and the Enchassa recoiled, not stricken but repulsed. And chagrined. Bested for now.
But not forever.
Shan blinked sweat from his eyes. Blood filled his mouth, his own blood, and his body strained with tension and pain. But even as he moved, even as he realised he could move, the Fell poured into the room.
And in the centre, standing between Jeren and himself, stood the Enchassa.
There was no denying her beauty, terrible though it might be. Her black hair snaked down her back, strands coiling out to blend with the darkness she carried around her. Her slender figure was lithe and strong, sensuously curved. And her nails slid out of her fingertips like assassin�s blades.
Too close to Jeren. One wrong move and his mate would die in an instant. One wrong move and he would lose her. Then madness really would consume him. And he wouldn�t care.
Brightling�s Dale was nothing but a trap, cunningly laid, designed with Jeren specifically in mind. Brilliant, devious�either the Enchassa or Gilliad had been inspired. Or worse still, together they went beyond simple cunning.
Shan forced himself to his feet, ready to dive in and attack, ready to kill in a moment, if that moment presented itself.
But the Enchassa anticipated him. �Don�t do it, Shan. We�re just here to talk, after all. We�ve already fed tonight.�
Jeren�s face looked so pale, but the hard jaw line of her determination reassured him a little. She stood ready. Beside her, Indarin scowled at their ancient foe with all the malice in him. He�d loved Ylandra and lost her to this monster.
But he didn�t yet know who had ended her life. And what would he think of his brother then?
Everything the Enchassa did, every action seemed designed to inflict the greatest pain on all it touched.
�Lord Gilliad of River Holt sends greetings,� the Enchassa intoned with a smirk behind the words. �Fondest, filial greetings to Jeren, his sister. He bids her come home, swear fealty to him and be welcomed back into his love. He bids her think about the lives of those she leads on this path of folly, of their families, their children, and the dire retribution all associated with them will suffer if she continues in her treachery.�
�Since when do you speak for my brother?� said Jeren.
�Your brother is far wiser than you know. He has embraced our master and is favoured. As you could be, Jeren.�
Jeren raised her sword and it gleamed in the meagre light. �I want nothing from you, nor your master.�
The Enchassa glanced back at Shan and gave him too-knowing a smile. And then her attention was fixed entirely on Jeren once more.
But he heard her. There was nothing he could do to block her cursed voice from his mind though. Nothing at all.
�She�ll turn from you once she knows what you are. Send you away, imprison you, chain you up like an animal. You�ll see, Shan, the moment she knows.�
Shan closed his eyes, trying in vain to silence her.
Failing.
�You can�t rely on Holters, Shan. Every child knows that. Mayfly lives and fickle hearts. Her people will always mean more to her. That�s why you�re here, after all. Here in Brightling�s Dale.�
�It�s a trap.� His voice grated against his tight throat. �This whole town.�
Outside, Brightling�s Dale erupted in screams. The Fell surged forwards, eager for blood, for pain, but Jeren was quicker.
She slashed out with her sect knife and the Enchassa howled, cradling her stomach as she staggered back.
�You�ll pay for this Jeren.� Her spit splattered on the floor between them.
But Jeren just advanced on her. �That�s the second time I�ve wounded you. Next time, I�ll kill you.�
So fierce, his mate. So glorious in her anger.
�You�ll never have a chance, girl. You�ve drawn his eye now. He wants you and he shall have you. You�ll scream for eternity as our Master devours your soul and makes you his willing whore.�
The Enchassa stretched out her hand, slick with her own black blood. Darkness glistened at the tips of her nails, sparkling as light would, but this was not light. It was the lack of light.
�No!� Indarin yelled. Shan launched himself forward, at Jeren, at the Enchassa. He didn�t know which, just that he had to stop this before the spell could be fully formed. No matter what it was, it had to be stopped. Now.
A soft boom detonated, arcing out from the Enchassa, an explosion without sound, just a dreadful concussive wave that struck Jeren first and sent her to her knees. She cried out, clutching her chest, so her weapons clattered to the ground on either side of her.
The wave seized Shan, and halted him, as if he hit a wall, sent him crashing to the ground.
The Enchassa straightened, her wounds gone, evil making her beauty sharper and all the more horrific for that. She shook her hands, as if shaking off something unclean.
�You�re marked now. You�re his. And my task is done.�
�What have you done?� Shan shouted.
She smiled at him again, although this time the smile was tinged with something he never expected to see there, something like sorrow. Or kindness. It made his blood boil in rage.
�What I was sent to do, Shan, my dear.�
Jeren surged up again, snarling. �Leave him alone. Don�t touch him. Don�t you dare��
The Enchassa bared her teeth. Not a smile, not a grimace. �And why not? He�s mine. Always has been. No one spends time with the Fellna and comes back unchanged. You know that. You saw Ylandra.�
�He�s nothing like Ylandra!�
�Of course not, child. Naturally, he�s entirely different. He�s Shanith Al-Fallion after all. Nothing could touch him.� There was no mistaking the sarcasm dripping from her words, the venom in her statement. Jeren recoiled, jerking her head back, fighting the urge to look at him, fighting the need to believe her. �My task is done, as I said. Master, bring me home.�
She lifted her hands, palms upright, and choking darkness fell across them in another wave. Shan struggled, crawling forwards to Jeren even as the shadows tried to swallow him whole, to drag him down into endless darkness and pain. Claws scraped across the edges of his mind, barbed vines coiled around his limbs, but all that mattered was Jeren, reaching her, holding her, making her believe in him instead.
Jeren in danger, Jeren in pain. His Jeren. His wife. His soul.
His hands met cold skin as he pulled her to him. She gave a sob, curled in against his body, for a moment the girl in the snow again, clinging to life, to him.
�Hold tight to me, little one,� he whispered into her hair. It was all he could manage. That and holding her.
The darkness bled away and with it went the Fell. The room, scattered with prone bodies, looked like some kind of death pit. But slowly they stirred, Indarin, Leithen, Vertigern, Naul.
All but a bundle of white feathers by the window.
Jeren�s head jerked up and panic filled her eyes. The same look of loss and terror Shan remembered when Anala�when Anala died.
�Kiah?� Jeren scrambled out of his enfolding arms, stumbled forwards the few feet and fell again, gathering the dead bird in her arms.
Naul lifted his head and howled, a lonely sound of mourning.
�Why?� Jeren shouted. �Why kill her? What was the point?�
No one answered. No one at all.
�Jeren?� Indarin�s voice was calm, worryingly so. �Your shoulder.�
She frowned and looked down, her gaze drawing their attention too. She turned to Shan and he saw what his brother meant. The material covering her left shoulder and upper breast had been burned away. Her pale flesh showed through the ragged gap, her skin marked as if with black ink, the image of an owl in harsh, jagged lines that spread across her shoulder and curved around the swell of her breast. Like the daubs the Fellna called art, like the tattoos with which they covered themselves.
�She took your totem, little one.� He didn�t want to say it. It was worse than the death of Anala. It was worse than anything. �She took Kiah�s life to mark you.�
�As what?�
Shan stared, helpless. He turned to Indarin but his brother just gazed at her, his face as stricken as Shan felt, aching inside as if all but pain was lost.
�As what?� Jeren staggered to her feet. Her shout broke the trance and Indarin�s eyes snapped up with her.
�As the intended bride for Khain, their dark god, he who devours the world.�

Chapter Nine 

Jeren wandered through the stricken laneways of Brightling�s Dale without any purpose or destination in mind. There were bodies strewn everywhere, the very men, women and children she had thought to help. With the growing dawn it just became apparent that the Fell had not left quietly. By the twisted expressions on most of the faces, she could guess where they had been hiding, inside them. Just waiting for her.
Or had it been Khain? Surely there was no other explanation for the terrible wave of darkness that had almost smothered them. Brought forth to mark her, liberated from Andalstrom with Kiah�s life and their shredded bond for just long enough to damn her.
Her shoulder throbbed like an old wound in winter, and the skin over her heart, newly marked, still tingled.
�You shouldn�t be out here.� Shan�s voice came from behind her and she turned to face him. Because she had to. Not because she wanted to.
�I don�t think there�s anything dangerous left in all the Dale.�
His half smile told her he didn�t agree, but didn�t want to argue. The pain in his eyes admitted that there was so much he hadn�t shared with her yet. That both surprised her, and didn�t. As if she should always have known.
�Nevertheless, little one, at least let me walk with you.�
She frowned, amazed he could think she could deny him something as trivial as that. Then she remembered the way her people looked at him. The way the Dalers had reacted to his presence at her side. They feared the Fair Ones. They despised them. All the Holters did, except for a precious few.
Jeren reached out her hands and embraced him. He was warm, comforting and the scent of him was a blessed balm to her nerves.
�Is my soul lost?� She could barely form the words. He squeezed her against his body, enfolding her in love.
�Starting with the easy questions then?�
Did he think to put her off? Did he think a joke would make her feel better? �No. Really.�
�If that�s so, it�s true for all of us.�
She rested her forehead against his chest and struggled to breathe calmly. �I was such a fool. I thought I�d come here, ride in as Lady of River Holt and they�d accept me. I thought I�d free them and they�d follow me. I thought��
Her voice broke on the sob that rose up through her tight throat and tried to strangle her. Shan murmured soft, soothing words in the old tongue until she stilled once more.
�It doesn�t matter. It�s past. What is ahead is all that matters now.�
�I never thought what it was like for you, losing Anala. Or rather, I imagined it like losing a faithful friend, a beloved companion. But it isn�t. It�s like losing a part of yourself. Like something vital has been torn out and the space inside replaced with shadows and scraps of steel. Like something has changed forever.�
He stiffened and belatedly she remembered the Enchassa�s words. Was Shan changed?
�I�ll never leave you, Jeren. I swear. Not willingly.�
�I know.� She sighed and when he pulled her into his arms again, she didn�t fight him. But something was missing between them. Something she would never have noticed until now. �Shan, I�� Her voice betrayed her.
�Nothing has changed.� The ferocity in his voice startled her. �You are still you, I am still and will always be your mate. That will never change, even if they can make us believe it changed. It will still be true. You, of all people, must believe that, Jeren. It gave you strength before. Even when I lost hope, you still believed and you were right. Ylandra, my ancestors grant rest unto her soul, couldn�t part us, the Enchassa couldn�t, your brother couldn�t.�
�But you could.� She whispered the words like a confession. �You went with Ylandra.� It chilled her to say the name. Shan had sounded so final when he referred to the former Sect Mother, in a way he had never been before. �You.�
His grip tightened. �I did not go willingly. I never betrayed you, my beloved. Please, don�t doubt that.�
But that was not it. She couldn�t put her finger on the problem. Even as she groped towards a solution, the mark on her skin burned like acid again and she winced, recoiling from Shan.
�Let me see,� he said, his touch soothing once more.
Jeren stepped into a doorway, to hide from prying eyes. Her fingers trembled so hard she could barely undo the laces at the top the fresh tunic someone had scrounged for her. But suddenly, they came free and she pulled back the material to expose the tattoo. She wanted to call it that, to refer to it as a work of mortals, rather than of dark magic. That made it easier, didn�t it?
Shan sucked in a breath at the sight of it. His pupils grew larger as he stared and he parted his lips, his tongue moistening them slowly. They gleamed. Shan reached out, but this time he didn�t make contact. It was almost as if he feared to lay hands on her.
And why shouldn�t he fear? She�d been marked by their enemy as the property of an evil god. She was damned, even if she was still walking around and breathing. It was just a matter of time.
The mark robbed her of a future. Of her love.
�I wish the Ariah was here.�
Shan cleared his throat in an attempt to disguise his shock. His eyes went tight with suspicion. �The Ariah? Why?�
Jeren pulled back, hastily pulling the tunic closed again. �She might know what to do.�
His breath shook as he exhaled and he dropped his hand to his side. It curled into a fist, so tightly his knuckles went white.
�What about Indarin? Can he not help?� The weight of sorrow in his voice made her heart ache. She wanted to comfort him, as he comforted her, but she couldn�t. Nothing she said would work.
�It�s not that I don�t need you, Shan.� She reached for him, but he pulled away. �Shan, please. I didn�t mean that.�
�I know,� he said, but he still retreated. �Come and talk to Indarin, Jeren. At least try. He�s wise. He can help.�
But he can�t comfort me, she wanted to say. Not like you. He can�t hold me until the shadows are gone. And I can�t help him. But she didn�t say it. And Shan didn�t touch her again.
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Shan had to tear himself from her presence. He left her with his brother and waited outside, his back pressed to the wall, his legs coiled beneath him. Sweat coated his flesh and every instinct screamed him to go to her, to throw himself at her feet and worship her.
This isn�t me. Dear gods, this isn�t me. I love her, but this�
It wasn�t love. It was obsession.
�It is what you will be.� The Enchassa laughed, and the sound ripped through his head. �This is how we feel, Shan, when it comes to our master and his bride. This is the Fellna inside you coming to the fore, recognising her destiny and your place in it. Making itself known. Rejoice, my child, and embrace it.�
His head pounded. He clutched at it with both hands, as if he could squeeze silence back into it, as if holding it was the only way he could keep from dashing it against the wall.
�I won�t do this. I won�t let this change happen.� He spoke out loud. If he let go and replied to the voice in his mind, it would loosen another thread of reality. He had to keep a grasp on what was real, what was not, and if that meant talking aloud to no one, so be it. If anyone heard, if anyone dared say anything to him�
�You won�t have a choice, my love. And being near Jeren will just make it run faster. She draws you now, makes you want to worship her and your love for her only amplifies that. But if you leave her, who will protect her? Who will keep her safe?�
His throat closed, tight and painful. �I can�t leave her. Not again.�
�No, of course not. But if you don�t�� She laughed again, the maddening mocking sound that had haunted him ever since the caves north of Sheninglas. ��if you don�t leave her, you�re ours. If you do, she is. Or else her brother will have her, to kill her, or play with her, to enact whatever sick little fantasies he�s concocted for her now. He has such an imagination. One might think he was born of the Fellna. 
Or our Master will take her anyway. Your Master now��
�No!�
�Shan?�
Vertigern stood at the other end of the corridor, concern like a veil pulled over his features. Once Shan had thought him plump and soft, more a popinjay than a warrior. The man who had sought Jeren to be his wife, the man who thought to use her to gain power. But no more. He was a warrior now, a threat, and he still sought to use Jeren, though he claimed instead to follow her.
Sudden realisation made the hairs on the back of Shan�s neck rise like hackles. How he knew this he wasn�t sure. Instinct, perhaps? Some insight lent him by the changes sweeping through him. Vertigern wanted Jeren, or at least her power.
�She�s busy with Indarin.� His voice filled with the growl of the wolf, and Vertigern, used to civil tones and pleasant exchanges of cultured people, took a step back, his eyes widening. His hand strayed towards his weapon, but didn�t close on it.
No. Vertigern was not quite that much of a fool.
�I came to see how she is. What she wants to do.�
Did you now? Shan didn�t let his gaze waver. �She�ll let you know when she�s ready.�
Vertigern gave a curt nod of his head and turned, fleeing as graciously as he could.
Shan waited in silence. The Enchassa was gone, but that didn�t matter. Her words, her taunts, still rang through his mind. To drive them away, he concentrated on the sounds around him, closed his eyes and listened.
Jeren wept and he longed to comfort her. But he couldn�t. It was too dangerous. She was too dangerous. To be close to her now made him burn and made that thing inside him, that other, tear at his innards in an effort to be set free. Indarin spoke in soothing tones. He had so many ideas on how to free her, how to make the curse depart, but he didn�t sound entirely convinced about any of them. He was reaching, trying every thought that came to mind, seeking a miracle.
Leithen, forgotten watchman outside the door, was praying. He prayed for Doria and the children, for their safety, and he prayed for Jeren, that she stay safe, that he could be strong enough to keep her so, that she would take River Holt and become its lady for the safety of them all. He asked forgiveness from the gods, forgiveness for failing her. For failing to stand against the god of shadows himself.
No one could have done it. Yet still, Leithen had tried and failed.
Two others passed by outside, their voices carrying to Shan. They were both Holters, one was Vertigern, the other a River Holter from his accent.
�More and more every day, they shut her away from us. The Fair Ones want complete power over her.�
�That isn�t so,� said Vertigern. �Not the way you put it. She�s wed to one. She joined their Shistra-Phail.�
�But that�s the way it�s working out, isn�t it? Who does she turn to for advice, or comfort? Them. It�s an enchantment. We�re losing her. We need to take her back.�
�Shan�s her husband,� Vertigern protested, but not too forcibly.
�Then perhaps he has to go.�
A threat? No one was going to part him from Jeren. On that Shan and his dark other agreed in a heartbeat. The slow, dark uncoiling welcomed it. A threat was also a challenge. Shan smiled as he welcomed it. Let them come. Drive him from her side? Kill him and make her their tool?
Let them try.
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The road to River Holt wound through towns and villages, some deserted, some destroyed, and a few, just a precious few, sheltering terrified people. Jeren�s brother had rampaged through his own countryside, taking what he wanted�crops, army conscripts, and so many others. And where he went the Fell had followed.
Some of the survivors fled the moment Jeren�s troop approached, but others came out to greet friends and family thought lost forever. These reunions, some joyful, some tragic, were all that kept Jeren going on that dark journey home.
She didn�t ride in the wagon anymore. That was neither who she was or the image she wished to portray. She was Shistra-Phail. She wouldn�t hide it any longer for politics sake. She marched with the others, with Shan and Indarin at either side. Vertigern and the more affluent Holters still rode, but the people, her people walked. Her people. And no one could claim any of them slowed the pace of the mighty caravan.
It was a relief to lose herself in their ranks, but not so much to watch those ranks swell. Each evening more approached. They always tried to kneel before her from the first, some almost crawling into her presence. She told them to get up. To stand and hold their heads high.
�You�re a River Holter,� she said. �You kneel to no one.�
Nothing gave her so much joy as to see the spark of legendary River Holt stubbornness and pride rekindle in their eyes.
�Be careful.� Vertigern chuckled after the farmer had stammered out his oath of fealty and backed away. �That�s how legends get started. Not to mention revolutions.�
Jeren gave him her hardest glare. �Don�t make a joke of it. I�m serious. They�ve been treated like animals. Let�s try treating them like men and women for a change.�
He didn�t argue or make mock again as everywhere they went more flocked to join her. Women too, staring at her and Elayne as if they were incarnations of the goddess herself, Liath, come again in mortal form.
�You can train them,� Jeren said to Elayne, who pursed her lips but agreed. �They need someone like you to look up to.�
�Why, when they have you?�
�I can�t be that for them. Not as well as everything else.�
�You�re starting upheaval everywhere you go, you know that?� Elayne shook her head. �They won�t like it. The Holtlords.�
It tweaked Jeren�s sense of humour at last and it was a shock to discover she still had one. �They wanted me to start a revolution against my brother. They never told me where to stop. Not that I�d have listened.�
Jeren liked the looks the Holters cast Shan and Indarin less. None of them friendly. All the Feyna with her encountered hostility but it focused most keenly on her husband and his brother. It stung her to the soul.
They, of course, shook it off. �It�s to be expected,� Indarin assured her. �Pay it no mind. They know we can fight and that we fight for you. That will be enough.�
Jeren glanced at Shan, sullen and silent. How could it be enough for the two of them? If they were to have a future of any kind, how could tacit acceptance, begrudging resignation be enough?
When she kissed him, he kissed back, but something restrained him from giving his all. She sensed it rather than knew for sure, but it was always there, the nagging doubt. Their relationship had somehow changed. Or he had changed.
Just as the Enchassa promised.
But when she caught him watching her, adoration filled his eyes like unshed tears. But immediately after it came shame.
They were nearing the river itself when messages came in from the Ariah, borne by the swift wings of totem birds. Jeren watched them enviously and a lump of stone weighed her down, where her heart should be. Kiah would never fly to her again. Kiah was gone.
Indarin took his message first and pressed it to his chest, before withdrawing to read it in private.
She smiled, and relaxed just a little. �Anyone would think he was a boy with a love note.�
�Perhaps he is.� Shan grinned and threaded his fingers with hers. It was the most intimate thing he had done in days and they sat, side by side, just enjoying the moment. Sunlight fell on her face, but as she lifted her chin to enjoy it, clouds cut it off.
She gave a sigh of disappointment. �What�s to become of us, Shan?�
�There�s no way of knowing.�
�The first vision is coming true, isn�t it? Me, in River Holt, with another man�s child.�
His grip tightened. �I don�t�� He exhaled in frustration. �There must be another way, Jeren. There has to be. But I can�t see it.�
She rested her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes, pretending that they were just a boy and a girl, just two young people in love, just for a moment.
�Neither can I. It scares me.�
He pulled her closer, kissed the braids on top of her head. She tried to pretend again, just for a little longer, to cling to that dream. Then he spoke. �Me as well, Jeren. More than I can say.�
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That night they camped alongside the riverbank. Jeren sank back into the darkness, welcoming sleep, letting her body finally relax again. It felt like falling, so fast, so sudden, that she inadvertently jerked awake.
There was a noise in the night, like a boot on stone, out of place in the silent camp. Beside her, Shan was already sitting up. She caught the ghost of movement as he pressed one long finger to his lips. Then he was gone.
Jeren�s hands closed on a knife among their clothes and she slowly got up to her knees. She couldn�t move like Shan, like the other Shistra-Phail, but she could be as quiet as any one of them. She slid forwards, pushing back the tent flaps, and made her way out into the night.
All was silent. Far too silent. She could make out the silhouettes of the sentries as dark shadows on the edge of the camp. They didn�t move. Asleep, she fervently hoped. If they were asleep, she�d tear through them in a moment, once she knew all was well. And that was nothing to what Shan would do. If all was well...
If not...
Well, she heaved in a ragged breath, calming her racing heart. If not, they at least were past caring what she thought. And Shan would mourn them too.
She swallowed down her fear, her nerves. Keep calm. Listen, she told herself, just as she would tell any of her trainees. Use whatever you have to your advantage.
The noise made her turn, a misplaced foot, the crack of a dry twig. Not Shan. He�d never make such a mistake. She turned rapidly. A blade flashed moonlight and she ducked just in time to avoid it.
He cursed�definitely a �he� from both voice and words�and came at her again, quick and fast, more irritated than angry.
Shan pitched into his side, taking the assailant down in a flurry of movement too fast to see. Like a dance, sweeping his opponent�s legs from under him, knocking the weapon aside, slamming his head down onto the stony ground.
That�s when she realised what she was holding�Shan�s knife. He wasn�t armed. She started to call his name, but her voice failed as she caught a glimpse of his face. It was barely him anymore.
Shan�s upper lip curled to reveal his teeth�a wolf-like snarl. In the moonlight, all silver seemed to drain from his eyes, leaving them dark and endless, windows on the void.
His name died in her throat.
With a single, shocking movement, Shan took hold of the man�s head and neatly snapped his neck. The crack jolted through Jeren�s body and she took a step back.
Shan looked like them. Like the Fell.
Changed, the Enchassa had said. No one could spend time in her �tender care� without coming back changed, if they came back at all. Her breath snagged in her chest as if she�d broken a rib. So much pain. Panic bleeding through her.
The other knife almost took her across the throat. She heard the grunt as the second assassin came at her and turned just in time. The blade sliced into her unmarked shoulder, bringing white hot pain with it.
Think, she ordered herself, move or you die.
Her body obeyed, instinct and training taking over from shock and fear. And then something else flooded through her�anger. How many assassins would he send? How many of his plots did she have to foil when all she wanted was to be left alone? How many lives?
The sect knife punched deep into his stomach and his face turned white, his eyes wide. Blue eyes. He had blue eyes, this man... this boy. Clean shaven, a soldier probably. With blue eyes.
Her magic surged, responding to the blood. She struggled briefly, but it swept through the boundaries she had placed on it. So much blood, covering him, draining from him. It called to her and she answered. Drawing his life force from him, empowering herself, claiming his energy as her own.
The light in those blue eyes dwindled and his features when slack. He slid off her blade, thudding to the ground at her feet.
The old Jeren would have wept, cried out, shaken, but she couldn�t move.
The old Jeren. That was a joke, wasn�t it?
The old Jeren would have died.
Magic shimmered through her body, making her tremble, making her want to sing for joy.
Shan rose, his vulpine movements a marked contrast to her stony demeanour.
�Alive would have been useful,� he said. He didn�t comment on her method. For that she felt a strange kind of gratitude.
She cast a scathing glance to the man he had killed. �I could say the same to you.�
�There wasn�t time.�
�No. There wasn�t.�
For a moment she thought he�d argue. She could read him now, could see the anger in his face, anger that the assassins had got so close, anger that she�d had to kill one herself.
Blood trickled down his cheek. She blinked, staring at it, glossy and bright against the marble of his skin. She wanted it, wanted the power it could give her, the energy that would flood through her if she but reached out.
If she would kill Shan.
Her anger slid away with that terrible thought. �Shan, you�re hurt.� Her voice shook. She reached out, but he caught her hand in his. His grip was so strong, like rock.
Running feet, shouts of alarm, the questions her people hurled at them, everything went unheard. Shan bowed his head, his brow furrowed.
�It�s just a scratch. He got in a lucky swipe, that�s all.�
She�d seen him hurt before. She�d seen him tortured, battered, in agony. But she�d never seen him vulnerable before.
He pulled her into his arms, carefully avoiding the gash burning into her shoulder. �I thought... for a moment I thought...�
It washed over her, terror, fear, the nightmare of losing him... Worse than her fears. �I know.� She had to whisper the words. Her body could manage no more.
When he looked up, his eyes were his own again. Had she imagined it?
Changed. He had been changed.
Please, god and goddess, she begged, let it have been my imagination.
�Jeren!� Vertigern came bustling through the camp, still pulling on his clothes. Elayne followed, fully armed, flawless. �Jeren, are you all right?�
She almost smiled, even though there was no humour left in her. She kissed Shan�s cheek and released him with regret.
�We�re fine. Someone see to the sentries. They may be still alive...�
But they weren�t. She knew that. Only luck had saved her. Luck and Shan.
Her own training.
And the darkness lurking within her magic.

Chapter Ten 

When the bodies were laid out for burial they were left alone. No one planned to mourn assassins, even if they had failed in their attempt. Shan had counted on just that. He left the camp by the southern edge, circled around silently to re-enter from the north. Right at the edge, as far from Jeren as possible�as if they still might pose a threat to her�the bodies had been stripped of their few possessions, bound in burial cloth and left for the morning. If wild animals happened across them during the night, so be it. Who among Jeren�s people would care?
He unbound the cloth covering their faces, studying the features he had barely seen during the fight. The gnawing doubt grew worse. Shan rarely forgot a face and he�d seen this one already, before it had become that of an enemy. This man had stood before Jeren and sworn to serve her. He had joined her wolves months ago, back in Sheninglas. Lately he�d been mostly among Vertigern�s men. Albrim. That was his name. Or something like that.
The other man, Shan didn�t know at all, but he feared the same thing.
�Vertigern sent them after you,� said the Enchassa. He tried to push her from his mind, but couldn�t. Not anymore. He�d opened something inside himself to protect Jeren from these killers. And now he couldn�t close it off again. His mouth went dry. Best not to think about it. �Not Jeren, but you. He wants you out of the way.�
Shan lifted his head and looked northeast. The lights of River Holt made the sky glow gold on the horizon. In another day or so they might see it, proud atop the Alviron Falls, like an eagle poised, looking for prey.
Could Gilliad have planned so far ahead? To plant assassins months ago but only have them attack Jeren now as she approached his stronghold? It made no sense, not if he was allied to the Fellna as everything indicated. The Fellna wanted Jeren alive. They�d even marked her as Khain�s in order to secure her as his bride. And despite his threats, Gilliad probably didn�t want her dead either. True, his wife was with child, but that child was not yet born which meant Jeren was still his heir. Gilliad was insane. Not a fool.
She couldn�t have been the target.
These men had not come from Gilliad.
�You know you�re right, Shan. No one likes a threat. You heard them say it yourself. You�re too close to her.�
Vertigern. It had to be Vertigern. He�d decided to act at last. To remove Shan from his path as if Shan was all that stood between him and Jeren.
Shan wasn�t the only one close to Jeren though.
As her teacher and advisor, so was Indarin.
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Indarin listened to her, his face unreadable. Jeren stammered through what she had seen in Shan�s eyes, all the while waiting for him to stand up and call her a liar. But Indarin didn�t move. That was the worst part of all.
He didn�t move. Didn�t say a word. He didn�t defend Shan.
�The Enchassa said he would be changed,� she said and flopped down beside him. �And he has been. When I looked at him, in that moment...� She couldn�t say it. Couldn�t force the words from her mouth. Her heart twisted inside.
�What?� said Indarin. It was the first word he�d uttered since she began.
�He looked like one of the Fell. His eyes were black. I�I didn�t know him. And he didn�t know me.�
The ghost of a frown ribbed Indarin�s smooth brow. �He was unharmed when he escaped their caves with the Rohs. Such a transformation should be rapid.�
The last words carved the hope right out of her. �Then it� it�s possible.�
�I�m afraid so. We call the Fellna our cousins when really we�re the same. But they chose to indulge their magic, to let it consume them and serve Khain whereas we control it. Those of us who still have it.�
His bitterness surprised her. She�d hoped he had come to terms with losing the magic that had made him Shaman. Not so, it seemed. And why should he? Magic was a vital and integral part of the Fair Ones. It flowed in their blood, permeated their skin and hair, filled them and completed them. Even when they chose not to use it, to lose it was unthinkable. Like a warrior losing his braids.
Jeren reached out to Indarin and cupped his shoulder. He flinched for a moment, but then smiled ruefully at her. �I�m sorry. Self-pity is not becoming. Especially when my brother is in such danger. It must have happened when he left us. They must have caught him then and the Enchassa worked a spell, akin to the one she cast on you. That�s why he couldn�t fight her in Brightling�s Dale. That�s why he collapsed.�
�What can we do?�
He paused too long. �I don�t know.�
Jeren stared at him. He knew just about everything. If he didn�t know, who would?
�What about the Seers?� she asked.
Indarin�s face turned white. �Don�t tell them. Whatever you do. They�ll kill him at once.�
�Then what can we do?�
�I can send word to the Ariah, ask for her to contact me. But it will take time.� He clenched his jaw, its line hardening, and he frowned. �In the meantime, we have a problem. If the transformation happens any faster we�ll have a Fellna on the loose in the heart of your camp with all the training of a Shistra-Phail and none of the self control. There�s no telling what he might do.�
�But... but it�s Shan.�
�No, that�s the problem. He won�t be Shan anymore, not the way you know him. He�ll be a monster, wearing a semblance of Shan�s face. But not the man you love or trust. Not your mate. Do you understand me, Jeren? You can�t trust him anymore. Not for an instant. Shan is gone.�
She pushed herself up to her feet. �You�re wrong.�
�I only wish I was. He�s Fellna, or soon will be.�
�So what do you think we should do?�
�We need to secure him and get him away for his own safety and yours.�
And everyone else�s. Jeren bit down on her inner lip until she tasted blood. �There has to be another way.�
�I can�t think of one. Shan has been trained to kill for years. There was a time when it was all he thought of�a way to kill your brother. Until he met you it was all he knew. And now he�s lost the ability to control himself. Anger and rage will feed the Fellna soul inside him. And when that takes over... he�ll kill without compunction, without remorse. He�ll live just to kill. Just to serve Khain and feed him the blood of Holter and Feyna alike. Just like them.�
Jeren sighed. The future was written, the one she had seen in the pools at Aran�Mor the first time, where she ruled River Holt, with Vertigern at her side and their child in her arms. Not the one Shan had shown her, where they had grown old together, even if he never looked it. And this was how she would lose him. Not just to their enemies, but as one of their enemies. And there was nothing to be done. The ache inside her worsened, like a mortal wound, like she was dying.
�Then we have no choice.�
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Shan moved like the shadows, fluid and silent, blade bare and mind keen. They were everywhere now, Holters talking, snoring, belching from their dinner. The Shistra-Phail clustered around Indarin�s tent, silent, attentive to duty, alert.
Could he trust them?
He had to�they were his own kind, but still� He couldn�t be certain. If they recognised the changes in him, they wouldn�t spare him because of that. They knew what one turned by the Fellna could do, the damage, the agony, the destruction. He had to reach Indarin and Jeren. He had to warn them.
Holter guards passed in pairs, sentries. More of them now. They circled the Feyna section of the camp.
Shan paused, watching from the shadows. He bared his teeth. Were they keeping his people there? Were the Shistra-Phail captive?
And what of Jeren?
As if his mind called to her, she stepped from Indarin�s tent, lit by the firelight�s glow. Thank the gods, she was safe.
Indarin followed her, bowed to clear the entrance, standing tall at her side as friend and equal. They hadn�t got to him yet. He too was safe.
Another prayer answered.
Now he just had to reach them and warn them. The hard part.
Indarin spoke to the other Feyna, gathering them close. Did he suspect the Holters as well? Good. His brother was wise and canny. He wouldn�t let them take Jeren. Like Shan, Indarin had never fallen for Vertigern�s charm.
The Feyna began to disperse, back to their own tents, their camp clearing quickly and silently. They did nothing to arouse suspicions then. Just as he would have had them behave. The Holters couldn�t know their suspicions or they would strike.
Jeren stood alone, facing the night. She looked sad, exhausted, her cheeks hollow and her mouth tight. When she bowed her head and scrubbed at her eyes, he knew she�d been crying and the urge to go to her, to comfort her almost brought him right out of hiding before he could stop himself.
�Be still.� The Enchassa�s voice hissed through his mind like boiling water on ice. His body obeyed. He couldn�t help it. And that was just as well.
Vertigern stepped out of the Holter�s camp, Elayne at his side in her gleaming metal shell. Shan stifled a growl and watched.
�Jeren? Are you well?� the Grey Holter called. �Where�s Shan got to?�
�Tracking, I believe. Checking the area ahead for the morning.� She lied too well. A smile twitched his lips. He�d forgotten that.
�Ah, ever-devoted to the cause.� Vertigern grinned at her, showing far too many teeth.
�Yes. Well don�t let me keep you,� Jeren replied and turned aside to face Indarin.
�Won�t you join us for supper?�
�No thank you. I�ve got so much to do. You understand.�
They accepted that. Indarin and Jeren watched them go from the corner of their eyes, but Vertigern glanced back and Shan saw the disgust in his face as they passed his hiding place.
Elayne took Vertigern�s arm in hers. �What was that all about?�
Vertigern signed. �Nothing to worry you, love. Just don�t want to let Jeren feel unwelcome, do we?�
She looked more confused than anything else but she didn�t argue with him. Elayne never argued with him. Shan was positive Vertigern counted on that.
They carried on, back to the central section of the camp, back to their own people and their plots. And Shan waited, knowing that sooner or later Jeren would come. She had to.
She stood looking out at the night, her quiet conversation with his brother finished now. And then she reached down to Naul. The wolf-cub sniffed her hand, licked her and yapped. Shan hadn�t even seen him there. He must have been inside until now.
Jeren hunkered down, petting him, whispering. And with a shock, Shan felt the wolf cub�s mind latch onto his, seeking him out, locating him for Jeren.
She smiled, and walked towards him, Naul running ahead in delight. �I knew you couldn�t be far,� she said. �And I thought, if I could use the owl to find you, maybe Naul could do the same.�
Shan straightened. There was no point in concealing himself, not when she knew where he was anyway. She stopped a couple of feet from him, her fingers knotting together in front of her stomach.
�You can always find me, Jeren. It�s like you call to me all by yourself.� He reached out his arms but she didn�t move, not right away. �We aren�t safe here. I came to warn you, to warn Indarin. Those assassins weren�t after you. They were after me, and I suspect Indarin is their next target.�
She stepped closer at last, like a doll drawn by a line, into the arc of his arms. They closed around her with a will of their own and she fitted against him, perfectly, as if made to be there.
Tilting back her head, she brushed her lips to his, robbing his mind of whatever he had thought to say next.
�I love you.� She breathed the words. They rippled against his skin, sweet and intoxicating. �I always will. I�m... so sorry.�
Like streaks of silver and snow, the Shistra-Phail burst from the darkness surrounding them. So many, his kindred, his friends. In an instant he was seized, weapons snatched away, his arms wrenched away from his mate and twisted behind his back. Someone knocked his legs from under him and he went down hard on his knees.
Leather bands twisted around his wrists, lashing them together. His mind reeled and for an instant he was back in River Holt, back in that dank, miserable cell, waiting for Gilliad to torture him, longing for madness and death. But when he looked up, he saw only Jeren.
His Jeren. Her face silver with tears in the moonlight.
�What is it? What are you doing?�
Naul began to howl and Shan felt like joining in. Jeren had done this, his own people had done this. Indarin...
Indarin stood at her side, his features frozen as if carved from stone. �She knows what happened to you, Shan. Why didn�t you tell us?�
The Fellna rage surged up in his throat like oil. He tried to fight it, to push it down and take back control, but he was losing the battle. His own anger and outrage conspired with it, fuelling it. Darkness blossoming, growing, taking over. It filled him.
Someone gasped, not Jeren or Indarin. She still wept, he still showed nothing. But the other Shistra-Phail could see it now, could see what he had become. They knew. By the goddess, he�d let them see.
Part of him would welcome death. The rest of him raged.
�They came for me, Jeren,� he snarled. �Not you. Sent by your precious Holters. Assassins among your own to get rid of those closest to you so Vertigern could step in and use you like a puppet. One of them was Albrim. He was in Sheninglas, trained with us. With you�� he told the Shistra-Phail, even though he doubted they�d listen. �They�ll try for Indarin next. And drive you all away from her.�
�He�s talking madness,� one of the younger ones said but Indarin held up a hand, silencing them all before discussion could even begin.
Indarin knelt before his brother, staring into his eyes. Whatever he saw there horrified him, but he didn�t look away.
Dear goddess, Shan thought, am I that far gone? Have I changed so much? So what was he now to them? What had he become in their eyes? And would they heed him at all now?
�Listen to me,� he pleaded.
�I am listening.� Indarin frowned even as he said it. �But you must listen as well. You know what has been done to you?�
Ice clamped inside around his heart. �Yes. I know.�
�When did it happen?�
�When I was trying to get back to you. Just before you found me, on the road to Brightling�s Dale.�
�But you said nothing.�
What could he have said? If he�d had a hand free he probably would have punched Indarin right in the face. �I didn�t want it to be true.�
�You fought it since then.� Jeren knelt down beside Indarin, reaching out for him. But she didn�t touch him. Not this time.
�Of course I fought it. She did it to me. How could I not fight?�
She stared for another moment. �But not enough to beat it?�
Another surge of anger caught him by surprise. This was not rage, not of the same sort. More irritation, helplessness, misery. But it was still wrapped in anger. He strained at the bonds, knowing full well they wouldn�t give. His own people, his warrior elite, had tied them. �You wouldn�t let me leave, if you remember, my mate. And being with you�being with you just made it worse.�
And I couldn�t have left you. Not really. Not again. Not when fate brought me back to you.
�She caught you, she changed you, and then she put you back, right in my path,� said Jeren and all the world turned silent and still. Everything listened to her words. Not just the Shistra-Phail and Naul, not just those things he knew could listen to her. The world itself listened. The rocks and the stones, the grass and the river. Her words bounced off them and echoed back to him, to mock him and brand themselves on his mind. �She brought you back to me. Why?�
It was a good question, better than good. One he should have asked himself. One he should have asked the moment it happened. Because she was right. �I don�t know.�
She hung her head. �You could have told me, Shan. It would have been so much better if you had told me.�
�How? How could I have told you? That she was in my mind, waiting for the moment. That I fell into her trap, that she would use me to harm you. They�ll kill me, Jeren. The Seers will kill me. Fethan will take pleasure in it. And he�ll be right to do it. And I thought... I thought I could beat it, Jeren. If I was with you. I thought I�d have the strength. That you�d give me the strength.�
Jeren hung her head, refusing to meet his gaze and he�d never felt so lost. Not when he was Gilliad�s captive waiting for torture and madness beneath River Holt, not when the Enchassa had first taken him, nor even when she�d planted the seed of darkness in him. He�d always had Jeren, her light to bring him home, always, until now.
Naul whimpered, nuzzling into her hand, the little wolf he�d saved trying to comfort her just as he would have, had he been able to. He stretched out his mind to him, wrapped his consciousness around the wolf�s mind.
Stay with her. No matter what. Keep her safe.
�We have to go,� said Indarin.
Hands caught him by his upper arms, dragging him to his feet. �No.� But they weren�t listening, wouldn�t have paused even if they could. �No, Jeren. Please.�
She gave a sob, struggling to stand, her arms winding around her chest. �Indarin?�
His brother�s voice sounded like an executioner�s call. �If he stays he will be killed, if not by the Seers, by the Holters or by necessity when he loses control. And he will lose control, Jeren. It�s only a matter of time.�
Shan forced the shadows inside back down, though they surged up, threatening his mind and his will. He couldn�t leave her. Wouldn�t leave her. She was everything. His love, his life, his mate. She was Jeren.
And at the same time, the mark on her burned in the night, called to him and commanded him to drop to his knees and adore her.
With strength he didn�t know he possessed, he tore himself free, knocking his captors aside, snarling in victory and rushed to worship her. His Jeren.
Jeren drew the sword. It slid through the air like water, its song bright and terrible.
His rage failed him. He stumbled, appalled by what he saw, what he had become and found himself back on his knees before her, staring up a line of magical steel into an implacable face he hardly knew but loved more than his life.
�Go,� she told him. �Indarin will take you to safety, maybe even find some way to help you. I don�t know. I don�t care. Leave me. And don�t dare come back.�
He bowed his head and felt his heart break. He had to obey her command. She was Khain�s bride. And worse. She was his.
He could do nothing but obey.

Chapter Eleven 

It was all Jeren could do to stay on her feet and watch as Indarin selected five others to accompany them. They gathered the little they needed. All the time, Shan stood, head bowed, under guard and every instinct in her screamed to stop them, to tell him to stay and they�d find a way. Surely they could find a way to alter it. After everything they�d survived together, everything they had endured, surely.
She took a step forward, ready to open her mouth and say something, but Indarin turned back to her. One look at his stricken face sent her back into silence.
If his brother was willing to take this step, who was she to argue? Shan was dangerous now. No doubt about it. She knew what she had seen in his eyes. What he had tried to hide from her, even while making love.
�I�ll do everything I can,� Indarin said. �And you know Lara will find a cure, if any exists.�
�I know.� She forced out the words. They grated on her throat like barbs.
�And the other Shistra-Phail will stay and guard you. Leithen will lead them.�
�Leithen? Will they follow a Holter?�
Indarin shook his head. �They�ll follow him. He�s one of them, lest you forget. As well as a Holter. It may be the only way, Jeren. With Shan gone, with me gone�� he glanced towards the Holters� section of the camp ��I hope things will be a little more secure for you.�
Politics. It all came back to politics. Gods, how she hated it. Loathed it. Her duty and what others wanted from her. Every single time something good came to her, the politics of the Holts and her duty to them conspired to steal it away. Her husband, her teacher, her friends...
�Very well,� she said. �He is a good choice. Until you return.�
And Indarin gave her a look, that look. He wasn�t sure he would come back. He wasn�t sure if he would ever see her again.
And that meant Shan as well.
Her heart stuttered in her chest, but she kept herself standing tall and strong. Not just a lady of a Holt, a leader. A Shistra-Phail warrior, one of the elite.
Indarin nodded solemnly and left. She watched him lead Shan and their companions�his guards�away. Though her eyes burned, she couldn�t shed a tear.
And Shan did not look back.
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It was so hard to sleep that night, stretched out in a bed that felt half empty, in a pavilion that belonged to someone else. The material rippled overhead, the breeze coming up from the river. Outside the sound of the Shistra-Phail�s song of lament echoed on through the night and Jeren listened. Were they trying to comfort her, or themselves?
Leithen cleared his throat, his position outside the pavilion as fixed as the stars overhead. He would not move, so the Shistra-Phail had come to him to request his leadership. Dumbfounded, the River Holter had only swallowed, and looked to Jeren for confirmation.
But it had to be his decision. His alone.
She kept her face as still as stone, the best impression of Indarin she could manage.
�So be it,� he told them. �Go about your business then. Protect the Scion of Jern like a Roh and all will be well.� He nodded, to himself more than anyone else, pleased with his guidance, and gave a satisfied grunt to dismiss them.
She only wished she could emulate his peaceful acceptance and simple direction. Life was so clear for a member of clan Roh. There was only one rule. Protect the Scion of Jern.
She could protect herself. She knew that now. With her sword, with her knife, even with her magic if needs be.
But she couldn�t protect her heart.
Finally, her shell cracked and she wept for him, for herself, for the future she had lost forever.
She was still weeping when Leithen challenged someone approaching outside.
�I heard what happened,� said Vertigern. �I wanted to see her, to check if she is all right.�
By the goddess, she should have told poor Leithen to turn everyone away. He wouldn�t turn away a nobleman like Vertigern. Especially not Vertigern himself, who would have been her husband once.
Jeren struggled to her feet and wiped away her tears hurriedly. She couldn�t let him see her cry. Not him. Not any of them.
But somehow this was different. She couldn�t permit Vertigern to see. Especially not him. Something Shan had said during those nightmare moments stirred. Something she couldn�t believe.
Couldn�t allow herself to believe. Vertigern was ambitious, but would he really send someone after Shan?
She called out in a voice so smooth it surprised even her. �I�m still awake, Leithen. Let him in.�
Vertigern barely paused once she had spoken, pushing his way in through the weighted material door. She wondered if Leithen had a chance to step aside or had simply been pushed out of the way.
�I came as soon as I they told me what happened,� Vertigern said the moment he was inside.
Who had told him? How had the news reached him so quickly? Inwardly, Jeren reeled. He didn�t look upset. Why should he? With Shan and Indarin gone, who else should she rely on? Don�t show it. Whatever you do don�t show it. Instead she turned her back on him and walked purposefully to the desk. She took a seat, trying not to look like she cared. Naul yipped and jumped up at her, his paws scrabbling at her thigh. She glanced down and found a smile on her lips, impossible as that seemed. She buried her fingertips in his thick fur, scratching him thoroughly. His little tail wagged furiously.
Taking the moment she needed, she fussed over the wolf-cub. When she looked up at Vertigern, her face was as cold as any stone once again.
�Whatever you have heard, it probably isn�t what you think. The Ariah has need of them.� Please don�t know they took him away, that he was bound like a prisoner, like a slave.
Vertigern studied her face intently. He knew. Had to know. She swallowed hard, waiting for a confrontation. And if he said it what would she say in return? What rage would take her? For there was no doubt in her mind she could not allow him to say it out loud. Not even here in private. Vertigern had been a good friend, a loyal companion and a staunch support, but she would never allow him to say a word against her mate.
Never.
She glared back at him, waiting.
His gaze slid aside, to the patterns of light dancing across the undulating canvas of the pavilion. �As you say, Jeren. You�d know better than I.�
Which meant he did know. But he wasn�t ready to challenge her on it.
Not yet anyway.
But one day he would be. Vertigern was used to leading, not following. Not even her, not even now. And they were back in the male dominated world of the Holters. He�d expected her to fall in line without Shan and Indarin perhaps. He�d wanted to... to what?
It was like a punch to the gut.
Shan was right. Maybe not about everything, but Vertigern had wanted Shan and Indarin gone. And now they both were.
Well, why was she surprised? She always knew he was a man with ambitions. A man driven by those ambitions and a need for power. She�d hoped Elayne might temper it, but apparently not. She clenched her teeth, and absently wondered if he could hear them grinding together.
And what he�d make of it if he could.
�I was getting ready to retire, Vertigern.� It was a lie but what did one more matter now? She�d lied to Shan when she sent him away. She could lie to the gods themselves now without shame. �What do you want?�
It came out more bluntly than she might have wanted under more politic circumstances, but she didn�t care.
�I�I wanted to show you something.�
�What?�
�It�s a secret.�
She scowled, her patience almost gone. She was too tired to think, let alone argue. �Secrets are usually costly. What is it?�
�I can show you. But it�s got to be kept quiet. If anyone found out��
�All right, I understand.� If she did this, maybe he�d let her be and she could sleep. She grabbed her weapons, strapping them around her body with practiced ease. Her cloak came as an afterthought, a shield against the darkness, against the cold she felt growing inside her.
But for herself or Vertigern, she didn�t know.
They moved through the sleeping camp like ghosts. No one challenged them or greeted them. No one at all.
They left the perimeter of the camp, and the lights faded behind them. Vertigern walked on silently, lost in thought. He closed and reopened his fists at his side, over and over. What could he be so stressed about?
The sound of the river grew louder, the water rushing by just down the incline to the bank. They stood right beside the Silver River itself, the sound only an echo now of the Alviron falls upstream.
�Jeren? Vertigern?� Elayne�s voice came out of the darkness. She jogged up to join them. �What are you doing?�
�Go back, Elayne,� said Vertigern, his unusually gruff tones making both the women stare. �You�ve no place here.� Now that wasn�t like him.
Raised as a minor noble, Vertigern was a charmer, a man who lived by oiling his words. And he adored Elayne. Jeren had never heard him be so short with her, ever, even before he had finally admitted he loved her.
�No place?� Elayne froze, her eyes wide with hurt. �If nothing else, I�m your bodyguard, Vertigern. In fact, neither of you should be out here without some sort of security. What are you up to?�
The tone said she didn�t want to know, that she suspected the worse. Vertigern had been Jeren�s betrothed, and no matter how much they liked each other, Jeren knew Elayne could never forget that. He�d left his home and his people to come after her when he thought she was in danger. More than he had ever done for the woman who, although his lover, would always be socially beneath him.
�Vertigern wanted to show me something,� Jeren said, reaching out a comforting hand. �Nothing more.�
A soft sigh of relief escaped Elayne�s lips and she smiled. �Then I... I feel somewhat foolish, but I mean it. You shouldn�t leave the camp alone. What if something happened? Where are you taking her?�
�Go back, Elayne,� Vertigern repeated, backing away from them now. �Please.�
This was wrong, so very wrong. Every nerve in Jeren�s body tingled with alarm. Why was he acting like this? Why to Elayne of all people?
�What is going on, Vertigern?� she asked.
But another voice answered, a voice that made her heart leap in terror. �He�s fulfilling his part of the bargain, of course.�
Gilliad stepped from the shadows on the river bank.
Jeren pulled the sword from its scabbard while beside her Elayne drew her own weapons. But Vertigern didn�t move. Not as Gilliad�s men came flooding up from the riverbank. Water sloshed against the dark barges moored there.
Vertigern finally raised his head, looked Jeren in the eyes. �I�m sorry,� he said. �I�m so sorry.�
�But why?� Elayne shouted. �Vertigern!� Her voice cracked on his name.
�For his sister, of course.� Gilliad laughed. �Isn�t that just precious? He hands over my sister in return for his own. But of course, my wife is not something to bargain with.� He turned his back. �Take them.�
Holtguards flooded the riverbank. Elayne shouted the alarm and launched herself into attack. Vertigern roared at the betrayal, but Jeren didn�t listen. Gilliad was there, right there. He didn�t even bother to fight. He didn�t need to. He just watched as they struggled to win their way free, and failed.
There were too many. Far too many.
�Run,� shouted Elayne. �Jeren, you have to run!�
It was the last thing Jeren heard. Something hard struck her head and she went down, the world dwindling to darkness and despair.
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It was dawn before Indarin called a halt. Shan didn�t know if he should give thanks or resent it. With the rapid pace and the darkness of night he didn�t have time to think and for that he was grateful. His body ached, his arms straining from the position in which they were tied, but he didn�t care. It was nothing to the misery inside.
Nothing compared to that.
While the others ate cold strips of dried meat and bedded down for the night, he sat in silence, staring into the darkness. Jeren was somewhere out there, far away now. No one moved like Shistra-Phail on a forced march. Every moment took her further away.
Which was probably just as well.
Already the distance helped his mind, his body coming back to something more like itself once more. His blood didn�t boil and surge, his emotions didn�t run wild. He felt calm and focused.
And empty inside.
Indarin hunkered down in front of him and offered him a strip of meat. �Here, you should eat.�
�You�d have to untie me. There�s no need.�
But Indarin held the meat up to his mouth and reluctantly, Shan took a bite. It was hard to work his teeth through it, harder to chew, but his mouth flooded with juices as the need for food struck him. He swallowed it down, and took another mouthful.
So Indarin fed him like a captive animal. What did that matter? He was dangerous to the Feyna now. He could turn any time, and until they found this mythical way to stop that, or until they executed him, no one could risk letting him go free for even a second. Shan knew that, accepted it, and would have done the same in other circumstances.
�How are you feeling?� asked Indarin.
�Fine. Nothing to worry about, not yet. Did you send word to the Ariah?�
�Yes. Ladrin sent his hawk ahead with a message. I�ll let you know if I hear anything.�
Shan laughed, a bitter, miserable sound even to his own ears. �I�ll look out for the blades first. Or would a noose be quicker?�
Indarin�s face fell and he squeezed Shan�s shoulder firmly. �I will find a way to help you Shan. Whatever it takes. I am not going to let you die.�
�You won�t have a choice, big brother.� It was true. Lying about it wasn�t going to help. Keeping on pretending that things might be otherwise would do no one any good. The speed of the transformation may have slowed, but it was still happening. He could feel it. And the longer he fought it, the harder it became to withstand.
Like a parasite, eating away inside him, gnawing on everything that made him himself. It might have been quicker with Jeren, but at least then he had something to fight for with her.
�Vertigern will be celebrating. He always wanted to be her closest advisor. And more. I suppose he got on the first step when she dismissed me. She�s better off anyway, with her own people.�
Indarin shook his head. �She didn�t dismiss you. She had no more choice than I did.�
�You didn�t look into her eyes. I saw what she thought of me.�
�Jeren loves you, Shan.� Indarin sat back, studying him intently. �What else did you think you saw?�
Shan gave a heavy sigh. The problem was he didn�t really now if he could trust his senses anymore. But his instinct had told him about betrayal before Jeren turned on him. Standing beside the bodies of the assassins, he had known. He had seen it all so clearly.
�It was Vertigern,� he said. �Who sent the assassins? Not Gilliad. They were Holters all right, but not Holtguards. They came from among Vertigern�s company. He wanted us out of the way. I wonder if he sent them or if they took it upon themselves to rid her of us for their leader. It worked either way. He got what he wanted.�
Indarin just kept staring, no longer focused on Shan so much as on his words, turning them over in his mind.
�He wanted access to Jeren. To guide her.�
Shan snorted. �At the very least. He thought to marry her once. Tell me, will they just ignore the fact that she was my mate? Or doesn�t it matter to them at all? Holter laws are not like ours.�
�Shan, be quiet.� Indarin surged to his feet, towering over his brother, suddenly the still and stonelike figure Jeren spoke of. �You left Naul with her. Can you connect to the cub as you did to Anala? Did you bond with him as your totem?�
His body went numb with concern. �He�s young. He doesn�t understand as much, but I can��
�Just do it. Do it now. Find her.�
Shan shut his eyes, stretched out his mind. It was almost too far but Naul was strong, his devotion to Shan like a fire. His mind blazed brightly enough to be reached even over such a distance.
All around was chaos. Shouts and panic, people tearing everywhere. Cowering in the pavilion, Naul whined and tried to find Jeren. But she wasn�t there. Nowhere to be seen, her scent fading after such a long time. Elayne staggered in, bleeding from a dozen wounds, shouting orders to those who followed her.
Leithen bore down on her like a bear. �He couldn�t have come so close.�
�I don�t care how impossible you think it is. They used the River, came right up to the edge of our camp and we knew nothing. Gilliad was there. He took them.�
��And you escaped.�
�Barely.� She all but snarled the word at him.
�What were they doing down there? Jeren and Vertigern. What were they�?�
�It doesn�t matter!� She stripped off the armour, heedless of their gazes. Blood stained her tunic in a dozen places. �Get me a healer and get me a horse. We have to give chase. We have to get them back.�
Leithen nodded, sending Shistra-Phail and Holter alike scurrying off. Alone with her, he leaned in, his presence a threat. �What happened? You will tell me, Elayne.�
She wilted. �It was Vertigern, the idiot. He made a stupid deal and Gilliad double-crossed him. Because of course he did. The fool. Doesn�t matter, does it? He betrayed her. And now Gilliad has them both.�
The shock of it broke Shan�s connection like a thread stretched too far. He reeled back, falling onto his aching arms and crying out in anger.
�He has her. Gilliad has her. Indarin, you have to let me go! He has her!�
Indarin�s face drained of colour. But he didn�t move. How could he? Untie a captive and set him free? One infected by the Fellna sorceress, rapidly turning into a monster, able to kill any mortal being in countless ways within a single beat of a heart, even without the magic unleashed. No one would be so foolish. And his brother was not a fool.
Shan strained at the leather bonds, his arms wrenching. He tried again. As if he could tear himself free. But he had to. He�d break his arms to do it if he had to, sever a hand. Gilliad had Jeren. He had to save her.
�Shan, stop!� Indarin pushed him back. �You�re going to hurt yourself.�
�What do you care? You know what I am, Indarin, what I�m capable of! By the goddess, I killed Ylandra. They offered her to me if I�d leave Jeren. But I couldn�t. And I couldn�t let them take her back.�
Indarin seized him, dragging him up. His face drained of what little colour it had, his cheeks hollowed out. �What are you saying?�
�I killed her. She begged me, and I killed her. Before they could turn her into something like�something like me. Before they could do this to her!�
Indarin hurled him away with a snarl of rage.
Shan fell to the ground, rolled, his mouth filling with dirt, his mind filling with shadows. He gave in to the darkness, to use it, to welcome it, to make it part of him at last.
And something gave, tore, broke free. The darkness rushed in on him.
Even as Indarin shouted, the others rolled out of slumber, weapons at the ready.
But Shan didn�t care. The Fellna poured into the camp, a swarm of them, wild and hungry, ravenous shadows, enraged because he was enraged. In the centre the Enchassa stood with her arms open to him, her smile almost kind. The bonds holding his hands fell away. Indarin tried to grab him, but the Enchassa threw out her hand, knocking him back.
So powerful a foe. So strong an ally.
�It�s time.� Her voice shook the earth beneath them, sent the clouds scurrying through the sky to cover the moon. �Will you come?�
�Yes,� and his voice was just as terrible. Part of him wept inside. It didn�t matter anymore. None of it mattered, what he was, what he had been. The rest of him revelled in this newfound power, this strength and freedom. The wind howled through the trees, tearing the leaves off them like a winter wind. He stepped past Indarin, ignoring his protests. �These Feyna don�t matter. Leave them be and take me. We have much to do and little time. She is in grave danger.�

Chapter Twelve 

The freezing damp of River Holt etched its way into Jeren�s bones. Not River Holt of the sunny courtyards and sparkling fountains. Not River Holt of the soaring towers and fragrant breezes. Not even River Holt of the brew-houses and whores.
Jeren was in the dungeons. She knew it even before she fully became aware of her own self. The damp permeated everything, breath fogged in the chill air, and the constant rumble of the waterfall shook the air.
She opened her eyes, but it made no difference. The darkness was absolute.
She tried to move, and found shackles weighing down her wrists and legs. Her head throbbed and as she lifted it, her stomach heaved, trying to escape where she could not. Her groan echoed off the hollow chamber.
�Jeren?� Vertigern�s voice was not far away, but not close either. �Jeren? Are you there?�
�Yes.� Her voice scraped on her throat�s insides.
�Oh god and goddess, thanks be. I�m sorry, Jeren. So sorry. I�ve been such a fool. Such a blind fool.�
Jeren growled, pushing her aching body up off the floor. He�d betrayed her without compunction, had it backfire and now would waste the rest of both their lives interminably apologising for it. Wonderful. She couldn�t wait.
Or rather, she didn�t have time for it. Not for any of it.
�Really? What else is new, Vertigern? You�ve been making a fool of yourself since first we met. Probably long before that. Elayne, is she here?�
�No. She got away. Tried to raise the alarm I think, but it was too late.�
Jeren�s head reeled as she tried to stand. She sat back down in defeat. �Well, that�s something, at least. How long have we been here?�
�Less than a day. I don�t know. They brought food, if you can call it that.�
Yes, here they were in a jail, facing death at best and Vertigern complained about the food. A laugh escaped her lips. She didn�t mean it, but it came nonetheless.
�Jeren, please. Listen to me. He offered to return Alyssa to me. I thought... I thought I could save her and you. I thought��
�Enough,� she growled, his stupidity souring her stomach. �It doesn�t matter now. What did they say? What did you hear?�
�Nothing. Nothing of worth. Gilliad hasn�t been here, just the guards and such. No one said much of anything.� She heard another sound. Weeping. Vertigern was weeping. Jeren ground her teeth. None of this would help. Not for a moment. �Elayne is free,� he said at last. �At least my Elayne is free.�
The words sobered her, stilled her temper. At least Shan was free. He would have died rather than let her be taken. He would have killed many of them but ultimately he would have died, or have been captured himself like the last time. At least her Shan was free. That was her only comfort.
They waited in silence, in darkness. She couldn�t say if time passed quickly or slowly. There was no way to tell. All she could do was wait.
Once she would have reached out for her owl, but she couldn�t do that anymore. She listened to the sounds of her home, her final home in all likelihood. If Gilliad had his way, she would die and she welcomed it. Better that, surely, that become subject to the dark god, Khain�s to do with as he pleased.
Surely.
But god and goddess, she wanted to live. She wanted Shan back, and Kiah, and Anala. She wanted her friends with her, Mina and Devyn Roh, the old Ariah and the new. She wanted Naul. She wanted Indarin to glare at her when she was being stupid.
But most of all she wanted Shan.
Tears stung her eyes, brimmed up and matted her lashes, spilled down her cheeks. Here, where no one could see her, where she couldn�t even see herself, she could let them fall.
She wept in silence because, really, there was no one to hear. No one that mattered.
The light alerted her some time later, a growing brightness that could mean only one thing. She struggled up, wanting to be fully alert when he came.
The force with which the door was flung back startled her. The lamplight blinded her but she didn�t dare look away. Didn�t dare blink. Gilliad grabbed her physically, lifted her from the ground and laughed in her face. His spittle pebbled her face. He threw her back against the wall.
Hooks and chains hung next to her. Gilliad�s men wasted no time, grabbing her arms and wrenching them over her head to attach the manacles to the wall, pinning her there like a specimen to be examined.
Gilliad�s prize.
�I�ve waited a very long time for this, Jeren,� said her brother. �A very long time indeed.�
�From what I hear you�ve been busy�mass murder, alliances with the Fellna and Khain, abduction, raping an innocent��
His fist hit her face, the blow snapping her head to one side and sending it crashing back against the wall.
She spat out blood, swallowed down the pain and humiliation. �So you don�t like to be reminded of that.�
Another blow and sparks flashed before her eyes.
�Go on. Do it again.� She wanted him to. If he�d only kill her now it would save her from whatever he had planned for her. And from Khain. �You know you want to, you sick bastard.�
He swung away from her with a snarl. �Bring her in here. I want my beloved sister to see and understand her place now.�
One of the guards ushered in a young girl. Far too young to have so swollen a belly and so gaunt a face. Dark, sunken eyes gazed at Jeren in sheer terror.
�Alyssa needs to understand what you are, sister.�
The girl looked plainly terrified of everything. Of Gilliad, of the guards, of the dungeon and of Jeren. Most of all of Jeren.
How she must look to her? With Shistra-Phail braids, bruises and cuts, dressed in a warrior�s garb with blood dripping from her mouth.
The tattoo burned on her skin, reminding her that she wasn�t just marked as Shistra-Phail anymore. She was more than that. Far more dangerous. And her fingers itched with her power, the things the Seers had taught her coursing through her mind.
Alyssa shook from head to foot.
�Such a gentle soul, Alyssa,� said Gilliad. �She doesn�t really understand what it�s like out there in the world.� He stroked her hair, wrapped it around his hand and tugged hard until she yelped.
�I�m sure you�ve taught her admirably.�
�I was never able to teach you, was I? You had to go and find out for yourself.�
�It turns out there are worse things here.�
Pushing his pregnant wife aside, Gilliad stepped up to her again, his body pressed uncomfortably close to hers. He ran a hand up her side, lingering over her breast until she couldn�t help but recoil, and then grabbed her tunic and ripped the shoulder to reveal the tattoo beneath.
�So it�s true. That stupid bitch really chose you as His bride.�
�So they tell me.�
She fought the revulsion at his touch, the hardness she could feel pressed against her. He wasn�t her brother. Not anymore. She had to keep reminding herself of that. This thing wasn�t her brother. He was a monster. Just another monster and he needed to be put down.
She strained at the irons holding her put. She wasn�t the one to do it. But someone else would. Someone would succeed where she had failed. Someone would kill him. Elayne perhaps. Or Shan.
Her voice echoed back to her from long ago, on the outskirts of Brightling�s Dale, scared and alone. Drop out of the sky, Shan. Please! Do as he says and save me! 
But there was no sky this far beneath River Holt. Only stone and pain and cruelty.
Only Gilliad�s law.
�You know what?� Gilliad leaned in closer, his body squashing hers to the wall, touching her everywhere, body and mind. �I think I still deserve to have you first. For old time�s sake.�
Horror seized her, the memory of his touches on the balcony when he had first held her prisoner, his savage kiss and vicious hands. With all the force she could muster, Jeren slammed her head forward into his. Pain blinded her, dizzied her, but it didn�t matter. Nothing mattered because he fell back, away from her, cursing and clutching his nose. Blood pumped from between his fingers and his guards caught him, steadying him on his feet.
Jeren wanted to laugh but it hurt too much. Far too much.
�That�s the way it�s going to be, is it? You two,� he snapped at the guards by the door. �Go and demonstrate what will happen if my sister continues to defy me. Now!�
She listened, unable to breathe, as they went to the next cell, unlocked the door and the next thing she knew Vertigern was screaming. Not just screaming. Howling in agony.
�No!� Alyssa shouted. She fell to her knees, clawing at Gilliad�s leg. �Please, my lord. Please, not my brother. Please, I beg you!�
The only reason he didn�t kick her aside was the child in her womb. Jeren saw that in his insane eyes as well.
�What do you want, Gilliad?� she asked in her calmest voice, belying the panic inside. �Stop torturing them and tell me.�
�Tell you? Don�t you know? It�s all I�ve ever wanted.�
�Me.�
His features softened abruptly. To her horror, he smiled. �Yes, Jeren. You. Even defiled by the Shistra-Phail�s touch. Even with Khain�s mark on you. But I can�t have you now, can I?�
Never could, she longed to say.
Vertigern fell silent. She hoped he was still alive. Not really for his sake, but for Alyssa�s. For Elayne�s.
�Not anymore, my brother.�
Gilliad growled like an animal and advanced on her again. He didn�t pause to look at her, to listen to her, to take into account her struggles. He sank his teeth right into her shoulder, biting hard through flesh and into the muscle beneath.
Jeren screamed, straining in the manacles, trying to tear herself away. He released her, smiling like a maniac, her blood covering his mouth and chin along with his. White hot pain seared through her.
�At least you�ll have that to remember me by. Clean her up, dress her like a civilised Holter and bring her to the Soul Chamber. Bring them both. Vertigern can serve one last purpose with his blood.� He stepped over the weeping ball that was Alyssa, glancing down at her as an afterthought with a look of cold disdain. �Someone return her to her own chamber. Get her out of my sight.�
The servants were more terrified of Gilliad than Jeren, no matter how barbaric her appearance. Armed guards made it impossible for her to get out of the room and the cowed faces and frightened eyes of the women attending her stole the fight from her as surely as if Gilliad had cast an enchantment.
Still, she had to try. �You�ve got to help me get out of here.�
Blank expressions greeted this statement until one got up the courage to speak. �He won�t just kill us, if we help you.� The woman was older, her face drawn with concern. �He�ll take our families as well. He�ll give them to those creatures of his.�
Of course, he would. He ruled through terror and cruelty, just as she had known he would.
�Fine, I�ll do it myself.�
One of the girls gave a sob and turned away, her shoulders shaking as she wept silently.
�If you leave, Lady Jeren, you condemn us all. And those we love,� said the older woman. Stern eyes studied the indecision on her face. �Please, my lady.�
That defeated her, more surely than Gilliad and his threats. She couldn�t let them die, not like Mina and Devyn.
Too many people have died for me. Someone else will come to take my place. Someone else... who�ll do it right.
The tattoo on her shoulder burned.
It wouldn�t matter, would it? Not now. One way or the other she was doomed. Gilliad on one side, Khain on the other.
And Shan... lost.
�Very well,� she whispered, bowing her head. The women gave sighs of relief and set about their assigned tasks, pulling out her gowns, pouring hot water and bath oils into the tub. Jeren walked to the balcony. This was the same room he had imprisoned her in before, when he had also held Shan captive. When life and freedom unrolled before her like a dream. If she could just grab it.
Well, she�d tried. At least she had tried.
What did it matter that she�d failed?
Jeren let them fuss and fret over her. She let take her Feyna clothes away and sat in the bath while they washed her. They cleaned her wounds, applied healing ointments and passed no comments on the bite mark her brother had given her when they dressed it.
Then one of them plucked at one of her braids, ready to undo it.
Jeren surged up to her feet, water sloshing everywhere and they cried out in alarm.
�What is it? What�s wrong?�
�My hair stays as it is.�
And uncomfortable silence filled the room. Eventually, the older woman spoke again. The others deferred to her in mute relief. �But my lady, that�s the mark of a savage.�
Jeren kept her face flat, reining in her anger. They didn�t know any better, did they?
But she thought of Indarin�s nobility, or Lara�s spirit and grace, and of Shan. Of all the wonders that went to make up her Shan.
The man she had sent away.
The man who had become a monster.
Her husband.
Jeren swallowed hard. �Maybe.� Her voice sounded much more certain than she felt. �Maybe, but I earned them. I�m keeping them. Don�t untie them.�
�Your brother will not be��
Patience exhausted, Jeren rounded on her. �What�s your name?�
�Ilydona Fray, my lady,� she said with quiet dignity.
�Well, Ilydona, I don�t want to please my brother. Do you know what would please my brother when it comes to me? Do you know what he intends to do with me?�
Horrified silence greeted her. They looked anywhere but into her eyes.
And the pain of it made her eyes sting. �You do know, don�t you?�
Ilydona laid a soothing hand on Jeren�s arm. �We know, my lady. But what can we do about it? What can any of us do? He is the Lord of River Holt, the Scion of Jern. And his powers have grown vast. All we can do is endure.�
�Enduring isn�t enough.� Jeren stepped from the water and took the soft towel she was offered. She wrapped it around her body and pulled it tight.
Her hands tingled with magic, her anger setting in, humming inside her. Magic that she could use, surely, no matter how paltry others thought it.
The Seers had shown her that, though they had not meant to. Magic that could heal. Magic that could harm.
She knew what she had to do.
�Very well,� she told the servants. �Do it. Make me beautiful for him. Make me the Holtlady he wants. Dress me in finery, decorate me with jewels. Just get me close to him.�
That was all it would take, she assured herself.
Her fingers tingled at the thought and Khain�s mark on her shoulder throbbed with dark pleasure.
She just had to get close enough.
Night fell over River Holt and Jeren stood on the balcony of the chamber transformed. The finery formed a cold, hard shell around her. She had never looked so beautiful nor so unlike herself. Through all the preparations she never complained.
Holtladies don�t complain, Mina Roh had taught her, a lifetime ago.
Jeren felt the old regimens of duty closing over her like a coffin.
Then she felt it, the brush of another mind, another soul. Not human, not Feyna, not anything that should be in River Holt. She stared down, leaning on the rail while the wind played against her skin.
She couldn�t see in the darkness, not clearly, couldn�t push her vision to perform beyond its natural capabilities.
But the mind was still there and when it pinned its attention on her, a burst of joy, of elation, roared through her.
Naul?
She struggled to keep the shock to herself, blinked and tried to see more.
�Lady Jeren, are you ready?� Her escort of five guards stood waiting for her. Jeren dug her fingers into the balcony rail.
If Naul was here, who was with him? Had Elayne and Leithen brought help? Or was it�she hardly dared to think it�was it Shan and Indarin?
No. No, this would lead her nowhere. She knew what she had to do. The chance of surviving was non-existent. Hopes like this would just undermine her intent.
Run away Naul. Tell them if you can. Run as far and as fast as you can.
Whether the wolf-cub heard her, or even understood, she couldn�t tell. She turned, stiff-backed to face the guards. Even they looked ashamed.
Ah, but fear was a much stronger master than shame, especially here, where they knew fear intimately, where they had felt its claws and teeth in the shadows.
Holding her head erect, Jeren swept through the room and the guards hurried to follow. As she passed Ilydona sank back into a chair and buried her face in her hands.
Through the familiar corridors and chambers of River Holt, rooms where she had grown up, played, followed on her father�s coattails, Jeren marched with a purpose. She barely noticed the tapestries she had once pored over, the paintings depicting long dead ancestors or the trophies and prizes they had won in all their many battles and wars.
These familiar-as-her-own-heart things slid by her as she focused on what had to happen. She would kill her brother. Or be killed.
Because if she wasn�t, her fate would be so much worse.
Stairs wound downwards, and once on the ground floor, they headed onwards, towards the dungeons and the mausoleum. Through moonlit courtyards, past sparkling fountains where flowers waved in the breeze, past colonnades and gardens, into the deeper darkness.
With a roar, Leithen threw himself out of his hiding place. His battle cry shook the walls around them. Swords flashed as the rebels attacked. Jeren caught a glimpse of Elayne as she crashed into the first of Jeren�s guards, bringing him down in a heap. She didn�t pause. Elayne never paused in battle.
�Jeren, this way.� Leithen pulled her to the side, shielding her from the fight.
Six guards, Elayne and her companions, and before Jeren could shove Leithen aside and find a way to arm herself, it was all over.
�Nice to see you again, Jeren,� said Elayne, hardly out of breath. She grinned, jubilant in her victory. Jeren had never seen her so animated. �Shall we get you out of here?�
If they expected exclamations of relief and gratitude, Jeren would disappoint them. She couldn�t waste the time. Not now. Escape was not the plan. Not anymore.
�No. We�ve got a chance to finish this. We might never get this close again.�
Every eye in the place frowned at her, Elayne, Leithen, Shistra-Phail and Holters. �Jeren, we need to get you to safety.�
Jeren shook herself free of Leithen and scooped up a sword from one of the fallen guards. It wasn�t hers. It was an entirely mundane weapon, but that didn�t matter anymore. She weighed it in her hand, testing it. Briefly, she wondered where Felan�s sword had gone. And her sect knife for that matter.
�We�ve got to stop Gilliad,� she told them. �For once and for all, I have to confront my brother and make an end of it. Who�s with me?�
They hesitated, staring at her in her gown and jewels. Then Elayne grinned. �We are, Lady Jeren. To the end.�
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The world was dark and fluid, made of shadows and tendrils of night. Shan shook his pounding head and found himself again. Bodies surged, one against the other, skin on skin, kissing, laughing, meeting and parting. Fellna bodies, lithe and elegant where before they had seemed skeletal. All was different inside the swarm.
Inside the swarm.
The Enchassa slid her hands up his chest and her tongue followed. Blind hunger tore through him and he wanted her, more than he had ever wanted anyone but Jeren.
But he couldn�t. He was here for one reason only, for Jeren. This was the only way to reach her in time.
�You�re stronger, Shan.� She purred the words just before she kissed him. �Stronger than before. Let�s see how strong.�
Her lips tore at him, teeth scraping his skin until blood flowed. Shan gasped as her hands continued to explore, as the other Fellna pressed in against them, murmuring their joy, their pleasure and pain combined.
�Come away with us,� the Enchassa said. �Come and serve him and live like this forever Shan. There�s no more pain when pain becomes one with pleasure. Serve him and I�ll make your life more than you can imagine, my Fair One.� She laughed and the sound rippled through him, from his head down to his groin and back. Pure pleasure, pure lust, all of it dark and twisted so as to bring his agony to a peak like ecstasy.
�I can�t. She�s in danger. Terrible danger.�
The note of the Fellna�s pleasure changed, sharpening to suffering. The Enchassa�s stroking fingertips stopped at his throat and closed on him, barbs of steel. �What has happened? Where is she?�
Other voices hissed around him, sibilant sounds that made his skin tighten. His head throbbed, as if his body was too tight to contain him. They were angry... no, they were afraid. Terribly afraid.
For Jeren.
�Her brother is insane. He wants��
The Enchassa snarled impatiently, lifted her free hand and plunged it into his mind. Shan screamed, his body convulsing in shock, but the Enchassa didn�t pause. Neither to mock nor to gloat. She wanted information.
�Show me!� Her command sent the images exploding inside his memory, of Gilliad when he had captured Jeren, of the things he had planned to do to her, of the insanity that made him want to bed and impregnate his own sister. Shan couldn�t help it. Even if he had wanted to hide anything from her, he could not have managed it.
He would have let her see any secret if only the pain would stop.
Abruptly it did. She released him, sliding her hand out again, the wisps and shadows that formed it solidifying as it came free.
Shan fell to his knees, gasping, retching while the Fell rose around him, hissing and snarling.
�No, it cannot be.� The Enchassa shook her hand as if she could dislodge his memories like drops of water. �Gilliad has sworn to serve our Master. He wouldn�t hurt her. He wouldn�t dare.�
�Then you don�t know him well enough. He�d swear anything to get to Jeren. Anything at all.�
The noise grew louder, the Fellna enraged, arguing, terrified.
Afraid for Jeren, as if his own terror had infected them.
�No!� The Enchassa�s voice shook the swarm to silence. �He cannot. You�ll see. He can not!�
She waved her hand and the darkness rippled like the surface of a pool. Stillness spread from the centre out and in it, Shan could see a chamber and clustered around the edge... they looked like figures in repose, effigies of the dead. A mausoleum. The sound of roaring water filled the air. And suddenly Shan knew it, the mausoleum in River Holt, burial ground of the Scions of Jern, where Jeren�s ancestors were meant to rest in peace.
Transformed to the most evil place imaginable.
Jeren screamed, her body stretched out on the floor. Cruel chains entangled her wrists and ankles, forcing her out into a star shape. A figure crouched over her, tore her clothes to shreds, ran his hands over her flesh, hit her, hurt her.
Raped her.
�No!� Shan�s voice rocked the world of the Fellna swarm and they joined in again, responding to him as readily as they did to the Enchassa. His rage engulfed them all. �You have to stop him. He�s taken her. He�s going to do it. Stop him.�
The Enchassa bared her teeth, tears streaming from her eyes. �Yes. Stop him. The traitor. We must stop him.�
The swarm closed around them again, their anger reflecting back on him, into him and Shan lost himself in their rage. His mind slipped into the unity of the hive and they swarmed, taking him with them.
To River Holt.
To Gilliad and Jeren.
To save her.
Shan fell into the darkness and the hunger of the Fell consumed him as well.

Chapter Thirteen 

Jeren ran ahead, despite Leithen�s protests. Even in the ridiculous gown, she could move faster than half the men there, except the Shistra-Phail.
�Indarin came back? Where is he?� And where was Shan? What had happened to him? She didn�t dare ask.
�Leading the assault on the citadel, trying to secure the heart of the Holt itself. He thought you�d be there, not here.� Elayne matched her stride for stride. �Where�s Vertigern? What did they do to him?�
�I don�t know.� Her voice shook as she lied. She guessed where he was. Gilliad had already told her his plan. Vertigern was in the Soul Chamber, waiting to die.
If he wasn�t dead already.
How could she tell Elayne that?
�Jeren I don�t know why he did what he��
�Gilliad promised to return Alyssa. He lied. And Vertigern got taken in.�
They slowed as the light faded ahead and went on in near complete darkness. �But he... he believes in you.�
Jeren shook her head, gesturing for Elayne to lower her voice. �He loves his sister more. I don�t blame him.� And that was when she realised she didn�t. He was weak, a fool. That was all.
Sighing, she squeezed Elayne�s arm briefly and then raised one finger to her lips.
They moved on in silence. Jeren crept towards the mausoleum, the only place he could have used, the only space big enough in the warren of passages beneath River Holt.
And stepped out into a nightmare.
Torches burned all along the walls, and Gilliad�s guards gathered around each one. They were all armed, all blank-faced, their loyalty secured by magic. She could sense its taint in the air around them. But they were only a mote on the periphery of her world.
Gilliad had Vertigern on his knees in the centre of the room, directly beneath the dome. And the blade he held at the Holter�s throat, flashed gold in the torch light. But Jeren couldn�t fail to recognise it.
Her sect knife.
Elayne gave a cry of horror and dismay. It echoed off the ceiling,
�Let him go!� Jeren yelled the words, marching towards Gilliad, as if unafraid. She couldn�t let him see her fear. Couldn�t let him see her hesitate or give him a single moment of power over her. Where was the sword? If he had her knife he wouldn�t have left the sword, no matter how much he hated it.
And she saw it, abandoned at the foot of her father�s tomb.
But Gilliad�s face just stretched out into a manic grin. �So glad you�re here,� he said. �Just in time too.�
And he thrust the knife into Vertigern�s side.
Not a killing blow, or rather one that would not kill quickly, though untended that was the inevitable end. He would bleed first. Bleed and bleed.
Elayne stifled a scream as her lover convulsed and sagged onto the floor, his blood pooling beneath him.
Even as Gilliad stepped back, as Elayne ran forward and grabbed Vertigern, trying to staunch the flow of blood, to save his life, even as Jeren took in a breath to shout a warning, the darkness came.
It rose like a choking, cloying tide, robbing them all of sight, of breath, of everything. And in its place was laughter.
Dark and terrible laughter.
Jeren�s legs gave out and the floor hit her hard, stealing her breath. The tattoo seared into her flesh all over again, like lines of fire writhing beneath the surface.
He was coming.
She could feel it with every beat of her heart, with every laboured breath.
He was coming.
�Jeren!� It was Leithen. She could hear him, but not see him. The darkness was complete.
�I�m here.� Her voice came out thin and stretched.
�And here you�ll stay.� Gilliad laughed. �Here you�re mine. And His.�
His footsteps echoed across the stone, slow and calculated. Coming towards her. He could see in this. How could he see?
Jeren pushed the pain to another place in her mind. She could deal with it later. She�d have to. She forced herself up from the ground and shook her head, trying to clear it.
Illusions. That was what the Fellna were all about. Illusions and lies.
Another sound came to her now, laboured breath, the slow scrape of cloth and skin on stone... someone crawling.
�Jeren, where are you?�
It was Leithen. Closer now, dragging himself through Khain�s own darkness to reach her.
Steel scraped against stone. Not common steel, but lighter, sharper�Feyna steel.
Leithen had the sword. Felan�s sword. Her sword.
His hand found her legs. She nearly jumped away before she realised it was him. �Here.� The darkness was crushing the life from him, his voice breathy, his great frame pressed to the ground, but still he pushed himself on. �Take it, Jeren. You need to see.�
Jeren took it from his hands and the ripple of its touch was like fresh water flowing through her system, like moonlight on the pools of Aran�Mor.
The darkness drew back, just a little, and she blinked, trying to find Gilliad, to focus on him. Before something else came.
It was his spell. A blood spell he had cast. If she could find him, if she could...
Kill him?
That was the problem, wasn�t it? Kill him and become him. His child wasn�t born yet and until then...
�You�re hesitating.� His voice chimed out through the chamber. �While you do that, which one of them will I kill next? Your faithful traitor, Roh? Or the sword-maiden? Mind you I doubt that she�s much of a maiden now��
A thud and a curse followed. �Doesn�t matter much, does it?� Elayne�s voice was a snarl.
�Lucky shot,� said Gilliad. �But I don�t need luck.�
Elayne gasped and the sound of something hitting the ground met Jeren�s ears. Something solid, clad in armour. Elayne.
Gilliad could see. Gods blast him, he could see in this cloying blackness.
The sword warmed in her hand and her magic flared to her aid. Not healing her, not exactly, but...changing her.
Dim shadows grew more distinct. Gilliad stood before her, but just as quickly darted away.
Where was he? Jeren struggled forwards, trying to move quickly while still allowing her eyes to adjust, to improve. Gilliad laughed, the sound drawing her on, pulling her after him. She cursed under her breath and kept going, pushing herself harder, faster. She had to find him. She had to stop him before�
The sound of steel on steel, the grunt of someone, a blend of surprise and pain, another body falling.
�No!� Her voice broke off the stones of the chamber. And her vision came back. It opened out around her, a dome overhead. Once the mausoleum, but the crypts had been shattered, the bodies gone. It was a Soul Chamber, the place of Khain�s power. And in the centre stood Gilliad. Leithen slumped at his feet, life bleeding out all over the floor.
Three of them now.
The pulse in the air quickened.
Blood feeds the body... blood feeds the god... blood feeds the swarm... 
Elayne�s eyes stared at the ceiling like glass jewels, all the light draining from within them. Not dead, but bleeding out.
�God and goddess, no,� Jeren gasped. �Please no.�
But her gods couldn�t hear her. Not in this place.
The darkness swirled deeper once more, like ink in water. Not just Khain�s power this time, not just his imminent approach. A swarm was coming, a group of Fell so powerful they would take her, and hold her for her brother and their god. She needed to get out.
But Gilliad still stood there, laughing at her, blood dripping from the blade. He had to be stopped. Had to be put down.
She started forwards, Felan�s blade like an iron weight in her hand. It hadn�t been made for killing her own family, for killing those she loved. But it had to. She had to. And not for herself alone. For all the others. For all those she had allowed to die, allowed to fall beneath the shadow. For Shan. So he wouldn�t have to.
She took another step forward, towards the centre, towards her brother. Her heart pulsed too hard, her chest tightening around it. It hurt. Dear goddess it hurt. She forced herself onwards while Gilliad laughed. The mark on her shoulder flared white-hot.
And all of a sudden, he stopped.
His body stiffened, his eyes bulging and he dropped the knife. It fell with a clatter and he convulsed where he stood.
The pain fell away and the cloying darkness went with it.
Jeren stood very still, wondering for a moment�just a moment�if somehow it was all over.
Then Gilliad opened his eyes again.
Eyes, black and empty, like obsidian or oil, like windows onto the void. Eyes that stared at her nevertheless.
Eyes that were not his own.
�I can feel your approach like the coming of a storm, Jeren.� His voice rolled over her, just as the darkness had done, smothering her in his presence.
Not Gilliad.
Nothing so easy to overcome as her brother.
Khain smiled, a thin cruel smile that sat oddly on Gilliad�s face, a smile that belonged there no more than the eyes. The smile of the dark god himself.
Jeren�s bravery fled. Her body froze beneath his gaze and the sword hung from her hand, too heavy to lift.
Khain took a step forward, and stretched out his hand.
�I don�t think you need that anymore, my love.�
The mark on her shoulder warmed this time, a slow, insidious warmth that spread down her arm until her hand spasmed, dropping the sword. If fell with a clatter and lay, abandoned, at her feet.
Run, her mind told her. Run away. But she couldn�t. There was nowhere to go.
His hand closed on her shoulder and she sobbed as he pressed the material of her gown against his mark.
�Oh, they chose well in you. They chose so very well.�
His other hand reached out and she flinched as he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. So tender and intimate a gesture had never been carried out with such threat.
Jeren�s eyes burned with tears. Khain trailed a fingertip along the line of her cheekbone, watching as her tears brimmed up, spilled over her lashes and trailed down her skin.
He caught one on his finger and brought it closer to examine it, staring at the dampness. He rubbed it against his thumb and then opened his mouth so he could taste her tears.
He closed his eyes, the skin around them softening with pleasure.
�Yes. Very well. A bride of noble birth, a spirit like fire and a passion that will fight and fight. Magnificent.� He released his finger with a pop and smiled as he opened his eyes again.
Jeren�s mind recoiled from the nothingness she saw there.
�Shall we consummate this, my love? Shall I take you and bind you to me for eternity?�
She tried to shake her head. She tried so hard the tendons in her neck strained like wires stretched too far. But she couldn�t.
God and goddess help her, she couldn�t.
Khain shoved both her shoulders and she fell back.
The ground slammed into her back, what little breath she had left forced from her aching body. He loomed over her. Still smiling.
No. This couldn�t be happening. No! A nightmare beyond nightmares.
But she�d seen a child. She�d seen a woman who didn�t really look like her, a shell of herself, presenting a child to River Holt.
His child.
Oh sweet Liath, no! I can�t, I won�t. Please, don�t do this. Don�t let this happen! Please!
Strength came from somewhere, strength she shouldn�t have. She rolled aside, pushed herself up on all fours and launched herself forwards, her only intent to run for the door, to get out and god help anyone or anything in her way.
Run! Run now!
Khain inhaled deeply�smelling her, tracking her�and gave a short laugh.
Save me, Shan. Drop out of the sky and save me.
But no one was coming. No one was ever coming. She stumbled over Leithen�s body and he groaned, his eyes fluttering back in his head.
Run!
She�d promised Doria. She�d sworn, she wouldn�t let anything happen to him. And here he was, slowly bleeding to death before her. Because of her. She couldn�t leave him. She couldn�t leave any of them.
A wire made of shadows lashed out at her, cracking like a whip it moved so fast. It snapped around her wrist, pulling her arm back behind her, jerking her off her feet.
Crack. Another seized her foot, dragging her back towards him. She screamed, scrabbling on the stone floor with her free hand, her skin scraping against it, her nails tearing. She couldn�t get a grip, couldn�t gain purchase.
He dragged her back towards him, inch by agonizing inch.
A third tendril of shadows lashed itself around her free arm, wrenching it out to one side. They flipped her whole body over, and another wire wrapped itself around her leg, immobilising her, stretching her wide.
Pinned out like a star, she could only watch him bear down on her, the malevolence torturing the face she had once known as well as her own into something new and terrible.
�No, please no.� Her words came out in a rush of air.
Khain knelt down, that awful smile still twisting Gilliad�s mouth. Leaning over her, he pressed his body to hers, his hands making light work of her clothing. She closed her eyes against him, her teeth biting the inside of her mouth, blood choking her.
His mouth forced hers apart, his kiss brutal while his touch began her violation.
This is not me. This will never be me. She tried to fill her mind with other things, with anything, tried to push reality away, anything, anything to make it stop.
With a soft boom like the shockwave of an eruption, fresh shadows filled the chamber.
Khain cursed as he released her. �What is the meaning of this?�
He rose with a grace that belied his semi-human appearance. Flexing his hands to fists at his sides, he turned to face the blossoming darkness.
The shadows parted, the Fell materialised and in their midst, someone else. His pale skin shone in the darkness. His silver eyes gleamed with rage, with knowledge of betrayal. His braids whispered as he lifted his head and stared at her. At them both.
Shan.
�Well, well,� the thing that had once been her brother sneered as he spoke. �Company.� The Enchassa appeared at Shan�s side, and more of the Fell. They fanned out, hostile eyes blazing.
�Let her go.�
His voice only barely registered with her. It was Shan. Her mate, her lover, her husband. Shan.
And he�d come with the Fell.

Chapter Fourteen 

Shan fought to stay still, to remain calm, though inside his mind he howled at the sight of Jeren pinned out like a sacrifice. He wanted blood, he wanted vengeance. His sword called to him. It wanted the same. And so did the Fellna now.
He could sense it, feel it like a fluttering in the back of his mind, like a second pulse in his veins.
The desires, the needs of the Fellna swarm which had claimed him.
He could feel their wants as his own. And they could feel his. As part of the swarm, everything was shared.
He wanted Jeren. He wanted to taste the blood of anyone who harmed her. And so did they.
�Release her.� His command echoed through all of them, even the Enchassa. She shuddered with the force behind the words and raised a hand.
The shadowy chains holding Jeren dissolved. She gave a sob, so frail and helpless a sound, and curled in on herself.
Everything that remained of Shan wanted to go to her, to gather her in his arms and take her far away. But the new part of him just wanted vengeance for what had been done to her. He wanted to see her attacker bleed.
More than bleed.
He advanced on Gilliad, the Fellna seething around him but before he could attack, the Enchassa gasped, sinking her claws into his arms, forcing him to stop.
�What have you done?�
Gilliad glared at them, a thin smile flickering at the corners of his mouth. �Ah, understanding dawns.�
With a cry of horror, the Enchassa dropped to the ground, grovelling before him. And Khain�not Gilliad, but the dark god himself wearing the face of Shan�s loathed enemy�folded his arms across his chest.
�That will hardly help, will it?�
�Master, command me.�
He didn�t say anything. He didn�t need to. The Enchassa reeled back, the Fellna swarm falling away with her. She sobbed out a series of words Shan couldn�t catch, didn�t want to know the meaning off.
Dark power radiated from the man who was not a man standing before him. His mind recoiled. How could he have dreamed this would work? That he could stand before Khain when he was already half-Fell himself? A major part of his soul cried out to him to abase himself and beg for mercy.
But Khain was not a god of mercy.
And he�d attacked Jeren.
Shan�s grip tightened on the sword hilt and he clenched his jaw.
The pain came from everywhere at once. Lightning arched through his body, sending him to his knees. He fought to keep his screams inside. He wouldn�t show weakness. Couldn�t give them the satisfaction. He ground his teeth together and blood filled his mouth.
Khain smiled, enjoying his suffering. But he wasn�t doing anything. There was no need.
The Enchassa circled Shan�s kneeling body, her cat-soft feet barely making a whisper on the stone. The pain ebbed, just a little, though it hummed on through him, a thin beam of agony that could, at any second blaze forth once again. He found his breath, gasped for air.
�You used me.� The Enchassa slapped his face, snapping his head to one side with the force of the blow. �You used us.� To get here, yes. But they�d decided it was Gilliad. By the goddess, he had thought it was Gilliad.
The Fellna behind him hissed and spat. They weren�t just angry now, but enraged. The blood lust was growing too much for them. He could feel it pounding through him, like a hammer at the base of his brain.
�I did what I had to.� He spat out the words, the only way he could produce them.
�For her?� The Enchassa flexed her long fingers, the steely nails glinting in the torchlight. �For a Holter? For his sister?�
�That�s not Gilliad.�
She hit him again, harder, using magic to reinforce her strength. �Of course it isn�t. It�s your god. Bow down and worship him. Beg for forgiveness.�
Like bands of iron pressing around his body, her power crushed him down. He fought it, even as his muscles burned, even as his bones compressed. His brain burned but he fought. He had to fight.
Khain wasn�t a god of forgiveness any more than he was one of mercy.
Nothing was going to make Shan bow down. Nothing.
His body burned, tears like acid in the corners of his eyes. Tendons stretched out like wires, and his arms jerked out in front of him.
�You�re going to kill him.�
Jeren, it was Jeren. Her voice, her beautiful voice, thin with terror.
Shan tried to focus on her, drawing strength from her presence alone. With Jeren near him he could fight anything, he would fight anything. For her. For her love.
�Eventually.� The Enchassa tightened her grip on him, the touch of her mind like knives in his brain. �I know what you�re thinking, Shan. I know��
And it happened. A flurry of movement, the flash of a blade, the world twisted and the power snapped off as the Enchassa screamed.
Not anger, not rage this time. Pain. Genuine terror and pain.
She fell at Shan�s feet, Jeren�s sect knife in her back.
�No!� Khain�s roar knocked Shan flat on the ground and Jeren landed beside him, her face white and drawn with fear.
She reached out for him, her hand shaking. Shan struggled towards her, making himself move though his whole body protested.
�Shan, you came,� she said. �I prayed you would and you came.�
�Always. Whenever you need me.� Their fingers brushed and for a moment, just a moment, his heart leaped up in his chest with relief.
An invisible force seized Jeren and flung her away from him. She cried out but the sound was cut off as she slammed into the floor on the far side of the chamber.
The urgency, the fear, the panic all returned, almost crushing him, but Shan surged to his feet and the Fell flocked around him. With the Enchassa gone, they didn�t know what to do, so they followed him, feeding off his strength, calling to him.
�Are you seriously trying to defend her?� Khain walked towards him, a curious frown passing like a ghost over his brow. �Don�t you realise who I am?�
�I know who you are.� Shan reached out and the Fellna brought him his sword. It fitted back into his hand. It felt so right there. So very right.
�She�s mine,� said Khain, without reacting to the weapon, or the Fellna�s apparent conspiracy. �Come to that, so are you.�
The Fellna pressed closer, sliding against him, touching his mind and his will, steeling him. It wasn�t just the sword. He was the weapon.
Why were they helping him? He didn�t know. He didn�t care.
Only one thing mattered, and she lay too still. Far too still.
And Khain stood between them.
A god.
He was only a god.
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A gentle touch brought Jeren from the shadows where she�d found respite. At first she thought it was Shan. It had to be Shan.
�Jeren,� said Indarin. �Jeren, can you hear me?�
She struggled weakly back to consciousness. Wearily.
The sound of swords drew her back from the quiet, from safety.
Her head throbbed and something warm and sticky covered the side of her face. It hurt. Dear gods it hurt.
�Shan.� Her voice grated out his name.
But Indarin answered. �We�ve got to leave. I�ve got to get you out of here. Can you hear me?�
He pulled her to her feet, but she shook him off.
And saw them. It was the Dance, just as Shan had called it so long ago. Combat so fierce, so fluid and so mesmerizing that she could hardly look away.
Shan and Khain danced across the floor, locked in that combat, their weapons a blur of silver while around him the shadows swirled and coiled in a maelstrom.
�Jeren.� Indarin again, his hand on her arm, insistent, pulling her away from them. �We�ve got to get out.�
�No.� How could she leave? Shan was there. Her Shan.
�Don�t make me carry you out.�
�The others. I have to help them.� Her sword lay on the ground beside her. Once she had thought of it only as Felan�s sword, but no more. She knew it now. It was part of her as much as her magic. She ran to it, snatched it up and headed for Leithen.
She�d promised Doria she would look after him. She had sworn an oath. Kneeling beside him, she pressed her hands to his bleeding body and unleashed her magic.
It drained from her, into him and Leithen coughed, coming awake again as startled as a child roused from a nightmare. Jeren grabbed the sword and used it to root herself, to bring her magic back under control before it could slip her grasp.
�Jeren!� Indarin followed her, cursing under his breath. �Jeren, please.�
Elayne next. She sank to her knees beside her friend and repeated the healing. It was harder this time. Elayne had been hurt earlier, and her wounds were more severe. Jeren�s hands shook.
�Get Leithen to safety,� she told Indarin without casting so much as a glance at him. Or at the swordfight happening behind her. She couldn�t look. If anything happened. If Khain won...
Focus, she commanded herself. Do what needs to be done. Don�t think. Don�t, whatever you do, think.
Elayne stirred, also awakening, her wounds healed. Jeren knew she should be feeling this, that fixing so many fatal wounds should be hurting her as well. But there was nothing. Or else the pain she was already feeling was too great.
Or her fear was.
Fear. She glanced over her shoulder.
Shan didn�t move like Shan anymore. Or rather he did, but every nuance of movement was exaggerated in grace, his abilities charged with lightning. Fighting a god, his eyes black as shadows, his body flowing between movements, while the Fellna seethed around him. They were helping him, healing and strengthening him, changing him.
No. They had already changed him. When they took him. When he left her.
At least she�d made the bitch that started it pay.
Just like I promised. A Scion of Jern always keeps her promises.
�Jeren.� Elayne pulled away from her and lurched towards the last slumped body. Vertigern. The man who had betrayed her, who had brought them here. �He�s still alive, Jeren. Please!�
The anguish in her voice was like a dose of cold water. Easy to be cold and withdrawn, easy to stay distanced when the only person Jeren cared about was lost, changed, had turned into... someone, or something else.
But when they were hurt, when they were slowly and painfully dying�
She glanced back at Shan, watched him slide beneath Khain�s sword, folding back to avoid it, his body far too fluid, even for a Fair One.
If she saw him hurt, if she saw him fall... It didn�t bear thinking about. Was that the torture Elayne was going through now? She�d already seen her lover change, seen him hurt.
Could she watch him die?
�That way,� Indarin shouted to the Feyna filing into the room. Their amazement lasted only a moment as the Fellna met them in an angry wave. �Seal the area. Don�t let them out. None of them. Or River Holt is lost.�
Jeren breathed out, gripping the sword hilt so hard it dug into her palm. �Let me see.� Still Elayne hesitated. �I�ll do what I can, I promise.�
Vertigern was almost gone. His heart fluttered, hardly able to go on. Blood filled his mouth, stained all down the side of his body. He�d lost so much.
And worse, she sensed, he didn�t want to go on. Not after what he�d seen. Not after what he�d done, or been tricked into doing.
Shan gave a grunt of pain that was half-snarl. Jeren�s whole body started, as if hit by lightning. But the clash of metal continued. He was still alive, still fighting. And that was all that mattered, wasn�t it?
Jeren pressed her shaking hands to Vertigern�s broken body and willed him well. Golden light flooded her, more than she�d ever channelled before. This place, and the sword, and all the wild energies surging through her swept her magic along with it, churning it up into a frenzy.
Too much. It was far too much.
Vertigern coughed, spitting out blood and jerked up, almost crashing into Jeren in the process. So quick a healing, so bewildering a sensation, Jeren�s head reeled sickeningly, even as Elayne grabbed him in her arms and pulled him up.
�Get him out of here,� said Jeren. She would deal with it later. She�d have to. Because right now only one thing mattered. �Indarin, what happened to Shan? How did he get back here? With them?�
Indarin stiffened and his eyes turned hard. So very hard. �He called them, went with them. I think he intended to use them to reach you. But��
�But?�
�Look at him.�
So she did. The one thing she didn�t want to do was to watch Shan, to see the changes, to accept that the Shan before her was not the same man anymore.
The Dance flowed on�Shan, holding his own against a god. And she had never doubted he was capable of it. Not for a moment. He was her husband. He�d pulled her out of the snow, had freed her from a life of duty and obligation if only for a little while. He had loved her.
He still did. That was why he�d gone with the Fell. That was why he was here. He was magnificent. Terrible. So beautiful.
And then it happened.
Her nightmare, her worst imaginings, and the one thing she dreaded above all others.
Shan missed one step and Khain�s sword found its mark. The Dance stuttered to a halt as Shan jerked on cold steel.
The scream inside her stopped at her throat. It couldn�t be happening. Couldn�t. Not to him.
Her body wouldn�t move. So it couldn�t be real. It had to be a dream.
Her mind howled that one thing, even as he fell, like a ragdoll, onto the unforgiving stone.
��Indarin, what�s the spell? How is Khain bound in Andalstrom? How was the dark god freed? We need to reverse it, put him back there.�
Khain raised the sword, ready to finish him off.
�I can�t cast it,� Indarin protested.
�Just say it. Now!� She grabbed his arm and channelled everything she had into him.
Words flowed from the former Shaman, words which altered the world around them, words of power.
Khain stopped his blow, staring at them in something like confusion. Wounds covered his body, wounds which would have killed a mortal man. But he was a god, albeit one in a human body. He kept it alive. And his blood wasn�t the only blood on him. Shan�s coated him too, and his had fallen on Shan. The oldest magic seethed at so much blood, so many wild energies loose in the chamber.
Jeren reached out to Khain�s wounds, through Indarin�s spoken spell. She called on them not to heal, but in the way Fethan and the Seers had taught her, she bid them bleed and give that energy to those who needed it, to Shan, to herself, to all of them.
�What do you think you�re doing?� Khain started forward, intending perhaps to stride towards her, to kill Indarin as well and push her to the ground again. Jeren panicked, throwing more energy at him.
Indarin groaned, his voice sharpening in pain, but he didn�t stop the spell, didn�t run out of words.
Wondrous, magical words.
Die, Jeren wanted to shout, but she didn�t have the strength to speak. Everything she had inside her, and could draw on from the chamber itself, everything she was needed to stop Khain, to drive him back.
Realisation spread across his face, which had once been Gilliad�s face. Pain filtered across those familiar features, confusion.
�What are you� No. Stop this, Jeren. I command it.�
The tattoo seared into her flesh, burning into her like acid. He tried to drive her back, to grind her down beneath his will, to break her and so break the spell.
No! She pushed harder, dredging up everything she could, drawing on his magic, letting it grind into her, even as she fed it back through Indarin.
The Shaman�s voice dropped to a monotone, a chant that made the air vibrate with power. His body jerked against hers and for a moment she wondered if she could break free now, if it was even possible. He was a puppet and she controlled him, his mouth her voice, her power.
Light, words, magic, blood...
The world they knew imploded. Jeren�s cry finally found a way to freedom and Indarin�s echoed it.
But Khain�s shout of rage drowned out both.
Darkness bled to silence. Jeren�s aching body reminded her that she was still alive. Indarin lay across her and even as she groaned, he rolled aside, breathing hard.
�Indarin?�
�Still here.� His voice sounded like he�d screamed for a month. Whereas she felt like a wrung out rag. So weak. So very weak.
All else was silent.
Until she heard a small howl, filled with pain, with loss.
Naul.
Jeren scrambled across the chamber to where the wolf cub nudged at Shan. How he had found his way into River Holt, let alone down there, she couldn�t guess. But she�d learned never to underestimate a wolf.
She reached Shan, shooing the frantic cub gently aside. He slumped face down, one arm sprawled out to the side. Too still.
Oh gods, far too still.
She rolled him onto his back and as she did, his eyes opened, staring at her like a drowning man at the shore. Not a trace of Feyna silver remained. The entirety of both eye were black as oil, and yet she didn�t doubt he saw her.
His lips tried to rise in a smile.
�Jeren.�
�Lie still. Let me help.�
She marshalled her abilities again, ready to heal him, but as she pressed her hands to his wounds, nothing happened. Nothing at all.
�You�ve drained yourself, little one. You need to rest, to recover.�
Her magic swirled inside her. It wasn�t gone. It was just... refusing to be put to use.
Almost as if it was hiding.
In the moment of that realisation, she felt them press close, their bodies cold and smooth, their voices whispering of love and comfort. The Fellna. Only a few of them left now after their battle with the Feyna and the destruction of Khain�s hold on Gilliad.
�No.� Jeren pulled Shan into her arms, holding him back from them. �No. I won�t let you take him. Not again.�
Their hands reached out, not clawed and taloned now, but gentle, soothing. They stroked his skin, his hair. They shone like polished jet as they sang softly.
�What have you done, Shan?� Indarin�s voice sounded hushed with reverence.
�Accepted them. And they�ve accepted me. So much magic in this place. We�ve changed. Joined. And we�re still changing. Can�t�� He grimaced. �Can�t stop it.�
Five voices murmured in response. Only five of them left.
Could she take them all if they decided they wanted Shan? Could she stop them?
�Don�t try,� Shan told her. He reached up and his hand trembled as he pressed it against her cheek to brush away tears she didn�t know she shed.
�You know my thoughts?�
He smiled. Gods, it hurt when he smiled like that. �They can help me, little one. But if it be your will, I�ll die here happily.�
It took a moment to realise that she was shaking her head, little movements, jerks that made her neck ache. What was she saying no to? Letting them help him? Or letting him die?
How could she let him die?
Naul whined again, his cold nose pressing under her hand, his tongue licking Shan�s skin beneath.
How could she let anyone die when she had the power to save them, even if the power was not her own?
�You�ve changed the Fellna?� Indarin murmured. �How? That isn�t even possible. Is it?�
Shan tried to shrug, his body spasming with the pain of doing so. �You lost your magic, but you still managed to exorcise the god of shadows, didn�t you?�
�With Jeren�s help.�
He smiled, his dark eyes finding her again. Love filled them, making that darkness into something rich and all-enveloping. �Yes. With Jeren�s help. She changes things. She changes everything.�
�I didn�t change you.� Her voice broke on a sob. �I didn�t...�
�But you did. From the first moment we met. And now its time again, Jeren.�
She nodded. She didn�t want to but it was the only way. They could help him and she could not.
Letting go was impossible. But she managed it.
The new creatures Shan had created from the Fellna took him from her, and then they were gone.
And so was Shan. A cloud of shadows and swirling deep darkness of a night in between the stars filled the space where he had been. Slowly it crystallised, hardened, with a tinkling sound like the hardening of molten glass cooling.
Jeren shuffled back, and found Indarin helping her to her feet.
And that was when she saw Gilliad.
Her brother lay too still, bleeding from so many wounds, his body broken. But he looked at her, his eyes so bright with pain. She changed her course, heading straight for him.
�Jeren, leave him,� Indarin said. �He�s dying. Let him be.�
She shook him off. �No.�
�You want revenge, I understand that, but this isn�t the way��
Reaching her brother�s side, she knelt down. He tried to speak, but his voice failed him. He was dying.
�I can�t,� said Jeren. �You don�t understand, Indarin. If he dies��
�You tried with Shan.�
�Shan has changed. He hasn�t.�
�Or perhaps you have.�
�Not yet.� It was only a whisper. It was another nightmare. Not the worst. She�d already lived through the worst.

Chapter Fifteen 

Jeren knelt over her brother�s broken body and tried to summon a single defined feeling. Everything swirled and churned inside her. Gilliad smiled, or tried to. Much of his face seemed to sag away from his skull. There was so much blood. The whole chamber seemed to be swimming with it.
What did that matter anymore? She was getting far too accustomed to blood.
His voice, when he found it, was as fractured as the rest of him. Khain had not left willingly. He had shattered Gilliad�s body as he struggled to hold on.
�Let go.�
She shook her head. �I�ve already lost someone this day, Gilliad. I can heal you. I can help you.�
�Nothing can�help me, Jeren�Too late for that. Too much done.�
�No.�
�No.� He laughed, but that sent him into shudders of agony. �So stubborn. Always so stubborn. Let me go. Please, sister��
Her magic coiled inside her, waiting, eager now. For Gilliad. She wanted to scream with the horror of it. For Shan, it hid. For Gilliad it practically spilled out of her.
�You can�t die,� she said and poured her power into him, determined to drag him back to health no matter what, determined that he should live so that she didn�t have to become a monster.
Something rose up inside him. For a moment she thought, it was his power rising to meet hers, to challenge it and fight it off, but it didn�t.
It twisted around her magic and for a moment she thought he wanted to live too. Her heart surged inside, buoying her up. He was her brother again. She could hear him, the boy he once was, her best friend.
His hand grabbed hers, the fingers biting into her skin. �I have to die, Jeren. I have to.�
A will far stronger than hers wrenched the control away from her. She scrabbled to hold onto it, but there was no way to do it. Her anger flooded her system, the injustice of it, the horrors she had seen and felt because of him. He goaded that rage, fuelled it, and she felt her magic change. Not healing, not now, but draining what vitality remained to him. Jeren fought for control, but in vain. Her magic slipped through her fingers and into Gilliad�s grasp where it changed, like Shan changed,� wringing out the last of her brother�s life.
He died with a sigh of relief.
Jeren dropped his corpse, pushing it away as quickly as possible, as if that would help. As if she could still escape.
She turned around, looking for something, anything that might help her. A way to stop it.
Indarin stood there. The other Feyna clustered around him, staring at her. Leithen�who she had told to escape, who had ignored her�fell to his knees, his face lifted to her in adoration.
�No,� she whispered. The sound bounced back from the stone walls, denying her, mocking her. �No, please.�
And then they came. All the voices, all the power, all the former Scions of Jern, right into her head and body, buffeting her, overwhelming her, taking her for their own.
Her body shook as they filled her and all their magic came with them. Was this what Gilliad had felt? This? Every day of his miserable life? No wonder he was insane. No wonder he felt such pain.
She struggled for equilibrium, for some small measure of control. She screamed out curses and clawed at their invisible touch. The fall should have hurt, but hitting the ground so hard was half as painful as the rush of noise inside her head.
�The sword.� The voice was older, masculine and filled with pity. �Where is my sword, Scion of Jern?�
Felan. It was Felan. She knew it as well as she knew her own name. He was here too, within her, his power and his presence.
�Sword,� she croaked, stretching out her clawed hand.
Leithen pressed the hilt into her hand, the hilt that gripped her as surely as she gripped it.
And suddenly all was still.
Jeren�s laboured breath calmed. The pain subsided and she forced her heaving chest to relax. She was drenched in sweat, but she was herself.
Yes, she was sure of that, at least.
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Shan struggled against the others, their healing touch crawling over his skin like encroaching ice. They meant well, he knew that. He knew so much about them now, as much as they knew about him. Just the six of them left, changed, no longer one or the other, Fellna or Feyna, but other. In every way.
�What are we now?�
They didn�t know. He sensed it, understood it, but didn�t hear an actual reply. They were as scared as he was, taking comfort in each other, in their closeness, their memory of a hive. But even that had broken. The underlying panic told him that as well. They were no longer connected in the same way and they were scared.
His body healed beneath their ministrations. The Fellna lived and breathed magic in a way the Feyna would never permit themselves to. But this was different as well. It flowed from them, not malicious or malevolent. Peaceful, healing, filled with love.
Fellna turned on the weak, the wounded, devoured them as they would prey.
But these creatures he had unwittingly created�
�For you are part of us, though you stand alone, and we are greater than Fellna or Feyna. We are...�
Even they didn�t have a name for what they were.
Stronger, better. Other.
The darkness gleamed, no longer frightening, no longer evil. It was beautiful. Shan reached out, ran his hand over their skin, his own so pale in comparison, and where he touched the colour changed to a deep blue. He painted whorls and spirals on their bodies and they laughed with the joy of it, touching him in return, marking him with similarly beautiful patterns. Changing him as they changed them.
Otherlings.
Released from the shadows, from slavery to a cruel mistress and an evil god, they exalted in their freedom, in their feelings, in the beauty of all around them. Transformation made their joy apparent even on their surface. The dark eyes remained, black and endless, filled now with compassion and timeless wisdom.
But still a loss remained inside Shan. A point of pain.
Like a wave of gold, glittering with shards of agony, Jeren�s magic burst into the Otherlings� retreat. They shied back, seeking to escape it but Shan held them still, calmed them with his will and they agreed to wait. To see. To experience this as well.
�I need to see her. My Jeren.�
They whispered among themselves, some chiding him, some trying to comfort him, but no one overruling the others. And even in that they amazed themselves.
�One should lead.�
�No, we should agree.�
�And if we cannot?�
�Then let the heart decide.�
The heart, Shan realised as they turned to him. They meant him. He was their heart. Perhaps. For as Fellna they had never felt such emotion before.
�I would dearly love to see her.�
�Though she rejects you? And us? Though she is as changed as you?�
He glanced down at his body, no longer pale Feyna skin but swirled with blue, vibrant and alive with magic.
�Even so,� he told them. �Just for one last time.�
They laughed and even that laughter was beautiful. �We know you better. One last time will never be enough. It will never be the last time, Shanith Al-Fallion.�
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Jeren�s body brought her out of her confused and bewildering dreams. The sound of the Falls, the oppressive weight of the underground chamber, and all the horrors were gone and for a moment, just a moment, she prayed she was back in the Spring camp with Shan. She reached out, expecting to find him stretched out alongside her, his body relaxed in sleep. But he wasn�t. Her hand came down on cold, clean linen.
She waited for his hand to close around hers, but it didn�t.
And she remembered. He was gone. Forever this time.
The Fellna had taken him away from her. She didn�t even know if he was still alive.
A shell closed around her heart. The only way she might survive this was to close off her feelings and keep her heart safe.
Opening her eyes, she saw the tower room that had been her prison twice now. Fitting, really, since it would be that very thing for the rest of her life.
�Lady Jeren.�
She leaped from the bed, startled and ready to fight, only to find Ilydona standing over there, her hands folded primly in front of her. Behind her, Leithen�s back was visible through the open door. Jeren briefly registered that she was clothed, much to her relief. She wore a nightgown and someone had dutifully washed all the blood away. Her braids remained intact. For that she was grateful.
�Leithen, report.�
He turned, startled to be called inside. Ilydona hid a scowl, a little too slowly to be convincing.
Leithen glanced at her dubiously, but then carried on. He was used to dealing with intimidating women, after all. When Doria got here, Jeren couldn�t wait to see the showdown between her and this new, self-appointed lady-in-waiting.
It made her freeze for a moment. She had already accepted it, hadn�t she? That she would have to stay here.
�We�ve secured the city,� said Leithen. �With relatively little bloodshed. The Shistra-Phail have encamped beyond the Old River Bridge and the Ariah is on her way to greet you as the new ruler of the Holt. We�ve envoys from several Holts coming as well. The council, or what remains of it, will attend you at your leisure. And Vertigern wants to see you.�
She almost groaned but suppressed it. There was something she really didn�t want to deal with right now. Instead, she cleared her throat.
�Is there any word of Shan?�
Leithen dropped his gaze from hers, hiding whatever he knew. �There�s been no change, my lady. There�s a� I don�t even know what to call it. A ball, like smoked glass, with lights swarming all over the surface. It�s still there, down in the mausoleum. Nothing has gone in, nothing has come out. Five Holtguards and five Shistra-Phail man it at all times and I check their reports myself.�
Jeren swallowed hard and nodded. �Keep me informed. Is Doria coming with the Ariah?�
A smile spread over his face, slightly foolish, soft and gentle. �Yes, Lady Jeren.�
Was this what she would face from now on? Gods, she couldn�t deal with that. �Just Jeren, Leithen. You know that.�
�Yes, Lad� Jeren.� Again she saw that smile. For her this time. The relief was palpable.
�Good. Right, well�� First things first. �Send for Vertigern and Elayne, together mind. As soon as Doria arrives, I want to see her too. And the Ariah, of course. Tell her it would be my honour.� She sighed, and her head throbbed with the enormity of it all. Those voices, they were still there, whispering in her ear, tormenting her with half-heard words. There was so much to do. �And have the council gather in the Great Hall. I�ll see them next��
�Lady Jeren!� Ilydona interrupted. �You must at least dress for the occasion.�
Her life from now on, she reminded herself. But she didn�t have to take it lightly. �Very well. Something simple, elegant and if it has fur of any kind� Naul! Where�s Naul?�
The wolf-cub had been there in the mausoleum. Where was he now? What had happened to him?
�Still in the chamber,� said Leithen. �Like he�s waiting.�
Everything stilled. Jeren�s heart beat too loudly, pulsing in her head as if it might explode. �Waiting for Shan?�
�I-I don�t know, my� Jeren.�
�My lady, I must insist�� Ilydona came back carrying a soft grey gown and slippers. Jeren grabbed them without even looking at them and tugged them on, ignoring the fine stitching and delicate ties.
�I need to go down there. I need to see for myself.� She was still trying to fasten the side as she stormed from the room with both of them hurrying behind her.
But she didn�t get far. She hadn�t made the stairs when she nearly collided with Vertigern and Elayne.
�Jeren!� Vertigern almost fell to his knees and she steeled herself for another bout of apologies and self-recrimination. But they didn�t come. �You have to help me. Please, she won�t listen. Talk to her. Tell her that no harm will come to her.�
�Harm come to� What are you talking about?�
�Alyssa,� said Elayne. �She thinks�she thinks you want her dead. Gilliad told her, while she carries his heir��
Jeren swore so loudly and comprehensively that Ilydona gasped in shock and covered her mouth. �Where is she? Elayne, show me to her rooms.�
They rushed up the staircase, Vertigern still begging her to help his sister, even though that was clearly what she was intending to do. Elayne, silent and determined, was the rock at Jeren�s side.
I�ll need her. If I�m to get through any of this, I will need her help every step of the way. Not just this, not just Alyssa and Gilliad�s legacy. But all of it. I�ll need Elayne�s help because I can rely on her. Even if I can�t rely on anyone else.
She drew them up in her mind. Leithen, Doria, Elayne... and Vertigern as her contact with the other Holts, her ambassador, so long as they kept him on a short enough leash. With Elayne�s guidance, he might just do. The guilt over what had happened should ensure he never made such a mistake again. That and Elayne. Jeren knew she�d have to make him marry her, for he�d plead duty or some such nonsense. And she�d also have to force Grey Holt to concede on that somehow.
She�d find a way. She had to.
He was a minor lord in the world of the Holts. She, on the other hand, was the Lady of River Holt. She�d make them listen.
The door was locked from the inside.
�I�ll fetch the key,� said Elayne hurriedly.
Jeren reached out with her powers, flexing the magic like newly discovered muscles. Powerful. Strong. Her will, her power, her command.
There was so much magic in her now. It came as a surprise to realise that she could control it and it would not control her. And if it got out of hand, she could use the sword to bring it back to heel. That much power at her beck and call, all the time, not just her ability to heal, but so much more. The temptation to use it just to feel it sing through her veins was palpable.
�No need.� She didn�t pause, not for a second. The lock clicked open, because she willed it to do so.
Jeren opened the door and heard a frantic sob.
Alyssa stood by the window, the open window, her hands clutching her swollen belly, her face white with terror.
�Stay away from me! I won�t let you hurt my baby. I won�t let you take him.�
She staggered back, too close to the window, unbalanced and hysterical.
�Alyssa.� Jeren forced her voice to be calm, to be reasonable and quiet. �No one is going to hurt you.� She stretched out her hand, palm up, harmless.
�He told me what you�d do. He told me over and over. If you win, if you take River Holt, you�ll want any competition to your rule destroyed. So your own can�can rule after you.�
�If you kill yourself, if you throw yourself out that window, he wins.� Jeren tried to edge closer. �Please see that. I won�t hurt you or your child. I�ll give you my word. I�ll swear it on my blood. Don�t let him win, Alyssa.�
�He did� he did� such things�� Her eyes glassed over with memories of nightmare. Jeren knew the feeling, understood the horror. He�d tried to do the same to her. Had wanted to do so very much more. �He took me away from my home. And he had people hold me down, tie me up like an animal. And he��
�He�s gone. He�s dead and gone.�
Not so dead as all that.
The voice in her head was a fly, but nothing more than that. A vague threat. She crushed it down making a mental note to wear the sword from now on.
�He�s dead. And he has no power anymore.�
His voice was gone, proof of that. Others whispered on, entities that lived inside her now, which she would have to deal with. But Felan was there too, and her father. Loving presences, strong and supportive. She had that. At least she had that.
And Shan, maybe? If he ever came out from that shell, if he was ever himself again. If Naul was waiting, so could she.
�You�you promise?� Alyssa whispered.
�Yes. Vertigern and Elayne will stay with you, to guard and guide you and your child.�
Alyssa relaxed suddenly, lowering herself to the ground, still hugging herself. Her tears were silent now.
�My son. He said it would be a son. But if you marry, if you have a child� What will become of him then?�
Jeren sank down to sit opposite her. �I have a husband, but I�ve lost him. And I�ll never have another. Or a child that River Holt would accept as its future ruler. Not if it was his. We can help each other, Alyssa. I promise. I need you too.�
Vertigern and Elayne approached gently, carefully. Traumatised by Gilliad, Alyssa was going to need help. They could give it to her.
Whereas Jeren could barely help herself anymore. She stood as they escorted the girl out of the room and Jeren looked around critically. Ilydona arrived with a host of servants and Jeren fixed her with a determined glare.
�Everything in here is to be changed, from the tapestries to the furniture. It must look like another room entirely, understand? And if she still doesn�t want to come back here, you find her another room altogether.�
�And for you, my lady? What are your orders regarding your own chambers? Would you move or stay where you are?�
For her? What did that matter?
What did any of it matter?
�I�ll survive. For as long as I have to.�
And that was all that mattered really.
�What are you planning?� the voices of her ancestors asked.
But she didn�t know. She simply didn�t know.
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Through the ether, Shan heard her call. Or felt it, perhaps. Hard to tell in a world where magic ruled, where minds joined and flowed together, and where the Otherling consciousness was all.
�I have to go.� The Otherlings didn�t like that. Perhaps there was more of Fellna to them than he had thought.
�We are only six. We should be together.�
�She�s my mate.�
They paused and he felt their reluctance to admit that, let alone accept it. Otherlings didn�t have mates. Didn�t need mates. They had each other.
That was something else he knew.
But he needed Jeren.
He tried to explain it to them, tried to show it, but they weren�t willing to understand, they wouldn�t accept it.
There was only one choice, only one thing he could do. He tore himself free of them. And failed.
Hands caught him, pulled him back, held him in their embrace. They didn�t hurt him, but they weren�t letting go. Not so easily.
Jeren needed him, wanted him. He could sense her heart crumbling before the destiny she bowed under.
His ties to her were stronger. Had to be stronger.
He reached out and found the only mind with as strong a connection to him as Jeren. The wolf cub, Naul. His friend.
Five Otherlings were too strong for him to fight alone. Far too strong.
But with the mind of a wolf, with the heart of a wolf. Even one so small.
Shan tore himself free and threw himself at the walls of their cocoon. The shell shattered, sending shards of obsidian out in all directions, flying like missiles and disintegrating on the walls of the chamber.
He crouched in the centre of the devastation, Holtguards and Shistra-Phail sprawled around him, groaning, bleeding.
Naul darted towards him. At least he was unhurt. The frantic ball of fur and teeth hurled himself at Shan, dancing around him ecstatically. Shan reached down and the wolf stilled, sniffing his outstretched hand suspiciously. A little growl came from deep in his throat, but then he started to lick Shan�s fingers.
�Where�s Jeren?�
With a yap, the cub careened off, heading for the doorway out of this forsaken place. Shan, and the Otherlings, followed. They surged around him, their shimmering skin alive with the blue and black markings.
�Where do we go? What can we find? Will it bleed? Will it cry out?�
Shan held his breath as their need to explore the world took yet another dark turn. �I won�t let you hurt them. None of them, understand?�
�What are they? How are they made? How easily do they die?�
He cursed, the sound soft and low, reverberating in the tunnel as he led them away from those already wounded, as others raced ahead of them, crying out warnings, raising the alarm.
Monsters were coming.
Things from Andalstrom, things from the prison beyond, creatures of Khain�s imaginings. They called out for the guards, for Jeren to defend them with her magic, for the Shistra-Phail to stop the monsters.
Monsters who killed all in their way. Led by the most terrifying thing the poor humans had ever seen.
And then, he realised, they meant him.
As he stepped out into the courtyard above, the setting sun painted it red and gold, gleaming off the pools and fountains. His eyes winced in reaction to this light and the Otherlings made sounds of dismay.
�Where is the darkness? How can we see in this? How can we hunt?�
�It will be dark soon.� But even as he said it, he regretted his words. The wild joy that surged through them, through him, at the thought. The hunt would beckon once darkness fell, and there were so many living things here to hunt, to kill.
God and goddess, what have I created? He clenched his teeth, fighting to regain control of himself once more. What have I become?
�And what is wrong with what we are, brother?�
An abomination? Monsters that had to be stopped? Creatures born in blood, driven by the need to kill? What could possibly be wrong with that?
�Then teach us otherwise. Show us.�
Shouts ahead alerted him to Shistra-Phail blocking their way, closing off the exits from the courtyard into which they had emerged. His heart heavy as a stone, Shan gazed at their sleek and flawless faces, at the bewildered antagonism in their eyes.
�There were some such as these below. What the cocoon didn�t kill, we finished.�
The Otherlings killed as they passed, if they felt like it. A shudder of revulsion ran through him again.
�The Fellna prolong the kill. There is no pleasure in torment, brother. There is pleasure in the hunt, in the kill. That moment, and this.�
He held them back with his will alone. �Not this time.�
Confusion, but no anger greeted his spoken command. And Indarin appeared from the ranks of their people.
No, not his people anymore. Shan could see that in their faces too. He could never be Shistra-Phail, or even Feyna again. To them, he was a monster as well. To everyone but the Otherlings.
�Are you... are you still in there?� asked Indarin, his eyes trailing over Shan�s marked body before fixing on the blackness of his eyes. Studying him, trying to see the man he had known.
�Yes.� Even as he said it, his voice sounded alien to his own ears. Indarin did not look convinced. None of the Shistra-Phail lowered their weapons.
�What have you done, Shan?�
�Someone had to take control. To stop them, or everyone would have died. They know only death and war. They don�t know how to stop.�
A slight frown wrinkled Indarin�s brow. �Was it true, what you told me about Ylandra?�
Shan nodded but said nothing more.
�Why?�
�Because she asked me. She didn�t want to become� They were torturing her, Indarin. They would never stop. And she was already changed. She knew it, as did I.�
�She was our Sect Mother. You gave her a good death.�
And he bowed, a fluid and graceful movement, gratitude and most unexpected of all, forgiveness.
Something hot and wet scalded Shan�s face. Tears he realised after a moment. His own tears. �We must go. Leave this place. Before it�s too late.�
And then it was.
Jeren stepped out of the doorway opposite him, dressed in white and grey, her sword at her side, her eyes widening with alarm when she saw him. And something else. Relief? Could that really be relief?
�Shan?�
Even as she said his name, the Otherlings cried out in anger. �She wants to take you from us. She wants to separate us.�
He struggled to calm them, but he knew they were right. Jeren still wanted him. Always would. As much as he wanted her.
Holtguards and Shistra-Phail flanked her. His own brother, their friends, and guards willing to die to protect her.
From him. From his new kindred.
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Jeren�s body trembled inside, but she kept it under control, hiding it from all of them, from Shan most of all.
The light was fading in the sky and her husband, her love, stood before her as something so different, she couldn�t begin to set her feelings in proportion. She could see his face, his build, his beauty, the grace and raw physicality she loved about him. But he looked so very different.
As if someone had taken him and crafted something new to replace him.
She took a step forward and so did she. Leithen gave a grumble of protest but she lifted her hand, stilling him.
�I need to talk to him. I need to see...�
What? That he was still the same man? That he was really a monster released from Andalstrom as the frantic guard who had found them had sworn as he babbled out his story.
�They killed all those guarding the chamber, Jeren,� warned Leithen.
But her eyes fixed on Naul, still romping at Shan�s feet. The wolf knew him. That was enough to give her pause.
So maybe he still was in there somewhere.
Shan walked towards her, matching her step for step until they came to the centre of the courtyard, gazing at each other across the glassy surface of a pool. Only a couple of feet apart. And yet, worlds away from each other.
His skin glistened, the pale opalescent skin marked now with vibrant blue patterns. His hair was still white-blonde, still worn in his warrior braids. His eyes were blacker than polished jet. She couldn�t quite read an emotion in them but was aware that he studied her as closely as she studied him. Waiting for a reaction, perhaps. Or a verdict.
�It is still you,� she said at last.
He let out his breath in a long hiss and smiled. Gods, his smile was so heartstoppingly beautiful. It transformed him.
�Who else would I be, my love?�
She glanced past him at the other creatures that came with him. Beautiful in their own way, fluid and elegant. And terrible.
Creatures born to kill. Taloned, muscled, coloured like death itself in black and blue.
Creatures like Shan.
�What are they?�
�Something new. I don�t know. Otherlings. Part me, part Fell, part�part whatever was in that chamber.�
�Can you control them?�
He flinched. Only she would have noticed it, but it was clear to her as if he had spoken aloud. �For now,� he said at last.
�But not�not for long.� Her throat tightened and Shan�s expression grew grim.
�Not for long, no. I must leave, take them away to somewhere where they can�t hurt anyone.�
�And then?�
He paused. There was so much he didn�t want to say to her. He had always been an appalling liar. �I need to teach them. All they know is death and darkness. They�ll kill everything in their path if I can�t show them...�
He reached out for her hands and Jeren leaned towards him, tangling her fingers with his.
�What if you can�t?�
�Then I�ll take them somewhere isolated, away from any of the races. Somewhere safe where they can�t hurt anyone. Because if I don�t...� He glanced back at them. �They want so much to kill. Not through malevolence, but because it�s all they know. They were Fellna and the magic changed them. And me. I can�t desert them, my love.�
�I know. And they�re too dangerous to keep here. River Holt needs to heal too.�
�Come with me.�
The words were arrows to her heart. She wanted to say yes. Everything in her wanted to say yes, to fling River Holt and her magic and all the Scions of Jern behind her and escape with him, no matter what the consequences.
�You know I cannot.�
�Ah.� His grip on her hands loosened but she clung to him.
�So this is the end. Our vision was wrong. Mine was right. The end of us, with me remaining here as the Lady of River Holt. Without you.�
He swallowed hard, his throat working furiously and he tried to pull his hands away. Still, she didn�t release him. Couldn�t.
�You must choose another husband.�
Her stomach lurched. �No.�
�You need an heir. So you need a husband.�
�No!� She jerked him closer and his feet faltered on the edge of the pool but he held his ground. �Besides, Gilliad�s child will be my heir. I�ll never have another husband. You know that. I promised myself to you. Only to you.�
�I know. But Jeren...�
�Come back for me. One day.�
�I can�t promise that.�
�You can. You must. I can�t live without you.�
�You have to, little one. They need you.�
He moved so quickly, she couldn�t anticipate it, couldn�t fight him, didn�t want to. He pulled her to him, catching her before she could fall in the water, sweeping her into his arms and cradling her against his body.
�I need you,� she whispered.
But instead of answering, he kissed her. His kiss. It was still his kiss. Lips brushed lips, his tongue gently parting her mouth and filling her. He held her to him, his arms so strong, his muscles tense beneath her fevered touch. She kissed him back, trying to memorise every nuance, every movement, every caress.
The outside world rushed back in on her, weapons being drawn, shouts of alarm, Shan�s new companions snarling, preparing to attack�another war about to break out around them.
Because of them.
Jeren opened her eyes as Shan lowered her to the ground, his body sliding away from her, relinquishing her so reluctantly. For a moment she just stared at him, drinking in his nearness, his tragic smile, the ghost of his kiss as it faded on her lips.
�I love you,� he told her. �I always will.�
�Come back for me.� She only whispered the words. She couldn�t say them any louder. �Please. Don�t forget me.�
Shan stretched out his arms and stepped back from her. The Otherlings surged towards him, a flood of shadows that wrapped themselves around him, entwining him in their embrace.
And then he was gone.
Her dream of a future ended.

Chapter Sixteen 

Jeren knew the moment Gilliad�s son took his first breath. What had been a riot of noise, confusion and magic inside her flared one final time and then simply faded away. The magic followed the direct line of succession, ancestral voices to whisper advice to the ruler of River Holt, or drive them insane. Father to son, or daughter, brother to sister only when there was no child. And now there was. She had never known for sure if the baby would inherit the power, part of her prayed that it would be free, but now she had her answer. The curse would live on, dormant for fifteen or twenty years�so the voices in her mind had assured her�but viable, ready to begin again when the child was old enough. Not even the gods who had cursed her ancestors would be so cruel as to inflict it on a child. Not when tearing her life apart had been so much more fulfilling. She must have sated them just a little with all she had given up. Her heartbreak and loss just a little compensation for her family�s ancient sins.
She sat in the Great Hall, enthroned above her assembled people, the visiting ambassadors and petitioners. Her heart ached for a moment and she bid a silent farewell to those ancestors who had been her comfort. Of course, all the others she wouldn�t miss for a moment. But it had been one last connection with her father and that, at least, had given her some small and unexpected joy.
�Jeren? Are you quite well?� Doria leaned in to her side, a soft hand resting on Jeren�s arm. �Do you want to dismiss them? You�re pale. Maybe you need some rest.�
She shook her head and gave half a smile. �It�s nothing. Tell Vertigern that his sister has delivered the child. He can go to her now. She�ll appreciate his presence.�
Doria stepped back, spoke to an aide, but didn�t move any further away. Jeren squirmed under her very determined glare. Doria wasn�t going to let her dismiss her own health so easily. If she thought there was something wrong with Jeren there would be a healer called in an instant.
So Jeren hid the sudden pain that ripped through her and sat as still as any of the statues outside.
An hour passed before she could decently dismiss the court. The official announcement of the birth was met with a mixed response, though she herself celebrated it. They didn�t know what it meant.
It meant she was free.
Jeren left the clamouring groups who gathered to talk over the news and stepped into the sweet calm of the ante-chamber. Ilydona waited with a cloak and she wrapped it around herself without a word. The air was cool and fresh, holding the promise of snow.
She missed the snow. It made her think of him.
And that was part of the problem. She didn�t want to think about him, about everything she had lost.
Jeren made her way to the courtyard of statues where the carved faces of her ancestors gazed dispassionately down on her. She stopped beneath Felan who still wore his Shistra-Phail braids as proudly as she did. Another voice she would miss, though he was stoic and too acquainted with a grief like her own. Behind him, two other statues stood tall in stone finery but as yet unfinished. Their faces were still blank but her orders had been firm and specific. She would have both her father and her brother depicted here. And Gilliad would be the man as he had once been, or might have been before his madness and after his death�the man she had won back from his magic, if only in the confines of her own mind.
For a while she�d had a brother again.
But they were all gone now. Gone to a child who would need their wisdom, who would know them throughout his life. And who, hopefully, would have better guidance than her brother had ever had. Who would be shown how to use the sword and keep himself sane.
Her nephew took precedence. Relief brought up a guilty sob from deep inside her. And with it came grief, loss, such as she had never fully experienced before. She climbed up onto the plinth and nestled at Felan�s feet, hiding her tears from River Holt even now. A moment later, the soft pad of feet heralded Naul. The wolf�less of a cub now than a gangly legged youth�jumped up beside her and she wrapped her arms around his neck, burying her face in his warm fur.
She couldn�t say how much time slid past. It felt like hours and seconds, probably the latter. Jeren, as the Lady of River Holt, was never afforded much time on her own. She�d learned to block people out. She�d had to.
A discreet cough brought her attention to another companion.
Elayne.
�I�m sorry, Jeren. They�re asking for you. The boy needs to be presented and formally named.�
Jeren scrubbed at her face with the heels of her hands. �Of course. Has Alyssa decided on a name already?�
Elayne hesitated. �Raethyn. A family name. Vertigern was pleased.�
Jeren let the half smile flicker over her face, and relief coloured Elayne�s features. �Raethyn�s a good name. Her grandfather�s I believe.� Better anything than a name associated with the child�s father, anyway. Not just for Alyssa�s sake. It would take generations for River Holt to recover from all Gilliad had done. Once the richest Holt, it was now living hand to mouth. Whole families were missing or dead. No one had escaped unscathed.
The sooner her brother�s legacy was replaced with his son�s, the better.
She hoped.
�Indarin and the Ariah are here,� said Elayne. �They�re asking for you.�
�I�ll see them now, of course. How does she look?�
Elayne shrugged. �Radiant, I suppose. Isn�t that how all pregnant women are supposed to look? Hard to tell though. She�s Feyna and imbued with more magic than most of us will see in a lifetime. She always looks radiant to me.�
Jeren laughed and climbed down from her perch, Naul jumping down after her and circling her protectively. Elayne eyed him.
�I swear that wolf doesn�t like me much.�
Jeren ruffled the fur between Naul�s ears. �Of course he does. He hasn�t bitten you, has he? He didn�t like the South Holt ambassador�s gifts though. Or the proposal.� She smiled at the thought of the priceless desert orchids sent to her, chewed to a dark green mess that may or may not have also been vomited on the antique rug which had accompanied them. And the man�s face when confronted with the growl of a wolf instead of a meek Holtlady with her tame lapdog.
He hadn�t come back. She couldn�t call herself broken-hearted.
Or rather, she could, but not because of him. Her hand strayed back to the wolf at her side. Her comfort. Her friend. Her last connection.
Saying goodbye was not the hardest thing in the world. Doing it in such a way that no one�not even those who knew her as well as Indarin and Lara�would notice cut deeper into her heart than Jeren had ever imagined. But she did it. She smiled, and laughed and pretended throughout the banquet and subsequent entertainments that she would see them in the morning, that all was well and nothing�nothing at all�had changed.
Moonlight spilled across the floor from Jeren�s balcony over the Falls. It made the ghosts of rainbows in the spray. The thunder, once a torment, was a comfort now. Long ago the water had saved her life, and allowed her to escape with Shan. It still sang to her of that time. Of Shan, his murmured promises. Of Anala, lost to save them both. Even if it had only given them the briefest time of joy together.
The sight of the moonlight on River Holt still made Jeren�s heart weep. There was no way to explain it. She tugged the pins out of her hair and let the braids fall down her back, tossing the pins onto the dresser. It was done. That was all that could be said about it. For good or for ill, it was done.
The joy had been to see Indarin and Lara again, to embrace her friends and feel the kick of a rare and treasured Feyna child in her womb. The Shistra-Phail were ecstatic, for the Ariah would always be one of their own, more than a Seer or a Crafter. She had been Shistra-Phail first. It was a feeling Jeren knew well. Indarin glowed with pride, with love, never leaving her side. He reminded Jeren too keenly of Shan, so much so that she could barely bring herself to speak more than a few words of congratulations.
The presentation of Raethyn as her heir had gone off without a hitch, just as she had foreseen it in the pools of Aran�Mor so long ago.
Vertigern and Elayne would care for Gilliad�s son. When he came of age, Indarin would train him. He would inherit River Holt and she was free. So she should feel happy, shouldn�t she?
Except that she was alone.
There was no alternative. Not anymore. And this was all she had seen. This was her future come to fruition. The end at last.
Jeren picked up the sword. Naul gave a whine as she knelt down on the floor and lodged the thing on an angle before her, its point against her chest. Its narrow blade shimmered like water bathed in moonlight. So beautiful, Feyna steel. Like everything they made. Like everything about them. But dangerous, unnaturally sharp, and so very strong. Feyna steel would not break, no more than the people themselves. But she was not Feyna. She�d given up that dream with Shan.
One swift lunge forward. That was all it would take. Just falling would probably do the trick. The blade was so sharp she hoped she would feel as little as possible. She�d talked Alyssa out of taking her own life, but hypocrite that she was she saw no such alternative for herself. She wound her spine with steel as strong, took a deep breath and forced herself to do it. Now. Now before her nerve failed. Before she consigned herself to a lifetime of slow death in River Holt.
This was better. Quicker. This was what should be.
Silver flashed right in front of her eyes and with a noise like the ringing of bells, her sword was dashed away. Jeren cried out as she fell, not to her death but to empty space.
Strong hands caught her before she could hit the ground, arms that moved so quickly that they blurred. But she could still see their porcelain pale skin, marked with patches of a blue as vibrant as a summer sky in spirals and whorls, as if a child had painted it with overlong fingers.
It wasn�t possible. He had gone. He had changed and gone with the Otherlings. Months ago. A lifetime ago.
Naul gave a whimper of greeting and crouched low, his ears pinned back as he crept forwards, his tail going eagerly.
Jeren closed her eyes as the wolf came closer, as he nuzzled and licked the man holding her, so wolfish a gesture to greet a pack member. Joy unrestrained in being reunited with his friend.
The interloper laughed, actually laughed, and Jeren�s heart wrenched in her chest. She sobbed and his touch gentled, while Naul turned to her instead, trying to comfort her, encourage her, assure her that there was no threat.
�It can�t be you. You went with them. You left me.�
Shan�s touch gentled and he released her, his fingertip lingering against her skin. Jeren turned towards him as he pulled back. For a moment his face was as she last remembered it, all hard plains and angels, all steel beneath taut skin. The alien cast of his features was even more pronounced by the markings the Otherlings had placed on him and his eyes, endless black, were too like those of the Fellna. Then he softened, that hard line of his mouth curving into a faint smile.
His smile.
�I have missed you so, little one.�
His voice sounded slightly deeper. But then everything about him seemed to have changed, and yet remained the same. There was music in the sound of his words.
�You left me.� She could still see it, that nightmarish moment where he had chosen them over her.
�You refused to come with me.�
She glanced around, checking the shadowed corners of her room. �Where are they?�
Shan frowned, examining her closely with his razor sharp gaze. �Far away. Amid the ice and snow where they can encounter no one but themselves. Hidden.�
Jeren released a breath she had not been aware of holding. �So you couldn�t tame them?�
He chuckled, the sound so abrupt that it made her start. She couldn�t recall being this on edge around him since she had first discovered what he was. Ah, but he was something different again now. Something far stranger, far more dangerous. �I never intended to tame them. They can�t be tamed, Jeren. Look at Naul. Do you consider him tamed?�
That brought a smile to her face. No. Nobody could consider Naul tamed. Shan�s fingertips traced delicate lines on her cheek and she shuddered, her smile fading in a curious mixture of alarm and desire.
�Do they think they have tamed you?� Shan asked. �These people of River Holt?� He bent his head, brushed his lips against hers. �Then they�re fools.� He threaded his long and elegant fingers through her braids, fanning them out, admiration written large across his features. �You are Shistra-Phail, then, now and forever. My mate. That will never change either. Estere cara�mae, Jeren.�
You are my mate, Jeren.
She pulled back, had to, to put distance between them, if only to let herself think. She needed to think.
�What are you now, Shan? Why are you back?�
His face fell, and to her astonishment she could see pain in his eyes. �Naul told me what you were planning. I couldn�t let you do it. Not you.�
Shock poured ice down her back. She glared at the wolf. �Traitor.� Naul gave a dismissive bark. �And I thought you were on my side.� Shan cleared his throat, bringing her attention back to him. �What choice did I have? Stay here? Like this?�
He took a tentative step towards her. �I can give you a choice now. Again. You asked me to come back for you, remember?�
�And you never answered.�
�I�m here, Jeren. Isn�t that an answer?�
She froze, staring at him, her mind whirling. �You came back to stop me killing myself.�
He shook his head, his braids whispering against one another. �I came back because you told me to.�
�Shan...� She forced herself to breathe smoothly, tried to calm her thundering heart and failed. �It�s been months. It�s been�I thought you were gone forever. I thought�� She wouldn�t cry. Liath help her, she would not cry. Not for him. Not now.
She�d cried every tear she could spare.
Felan�s sword caught the moonlight. Her sword. The last thing holding her to River Holt. She didn�t need it anymore. It was destined for her nephew now and she only prayed he wouldn�t need it as much as she and Gilliad had.
But she wasn�t done with it just yet.
Jeren leapt across the room, snatching up the blade from the ground. She turned on Shan, ready to attack and found him armed, waiting. She didn�t hesitate, couldn�t. No more than she could cry for him.
Shan bared his teeth, sharper than she remembered, so very white. His eyes narrowed, though more in pleasure than rage. �This is what you want?�
Yes, this and every moment in between. This until the end of her life. With a cry of rage, she rushed him and Shan stepped aside, bringing his sword up to intercept hers. She whirled away, her heart pumping adrenaline through her system, feeling more alive than she had in months. With a shout, she attacked again, and again.
Shan laughed, a bold and life-affirming sound which sent her blood soaring. Their swords clashed, held and they stood, body to body, only separated by steel. His scent filled her lungs, intoxicating her. For a moment she just gazed at him, at his eyes, at his painted skin, at her mate, the one soul who could always call to hers.
�You left me,� she whispered.
�I came back.�
�And now?�
�Come with me.�
�Where? Where can we go?�
His mouth quirked, the corners rising, and the smile spread up to the warm, liquid depths of his eyes. �Anywhere we want, little one.�
She took his mouth with hers, pressing body to body, the swords still trapped between them. The kiss was savage, a kiss of equals, born of need and loss and desperation. Dropping the weapons, she sank her hands into his hair, wrapping her arms around his neck and pulling him to her. Shan lifted her from the ground, holding her against him as he backed towards the wall. His mouth left hers but only to trail a line of fire down her jaw and neck. Clothing fell away, their eager hands struggling to free each other. Shan�s body bore the same patterning all over, but where his skin was still the marble white she could still see the blue shadows of his veins. She traced the lines, licked the new marks, grazed the surface with her teeth until he groaned with need.
Shan pulled her to him, kissed her as he entered her. She tore her mouth free so she could cry out his name and wrapped her legs around his hips. This was right. More than right. Wolves mated for life, one pair, two souls entwined, and so did they. Shan froze, fighting to hold on, struggling to wait for her, his entire body iron beneath her.
Jeren let go, trusting in fate, destiny and her goddess. The one thing she knew for sure was Shan had come back for her. And maybe the future they had seen wouldn�t happen. Maybe he looked too different, or maybe the Otherling marks upon him would fade in time. But it didn�t matter, not now. Not anymore.
�We can make our own future, Shan. Make it what we want.�
His eyes snapped wide open to fill themselves with her face, with the moment where he pushed her over the edge and his body stiffened, lost in her. She kept her gaze fixed on his, her body convulsing with pleasure, with fulfilment and love.
Sated, they slid to the ground in a tangle of limbs. Shan nuzzled into her neck, murmuring soft words in his own tongue. She listened to the lyric tones, the music in his voice until it trailed to silence and deep, even breaths.
For a moment, she didn�t move, couldn�t move. To move might break the spell, steal him from her again. And she couldn�t have that. Not this time.
She pressed her lips to his throat and smiled as she kissed him.
Shan lifted his head and took in a breath, about to say something. But he didn�t. With another deep-throated groan, he moved away from her, lifting his body as if to leave.
Jeren caught his wrist in a grip of iron. �Where are you going?�
He stilled, opening his eyes to look at her again. �Nowhere without you.� She could see it in his eyes, the truth of it. And the need to apologise. Words she neither needed nor wanted to hear. �Jeren, I��
She covered his mouth with her hand and felt him smile against her palm. Memory stirred, the most precious memory of all. Long ago, when they had first fled River Holt, they had lain in each others arms, body to body for warmth.
�If you bite me,� she scowled at him, mimicking his sternness from long ago, �you know we�ll end up fighting.�
Slowly she lifted her hand. He kissed her again, slowly, taking his time and savouring each sensation. �You and I fight?� He smiled. �That�ll never happen.�
Jeren laughed. �I think it did. But we survived. That�s all that matters, isn�t it?�
�Yes. You really believe that, Jeren? That we can make our own future?�
She curled in against him, burying herself in his scent, his body. �I�m willing to find out, my love. With you.�
Their own future, a new destiny they could forge for themselves. It stretched out before them, winding onwards into the distance. And there would be a woman and a man, two lovers with a wolf at their side, walking the ways of the Holtlands, wandering wherever their hearts took them.
The End
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